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The Pied Piper Effect

How Great Teachers Make Students Want to Learn


Some teachers have a magic touch.  You can see it in their students’ adoring eyes. For these teachers, students will blissfully do anything they are asked. Just as all creatures found the sweet melodies of the Pied Piper irresistible, such enamored students will do anything to please these beloved teachers.


Dr. Robert Nash, who started a program for students with learning disabilities at the University of Wisconsin, Oshkosh, had this Pied Piper Effect on young people. College students from his remedial classes often spoke at conferences to tell of their new academic success.  With a worshipful look in their eyes, they would sigh, “Dr. Nash taught me to read.”  It was downright embarrassing to watch his pupils gush about how this teacher had changed their lives. Among his colleagues and friends, he didn’t look all that special.  Yet, his students, most of them in their mid to upper twenties, eagerly testified to the miraculous transformation brought about by this ordinary looking man. He was their hero, their savior, their rescuer, their advocate, their friend. For his students, Bob Nash was like the Pied Piper of Hamlin. They would have followed Dr. Nash anywhere!

Wilson Anderson, a Minnesota specialist in learning disabilities, had this same kind of charmed relationship with his students. In his classroom, he had high standards and was very demanding. Yet, at conferences all over the country, his students beamed with pride as they told of the accomplishments he had helped them to achieve. They gladly carried his luggage, toted boxes of books, paid their own expenses, gave up sleeping in on a Saturday morning, dressed up in coat and tie or hose and heels, then cheerfully spent an entire day at a boring conference. All of us have encountered one or two of these gifted educators. What in the world do they do to these children?  

Both Dr. Nash and Wilson Anderson know how to create the Pied Piper Effect. When you see them in action with young people, the question arises: How do these teachers generate such adoring behavior in their students? What is their secret? And, more important –Is there a chance the rest of us can learn some of their tricks? 

How did the Pied Piper get all the rats, then all the children, to blindly follow him out of town? Those youngsters didn’t know he was leading them to a “joyous land” where “honey-bees had lost their stings and horses were born with eagle’s wings,” as Robert Browning put it. In the fairy tale, it was magic. As the piper himself explained, “I’m able by means of a secret charm to draw all creatures living beneath the sun…” In today’s classrooms, the “secret charm” is a combination of attitude and technique. Since those are teachable, anyone should be able to master them. And, if we have to, we can throw in some smoke and mirrors to keep it interesting.

Pied Piper Principle Number 1

What you give out is what you’re going to get back.

Teachers who use the Pied Piper Principles are fiercely loyal to the young people in their charge. These educators genuinely like their pupils and treat them with great courtesy and respect. They see themselves as the adults in charge of creating a pleasant collaborative relationship. They make it a point to do their part in maintaining a classroom environment based on mutual cooperation. In both their words and their actions, adored teachers have very high expectations and hold their students to extremely high standards. Their behavior toward their charges is impeccable – honest, forthright, trusting and kind. They assume that each student sincerely wants to learn and that the two of them will work toward that goal in a partnership. When teachers treat their students with such consideration, that’s the treatment they receive in return. What you give out is definitely what you are going to get back. 

This principle can charm a student/teacher relationship, but it can also poison it. A sad example of this took place in my own classroom a number of years ago. A visiting teacher had come to observe for the morning. As the children struggled to carry out a challenging writing assignment, she drew me aside to ask a few questions. Since I was trying to monitor my students, my responses to her were brief. But she chattered on and on. When one of my boys got into some difficulty with his essay, he came over to ask for my help. With his paper and his pencil in his hand, he quietly stared at the floor while he waited for the observer to stop talking. Our visitor prattled on as though deliberately mocking a child who simply wanted access to his teacher.  But the boy was patient. He shifted his weight back and forth from one foot to the other for a while, then finally worked up the courage to try to break in. Using his very best manners and an appropriately humble tone of voice, he said, “Excuse me…”

 The poor kid never had a chance. The woman pounced on him. With a churlish voice and a deeply furrowed brow, she glared down into his stricken face and snarled, “Young man, can’t you see that I’m trying to talk to your teacher.” Every student in the class turned around to stare in shocked horror. We didn’t treat each other like that in my room.

