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Pied Piper Principle # 8

Work Toward the Student’s Goals

Trying to get students motivated by selling them on our adult values is pointless. Youngsters tune us out the minute we bring up the boring practicalities of adult life. They do not find it the least bit inspiring to hear how they need to prepare for mortgages, cholesterol control, job responsibilities, and crab grass. And sweeping generalities like, “You need to change your attitude” merely act to stir up defiance. To have any chance of generating enthusiasm in a student, it’s essential to speak in terms of possible gains in status that might be attained immediately. This kid isn’t trying to get into Harvard; he’s hoping to pass fifth grade. More important, he’s in desperate need of a quick fix with math, or a social studies project, or some kind of conflict with the art teacher. 

Andy refused to admit that he needed any kind of academic assistance. This  highly resistant ninth grader’s tutor explored for areas where she could be of help despite her pupil’s insistence that he was in great shape. As the two of them went through an analysis of his current academic status, they realized that he would probably be able to pass English if only he could figure out a way to get better grades on the weekly vocabulary test. It didn’t take much convincing to get the youth to agree to work on getting rid of that weekly F. 

Like most youngsters who have some overwhelming issue that’s about to engulf them, in Andy’s mind, his problem was just a vague, nebulous haze that had never been examined or articulated. He felt so helpless about the situation in English that he tried not to think about it. Problems that don’t get thought about don’t get resolved. 

In helping students set goals, it’s usually necessary to help them first figure out what their problem areas are. That process necessitates listening with an open mind. Sometimes it’s hard to avoid criticizing youngsters as they talk about themselves and how they learn. Failures tend to be covered in thick layers of blame for teachers who didn’t like them or parents who didn’t let them get to the library. However, since most kids are self-centered and love to talk about themselves, it’s usually easy to guide them in taking a gentle but honest look at their personal makeup.

 As this discovery process evolves, it’s interesting and very useful to include some form of learning styles inventory. Few students pay attention to how they learn. This is just not something they think about. Asking students what kind of environment they find conducive to doing their best thinking often leads them to become more observant of their learning patterns, their motives, and their behavior.  At first, the goal is to teach youngsters to “see” what they’re seeing. 

 As students begin to notice their own patterns, it’s helpful to suggest that they not try to change anything; just observe. As they become aware of their own habits, they may choose to make some adjustments. But the first part of that process is just to notice.

As teachers and guides in this process, it is important to consistently maintain a neutral attitude where no attempt is made to change anybody. Just observe. Be a mirror. Help students see themselves as they are, and let them make their own decisions about adjustments or alterations they might want to make. If there are going to be any changes, the motivation has to come from the student himself. 

Phil had been working on a timed alphabetizing drill for several months. He made excellent progress and gradually increased his speed. After weeks of being stuck at a time just below two minutes, he realized he’d hit a plateau. Phil very much wanted to keep building speed, but could see that wasn’t going to happen until he changed something. With a chuckle, this sharp fifth grader observed, “I think this is an example of ‘If you keep drilling in the same hole, you’ll keep getting the same results.’ “

This bright youngster was not a courageous learner. He tended to cling to the side of the pool way past the time when he could easily launch out on his own into the deep.  Despite the high IQ that kept him in the gifted and talented program, Phil found sequencing very difficult. In doing alphabetizing drills, he always played it safe and wrote an alphabet across the top of his paper for fast reference as he filled in the needed letters. It had never occurred to this bright youngster that he might want to memorize that sequence. 

When we explored ways he could get past the plateau that stopped his progress, he realized that committing the exact sequence of the alphabet to memory might be an option that would break through the deadlock. Phil seemed amazed at the idea, and quickly decided to try it. We devoted a couple of sessions to memory tricks and extra practice, then renewed our timed drill sheets routine. At first, relying only on his internal version of the alphabet ruined his score. But he stuck with it and gradually whittled off seconds. After breaking his old record, Phil kept picking up speed. Everything went great for a while, but eventually he hit the wall again. His times had come down from the mid 1:40s to the mid 1:20s and stayed there. 

This time the youth quickly picked up on the fact that he’d hit another plateau. He also knew that the all time record with these timed sheets was held by a nineteen year old who could fill them out in less than a minute. This feisty fifth grader wanted to continue his assault on the record. at what kinds of changes might get him unstuck this time. To get unstuck this time, he decided to take the step of switching to cursive. He’d heard that it meant “running” and was created for speed. It took Phil a while to master his technique, and break away from the blocky manuscript letter forms he’d been using since kindergarten. Again, as he made the switch, his times went way back up. Once he got his cursive rolling, he grew significantly faster with each attempt. He got below the 1:50 easily, and kept on speeding up. He easily beat his own previous record of 1:24. On the last session of the school year, he blazed through a drill sheet at 1:12. He got a firm grip on the record for eighteen and under, and claims he’ll continue his assault on the world record when he returns to school next year. For a gifted boy who had always gad a timid attitude toward academic challenges, this was a major transformation.

