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Pied Piper Principle Number 7

Don’t Try to Change Students


One of the characteristics that makes extraordinary teachers different is their ability to accept and enjoy students exactly as they are without making any attempt to change them. Kids don’t like to be made to feel that they’re not okay. Being looked down upon as defective does not feel good. Seeing a child as broken and in need of fixing tends to make students resistant. This type of resistance is frequently seen in youngsters who take stimulant medication for ADHD. Many of them resent it that parents and teachers won’t let them be “who they really are.” From their point of view, it’s a matter of being loved and accepted. Adult insistence on regular use of medication to change their behavior strikes them as rejection. Many of these youngsters say, “When I take my pills, people are nicer to me.” From their perspective, it’s their parents and teachers who do the changing!


Even in those cases where a youngster clearly needs to make major changes, it’s crucial to find ways to focus on the student’s admirable qualities.

 Sometimes it’s a physical trait as was the case with Cindy’s reading tutor. This pretty 15 year-old juvenile delinquent was adopted by a wealthy family and provided with every possible advantage. She was in therapy for her problems with drugs, alcohol, sexual promiscuity, and academic difficulties too complex and numerous to list. Although most of the counselors who worked with her found her to be rude and oppositional, the girl’s reading tutor thought she was wonderful. They got along great. When asked her secret, this retired schoolteacher grinned, “With those high cheek bones and that gorgeous complexion, the child looks just like Cher… And ya know,  Cher didn’t learn to read ‘til she was 18. The way I see it, Cindy’s three years ahead of the game.” This woman saw Cindy as more than acceptable; she admired the child.

In other instances, it might be some work habit that is worthy of admiration. One of my seventh grade students was flunking everything, totally uncooperative at home, and shoplifting every time he had a chance; however, this boy could always be relied on to do his homework. Other students might have perfect attendance or be a sharp dresser. It’s always a good idea to find out what students do outside of school and focus on those areas for signs of success.  Many of our most unsuccessful students have great talent on the athletic field, or in art or music or drama. Grounds for sincere admiration can be found almost anywhere.

With all students, regardless of their problems and limitations, the teacher’s attitude must be one of accepting and appreciating and admiring the pupil as is. It’s important to somehow communicate the message: “I think you’re fine just the way you are. I’ll be happy to work with you if you decide to make some changes, but you don’t have to make any changes on my account. I think you’re fine just the way you are.” In conveying this message, if necessary, use words.

As professional educators, we very much want to have our students make the changes that will enhance their chance for success. To help me remember my commitment to not trying to change students, I keep a tee shirt hanging just above my desk: In big letters across the back, it reads: “If you’re gonna be stupid, you better be tough.” It’s the way I remind myself that we have to give youngsters the freedom to stay as they are or change. And it must be a truly free choice. Bribes, rewards, punishments, pep talks and lectures do not qualify as part of the free choice spectrum. Children who are going to abandon old patterns, don’t always adopt the new pattern at the moment they enter a particular grade or classroom. It’s kind of like starting a balky lawnmower. The gardener may have to pull and pull and pull before getting the engine to even sputter. But, with patience and persistence, the machine sometimes catches hold and bellows into full life. 

Paul had always been totally dependent on his parents for help with his homework. When he hit adolescence, his attitude got so surly that his mom and dad could no longer provide him with assistance. Even asking the youth if he had any assignments provoked a tirade. When the boy’s grades started to deteriorate, the parents came to see me and brought their difficult son with them.

 In our meeting, we analyzed Paul’s strengths and weaknesses. He listened with interest as his test scores helped him understand the difficulties that had plagued him since second grade. Paul never returned for a second visit, but his parents continued to work on changes they could make to improve the situation. Gradually, they learned to focus more on Paul’s good qualities (and he had many of them). And they forced themselves to back off about the boy’s homework. Every time they asked if he had homework, he’d say “I did it at school.” Finally, they quit asking. 

At first Paul’s parents were very skeptical about his claims, but a stream of good progress reports followed up by good grades on his report card indicated that the boy was indeed getting his schoolwork done. His parents continued to worry, but they kept their concerns to themselves.. The one area that caused his mom grave concern was a major poetry project that required large amounts of writing. For the first seven and a half years of her son’s schooling, she had dragged him through the agonizing process of producing written projects and reports. This time the boy insisted he didn’t need any help. His claims that he had it “under control” didn’t feel very reassuring to his parents, but they managed to leave him to do it on his own. On the day the poetry project was due, Paul’s parents heaved a huge sigh of relief that he had it completed and ready to turn in on time. Then they waited nervously until they saw the grade. The youth was thrilled with his B+. According to him, his teacher was also delighted. 

Unfortunately, when Paul’s mom got to look over the graded project, she focused on the red marks showing where her son had lost points. Instead of being ecstatic that the boy got a fabulous grade on the first long term writing project he’d ever done on his own, she pointed out the flaws that he could have avoided. Although nobody knows for sure why this eighth grader suddenly came to life, it looks like he was responding to his parents’ new attitude of trusting acceptance. His mom still needed practice with the some parts of the concept.