Ironically, this same lady was assigned to my classroom several weeks later as a substitute. She found the students rude, unruly, undisciplined and generally unmanageable! There is no mystery about where their bad behavior came from. Students might not always have a good memory for the weekly spelling words or the page number of the daily math assignment, but shabby treatment is not something they quickly forget.

This woman had been rude to these students, and they despised her. They made sure she got back what she had dished out and then some. 

For four miserable months, this poor woman struggled to overcome her students’ contempt and make them respect her. It never occurred to her that she herself had created their hateful attitude. And she never figured out that she could change it by taking the first step in a new direction.

Pied Piper Principle Number Two

It is up to the adult to take the first step in a new direction.
This poor beleaguered sub could have transformed her students’ attitude with just two changes. (1) Instead of continuing to treat them with the same resistance and animosity they extended toward her, she could have offered them the kind of respect she wanted for herself. To do this, she would have had to abandon sarcasm and change her controlling, punitive attitude to one of trust, cooperation and courtesy. (2) She needed to take some kind of action to make her students feel lucky to be in her class. But of course the frustrated substitute didn’t do any of that.


Mrs. Boyette was a teacher who did. Year after year, her students radiated that glow of contentment typical of students smitten by the Pied Piper Effect.  Youngsters were eager to get to seventh and eighth grade so they could get in on her science classes. For many students, it was the first time they encountered a teacher who knew how to light that fire of enthusiasm that leads to inner motivation. Under her tutelage, kids who’d never been successful students suddenly sprang to life. Youngsters who had never shown any interest in science invested huge amounts of energy in projects and ended up winning top prizes in the county’s science fair. Troubled youths, who normally couldn’t be trusted to leave the room without getting into trouble, blossomed into her trusted assistants. 


How did she accomplish this? First, Mrs. Boyette treated every student with the same consideration she demanded for herself.  And second, her room offered every teenager a chance to get a fresh start. She was not afraid to take a chance and trust youths who had never been trustworthy before. Mrs. Boyette gave every student an opportunity to take a positive step in a new direction. She offered all her students undeserved privileges so spectacular that they had to grow into them.
Mrs. Boyette was a master of this strategy. Every year she singled out a handful of troubled students for special training. Instead of placing them in a behavior management program based on rewards and consequences, she trained them to be her special assistants in the chemistry lab. These oafs, losers and troublemakers became the “Death Squad.” They were the only ones allowed to operate the ventilation system on the gas chamber that removed lethal fumes from the lab. Only Death Squad members could use the keys to open the cabinets of dangerous chemicals. Only this specially trained crew had access to the storage closet where delicate laboratory glassware was kept. 

The students blessed with Death Squad status were almost always the ones who needed it the most but deserved it the least.  

 By giving these youngsters a fresh start, she gave them the opportunity to overcome past failures and demonstrate new competence. They always rose to the occasion and ended up basking in their new status. Mrs. Boyette’s lab assistants never let her down. Invariably they learned to deserve the confidence she had so freely bestowed upon them. 

The first step has to be an action – not a lecture, not an offer to make a deal or cut a bargain. It must be an action of kindness and trust. In order to open the door to a new path, it must be an action that has a genuine chance of developing into a part of a solution to the child’s fundamental problem.

When the Millers realized their sixteen-year-old son, Josh, was trapped in a quagmire of academic failure, they decided to look for new options. They met with me, and we saw that the youth definitely had the academic skills and mental capacity to achieve his life dream of becoming an officer in the military. The problem was there just didn’t seem to be any way to get the boy to do his homework. The family had tried everything. Although he was a good kid and stayed out of trouble, Josh had lost most of his privileges by failing to live up to the various contracts that were supposed to help get him motivated. All of Josh’s grades were Ds and Fs, and he still had two years to go. If this sixteen-year-old stayed on his current path, he would probably flunk out or drop out of high school long before he got a diploma. There was no point in pretending that some miraculous change would take place without a drastic change of direction. 