Both of the outlandish goals Phil chose to pursue involved mastering skills that had eluded him since first grade. No smart teacher would ever try to talk a youngster into taking on such objectives. Getting the sequence of the alphabet firmly into his mind and perfecting cursive handwriting are definitely skills that will help Phil attain future academic successes, but they are accomplishments that he could have easily limped along without. Since these were goals he chose for himself, albeit for rather silly reasons, achieving them provided him more than the satisfaction of a job well done. They boosted Phil’s confidence in his own ability to learn.

Pied Piper Principle # 9

Lead Students Through an Honest Appraisal of their Strengths and Weaknesses

Kids have no trouble calling a spade a spade. But it sure does scare us adults.

In a consultation with Margaret’s family, the fourteen year old told me, “I’m an airhead.” Before the pretty teenager had a chance to explain, her mother jumped in with a firm denial. This young lady had to wait until her mother wasn’t present before working on her difficulty with expressive language. As it turned out, she had an undiagnosed word retrieval problem serious enough to require months of work with a speech and language pathologist. 

In a similar situation, Shirley told me she was “clutzy”. The girl was nearly six feet tall, weighed close to 200 pounds, and wore size eleven shoes. Why wouldn’t she be a clutz? But the minute the girl’s words hit the air, her mother jumped in with, “Oh, honey, that’s just not true. Sometimes you don’t pay attention…” 

Teachers don’t do a bit better. Parents come in to complain that their third grader is having difficulties, and the school assures them, “He’s just getting a slow start.” With the teenagers, failure is explained away with, “ If he’d just put some time into studying…” or “He needs to change his attitude.” Educators often close their mind to the possibility that a pupil might have a very real, and possibly serious, learning problem. One sixth grade teacher was overheard saying, “He can’t be LD. He’s in my class and I teach the gifted.” 

Children are usually open to taking an honest look at the truth about themselves. They are born observant, blunt, and undiplomatic. It takes a lot of patient instruction to teach them to always express their ideas in terms that are “politically correct.”  We go to great lengths to sanitize our language so we can avoid referring to any of life’s little unpleasantnesses. No more “blind” or “deaf”; now it’s “visually challenged” and “hearing impaired”. The word “retarded” is now hidden behind “developmentally delayed.” And the word “fat” has been just about removed from the lexicon entirely. The spin doctors have taught us to camouflage all of our personal failures and limitations. 

To become an extraordinary teacher who changes lives, it’s necessary to set aside fear of the truth. We have to let youngsters speak openly about their problems in their own terms. They may not know the correct and current lingo, but they can pretty well describe their feelings and preferences when we encourage them to explore their observations and experiences for clues into how they learn. This step is essential if we are going to guide students to honestly investigate the full spectrum of their strengths and weaknesses. As we uncover students’ weaknesses, we can help them develop a healthy attitude of self-acceptance.  As Edna Ferber, an American author from the 1930s, says, “People are like pencils. If they didn’t have a flat side they’d roll right off the table.”

Our personal flat sides don’t cause problems until we blithely ignore them and wade into situations we are not equipped to handle. I once taught in a school where the principal was terribly disorganized. If she had been able to recognize and acknowledge her weakness, she could have delegated the bulk of her organizing responsibilities to the assistant principal or some other qualified member of her administrative staff.  But she lacked that key piece of self-awareness. Every semester she took on the job of laying out the schedule that placed each of our five hundred students into one of our twenty-five classrooms. And every year it was chaos. Sometimes we were into the third or fourth day of a new semester before our principal gave us the schedule. It’s a shame that this highly intelligent woman could not see this weakness in herself and figure out a way to work around it. As it was, she had a hard time keeping good faculty members because it was too difficult to work for her.

Just as we resist guiding students in an honest appraisal of their weaknesses, we aren’t comfortable helping them take a good look at their strengths, either. Brother Augustine Nave, a Trappist monk, used to pray,   “Lord, help me see the truth about myself, no matter how beautiful it is.”  In our culture, we are encouraged not to acknowledge our talents or accomplishments. To protect ourselves from the evil coming to us when we accept a compliment or boast of a success, we knock on wood or mutter some protective words like, “Thanks be to God.” 

Students are very quick to refuse to take credit for their successes. Carlos started working with a math tutor and his algebra grade went up from a D to a B+. When asked about this tremendous improvement, he brushed all compliments aside by explaining, “The test was easy.” He couldn’t see that the test was easy this time because he knew the material. He was sure it was just a fluke and could not see the part that his hard work had played in the transformation. 

Harold, a sharp ninth grader, had a tendency to do poorly on tests. When he began showing the unpleasant signs of test anxiety, he decided to fight the problem by accurately recording information about upcoming tests in his assignment book. With his day timer prompting him, he got to put in some time preparing for quizzes that used to catch him by surprise. Harold felt that it was just a coincidence that his test grades went up. He really believed that his memory was perfectly capable of remembering to prepare for tests without writing it down. He claimed he only kept using his assignment book as a memory jogger because his mother insisted on it.  


Students are immune to our insistence that their most recent accomplishment is something they earned. For that reason, it’s a good idea to keep a camera on hand to record evidence of successes for future reference. Even the teenagers like to have a nice piece of work put up for display. A growing body of such tangible evidence of their progress is much more convincing than any words of praise.  A simple compliment like, “Nice job” is always appreciated even by those who protest and shuffle their feet with “Aw, shucks, it was nothin’.” 