Even though Josh was out of town for the summer and would not get a chance to express his ideas on the subject, a boarding school looked like his best chance. Normally, you would never ship a kid off to a school without giving him a vote on the matter. But in this case, there was a nearby military academy where Josh had very happily attended summer camp the previous year. Since it was close by and Josh could be a day student, the cost was affordable.  There was every reason to expect him to be delighted to go there. And, best of all, this highly structured boarding school knew how to box a student in and make sure the schoolwork got done. The Millers took the plunge: They signed Josh up with the understanding that if he hated the place, he could come back to his old school at the end of the first semester. 

When told he was going to the military school, the youth simply responded, “Oh, cool.” 

The military academy turned out to be a very happy experience for Josh. He gained rank quickly because of his exemplary behavior and love of the military life. He maintained a C average, graduated comfortably, went on to a community college and then began his officer’s training. This boy felt called to devote his life to serving his country. His parents’ courageous decision got him an education and a head start on his career. 

Clearly, Josh Miller was in a mess that called for the adults to take the first step. And in this case, it turned out to be a step in the right direction. In many situations, that is not the case. Even then, it’s the right action because it got the situation unstuck.   A student trapped in some kind of failure pattern can be thought of as standing on one square of the checkerboard – stuck.  Sometimes it’s clear which move will lead to great success. Often it’s not.  In either case, the first step is the same: get off the square you’re on. 

Taking a strong positive step in a new direction requires breaking free from the belief that youngsters must earn everything they get. Whether teacher, counselor, mentor, or parent, it’s up to the adult to take the first step. Since taking this kind of action is such a dramatic departure from standard practices, there are times when the adults just can’t force themselves to do it. To them, it’s unfair to give children a perk they clearly do not deserve.

Pied Piper Principle Number Three

Get beyond standard thinking on what’s “fair”.

Children don’t always deserve the thing they need the most. Striving to keep the score even deprives us of the freedom to make wise choices on behalf of our students.

This principle sounds simple enough. But in reality, it’s very hard to put into practice. In our hearts we have trouble overriding that inner voice telling us that it’s the kids who behave themselves who should get the goodies. 

“Eat your spinach and you can have dessert.” 

“No broccoli, no ice cream.” 

“Troublemakers don’t get to go on field trips.” 

Giving special privileges to kids who never do their homework flies in the face of conventional wisdom. “After all, we don’t want to reward bad behavior.” 

Educators who create the Pied Piper Effect in students have moved beyond the tit for tat thinking that insists children bend to our will in order to earn our prizes and avoid our punishments. Those who practice these principles know that all systems of rewards and consequences require the child to act first. Adored educators have rid themselves of the restrictive influences that prevent the rest of us from giving young people something they don’t deserve. They don’t think in terms of what’s “fair.” Their actions are based on what students need, not what they have earned. 

The Carlton family got caught in this trap. Although their son, Ben, was in the gifted and talented program, he began spiraling down into failure in the sixth grade. His attitude and grades continued to deteriorate over the next two years until his parents enrolled him in a private school, where it was assumed he would benefit from the smaller classes and closer supervision. When he failed ninth grade entirely and the private school expelled him for his bad behavior, the family considered the possibility of an experiential boarding school designed for students with problems like his. Ben went for a visit and wanted very much to go there. His parents believed that the special school’s unusual program could turn their son’s life around. However, they couldn’t bring themselves to spend so much money on a child who in no way deserved it. 

When Ben persisted in begging for a chance to attend the boarding school in the fall, his parents finally relented. They offered him a deal: They agreed to send him to the new school, but he had to prove himself first. In order to prove his commitment to take full advantage of the opportunity available to him at the experiential school, Ben had to pass the two classes he was repeating in summer school and stop being argumentative and disagreeable at home. Ben’s parents were surprised and disappointed when he failed to live up to his part of the bargain. He ended up back in the public school repeating the ninth grade and his parents felt it served him right. By the eleventh grade the situation was so dramatically worse that Ben’s parents took the bull by the horns and shipped him off to the experiential boarding school. 

But by then, it was too late. The final results aren’t in yet, but Ben’s academic future looks bleak. He left the boarding school before graduating and continued to fail in the public school. His chances for a high school diploma are questionable, and a college education looks highly unlikely. 

At the crucial moment when Ben’s parents needed to bite the bullet and take the first step, they asked him to make the first move. When they offered him the opportunity to earn the privilege of having them bail him out, he didn’t have the inner resources to make even a token attempt. His problem got in the way of his helping to solve his problem. This youth was mired in failure; it was unrealistic to think that he was capable of taking strong positive action to pull himself out of the mess, but his parents got stuck on the fact that the kid did not deserve such a break.

Pied Piper Principle Number Four

Students tend to give us what we expect. 
Those who wish to set the Pied Piper Effect into motion have to take control of their expectations and make sure they expect only the kind of behavior and performance they want. To do this, it’s necessary to break away from the limited thinking that makes us believe young people will only behave themselves if forced. It’s crucial to drop the idea that students are lazy and do as little work as possible. All beliefs that make us expect children to be uncooperative, disinterested, unprepared, incompetent or unsuccessful help create those very traits in our students and severely limit their potential. With just a few adjustments in our assumptions, it’s possible to set up self-fulfilling prophecies that lead students to new levels of achievement and motivation.

 On the surface this sounds totally ridiculous. Yet more then sixty years of research has demonstrated that in both academic performance and classroom behavior, students tend to give teachers exactly what the teachers expect. Students who are believed to be bright and motivated get a sweeter tone of voice, a greater number of smiles and a more patient explanation when having difficulty. We teachers don’t intend to do this. However, whether we want it to or not, our beliefs about a student or class are clearly transmitted through our attitudes and actions in the classroom. Thus, our expectations tend to become self-fulfilling prophecies. In research dating as far back as Clever Hans, a foot tapping horse of the early 1900s, it has been established that we humans transmit subtle signals to each other that are both sent and received at subconscious levels. With the lift of an eyebrow, a nod of the head, an adjustment to the shoulders, a tiny inflection in the tone of voice, we communicate our feelings without intending to do so – even to a horse. 

Educators have been shown to be friendlier toward their high achieving students, to put more effort into preparation of their lessons and to create better opportunities for them to demonstrate proficiency. Research indicates that the eager beavers are challenged with more thought-provoking questions and given more time to respond. In most schools, the college bound students receive the most attention and are expected to meet much higher standards in the quality and quantity of their work. Students who are considered to be unmotivated, inept, lacking in ability or hard to handle are often asked to do less work.  Yet, in studies where students of color with a history of poor academic achievement were placed in honors classes and given the encouragement they needed to perform well, their work was of equal quality to their white classmates.

 In study after study, it has been demonstrated that teachers who expect to see significant improvements in struggling students often inspire those youngsters to fulfill those expectations. Educators definitely have the power to inspire low performing students to make significant improvements by deliberately developing positive expectations for them and communicating those expectations to the students. While the statistics indicate that the most impressive gains take place in struggling students, all pupils show marked progress when led to take on the challenge of striving toward a lofty goal that they’re not sure they can attain.

My first experience with the Pied Piper Effect came back in the 1970s when I was the remedial reading teacher in a small private school. Late one evening I got a surprising phone call from the mother of one of my students. After identifying herself, she asked me in a very challenging voice, “What have you done to my son?” 

 I had no idea what she was talking about and I found her tone alarming. It sounded to me like her next call was going to be to her lawyer. I muttered something neutral and probably incomprehensible.

The lady rushed on. “Paul has locked himself in the bathroom.”

That scared me. This was an awfully nice kid. He was good looking, well liked, an excellent athlete. He seemed an unlikely candidate for suicide, but who could tell?

When I failed to respond, his mother raced on, “He’s locked himself in the bathroom and I know what he’s doing.”

It definitely sounded like something naughty, so I waited before giving her a neutral, “Yeah?”

“He’s in there and he’s reading.”

I was dumbfounded. Apparently this family had fought many battles over getting this reluctant reader to pick up a book. It would have been a major loss of face for Paul to let his parents see him relent and actually bury his nose in the new book I had assigned him that day. And it would be several weeks before he could tolerate the pleased (smug?) looks on his parents’ faces when he quit being so secretive about his new literary interests and shifted his reading activities to the living room couch. 

As to his mother’s question: What had I done to get that child to read when all else had failed? The real answer probably lies in what I didn’t do. 

 Paul was in my sixth grade remedial reading class. The students and I had struggled together valiantly for three months with no books, no equipment, no materials, and a tiny room so crowded that the twelve students couldn’t get in and out without moving the desks.  Although these youngsters hated reading, they were delighted when a cool looking set of Reader’s Digest Skill Builders arrived. 

We’d been trapped in boring worksheets and tedious drills so long, we could hardly wait to get our hands on something interesting. However, since this little set of magazine-like texts was the only reading material we had, we couldn’t just snatch them off the shelves and dive in. They had the look and appeal of leisure reading, but we had to use them in some kind of organized manner for instructional purposes. So for two solid weeks, we had to wait. The children drooled over those slim little volumes daily while I devoted my evenings to creating a program and designing lesson plans based on rationing out our new books so they would last to the end of the year. 

 When I finally cut the children loose with the Skill Builders, their enthusiasm was high. It was on his first day with that brand new book that Paul bolted himself in the bathroom to devour the stories assigned to him for that week. His articles were supposed to last him an entire week, but he read the whole book in just that one night! I had never said a word to encourage those youngsters to read. All my instructions had been about how they had to wait.

The trick to this particular situation was that I knew those kids would love those books. I didn’t just believe it or hope it or think I could talk them into liking them – I was positive that they would absolutely love those Reader’s Digest Skill Builders. 

· The articles were short. To remedial students, that’s real important.  

· The stories were interesting and tended to deal with real life experiences. That’s just right for students who hate to read, are starved for information and have a boundless curiosity about the world around them. 

· They came in six reading levels and had varied activities at the end of each selection. That allowed me to carefully tailor each student’s weekly assignment to the appropriate reading level and particular skill development needed. 

· The books were attractive, looked  mature, felt good in the hands, were a size that was easy to carry around and had great illustrations. 

This was a sure thing. I expected my students to like their new reading books and expected a positive response to our new program. The part that caught me by surprise was the amazing level of their enthusiasm. It lasted right up until the end of the school year. 

Once the Pied Piper Effect is seen in action, it’s easily recognized in other situations by the outrageous enthusiasm it generates in students. Still, there are times when it will sneak up unexpectedly and catch you by surprise. 

Luke, a teenage homeschooler was driving his mother crazy. According to his mom, this fifteen year old was “uncooperative” and resisted all her attempts to give him a decent education. Out of sheer desperation, she had me visit their home to take a look.  When I arrived, Luke greeted me warmly. For the entire time I was with his family, this big, gangly youth was totally charming.   He gave me a tour of the video studio he had built in the basement.  He gave me a private screening of the hilarious video productions he’d created with his younger sister. Since it was common knowledge that Luke only cleaned his room when the mice and fruit flies became unbearable, I wasn’t surprised when he didn’t invite me in. However, he did bring out his prized scrapbooks to show me the memorabilia from theater productions he’d played in all over their city.  I was completely smitten by this talented youngster who hated everything to do with reading, writing, ‘rithmetic, and all else related to schooling, yet adored the theater. In a long academic consultation with his mother, she and I figured out ways she could build her son’s curriculum around his love of the stage. 

Two years later I ran into Luke and his mother at a conference. They both said things were going well, but I was busy selling books and making speeches, so we didn’t have much time to talk. As they headed off to a session, I asked Luke if he might be able to man my booth the following morning when I had to leave it unattended in order to make a presentation. He asked, “What time?” Knowing the hour was way too early for any teenager, I grimaced and replied in a questioning tone, “Eight o’clock?” He groaned. We hugged. I said, “Think about it.” And he went on his way.

Saturday morning Luke’s mom came dashing over to my booth about ten minutes before eight. “What did you say to my son?” she asked.

I was too startled to do more than give her a puzzled look and a shrug. “Say?”

 “He sent me down to tell you he’ll be here in just a minute. He’s going to babysit your booth.” 

When Luke came loping up with a breathless grin, his hair was still wet from his hurried shower. I gave him a big welcoming hug, said something stupid like, “Luke, you darling boy,” grabbed my hat and spouted instructions as I dashed off. “Cash box is under the table, prices are marked, no need to charge tax – I’ll be back in an hour…” Luke was smiling, and nodding as he waved me off.


What did I say to that kid? Why did he get out of bed on a Saturday morning when I did little more than give him a hint? I have no idea. That’s the whole story. When the Pied Piper Effect strikes, it can catch you by surprise.

