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Pied Piper Principle # 23

Intervene with behaviors that carry a high social penalty.


With today’s focus on end of grade tests, we teachers feel that we can’t afford to pause to diverge from the curriculum. Issues of immediate personal importance to students have to be ignored in order to sustain the pace of force-feeding the standardized content and skills needed to score well on the test. 


The current trend encourages lowered standards that find directional confusion, illegible handwriting and poor spelling acceptable. Even though teachers are willing to look the other way, the afflicted students are embarrassed by their shortcomings and know that they will someday be handicapped in the job market. At the moment, schools also seem to be losing ground in the homework battle. We are no longer proficient at guiding youngsters in developing reliable independent study habits. This problem has become so prevalent that some school systems have designed an alternative curriculum with longer class periods, supervised study sessions and no homework. Private tutors and study skills courses outside the school are getting rich over the school’s inability to teach students how to get organized and get their schoolwork done. The number of college bound students signing up for study skills courses outside the school is another sign of our decreased effectiveness in this area. 

We are setting kids up for failure when we ignore gaping deficiencies in study skills and time management capabilities. Punctuality and the ability to meet a deadline are life skills that apply far beyond the academic arena. They are supposed to be learned in the classroom. Schools are expected to help children cultivate the habits necessary to attain knowledge. A diploma is supposed to represent more than an absorbed body of knowledge; it attests to the acquisition of the skills and habits of an orderly mind. We are kidding ourselves when we pretend that a set of test score numbers can give even an approximation of the degree to which an individual has become “educated.” Getting good test scores merely means the student has learned how to take tests. We are doing a terrible disservice to our young people when we slap a diploma in their hand and label them “a graduate” despite crippling deficits that will prevent them from fulfilling their potential, attaining their dreams or living up to the expectations of family, friends, neighbors and employers. 

Hannah had an extremely high set of SAT scores, but the girl never said a word in school. She could not carry on even the simplest conversation with her teachers. Writing was almost impossible for her. Her schooling had all been done through reading books and answering multiple-choice questions. Nobody knew what made it so hard for the girl to generate language. Her school lust worked around the odd limitations that prevented this extremely bright young lady from fully participating in the educational process. Based on her high scores she got on the college board tests, her school sent her off to college with the assumption that she would somehow overcome her expressive language problems. The numbers didn’t give a very accurate picture of this girl.

 Steve’s high school transcript made him look like a pretty good student. Although he had been diagnosed with some kind of learning problem as a youngster, he never got the kind of help that would have made him the strong, confident student his IQ indicated he could be. He made it okay through elementary school. His academic performance slowly unraveled throughout middle school and in ninth grade he hit the wall. Steve quit even the pretense of doing homework and stopped participating in class as well. However, the youth was bright, attended class often enough to get the general drift of what was going on and had a special knack for taking tests. Despite his total lack of motivation and effort, he got decent scores on the tests and was passing all of his courses. According to the numbers, Steve and Hannah were both considered to be academically successful!

Where do we draw the line? When do parents and teachers decide it’s time to intervene? Clearly, passing tests is not enough.

An artist in residence was assigned to my school through a federally funded grant program. Mr. Murphy arrived with an impressive assortment of cameras and other video gear which the students were itching to get their hands on. At the end of his first day, our visiting artist discussed his plans for the semester with the entire faculty. After we had worked out his scheduling and logistical issues, he asked, “What’s with the seventh grader who sucks his thumb.”

There was an awkward silence with a general shuffling of feet and rechecking of notes. Among the muttered responses, one teacher replied, “We try not to draw attention to it.” 

“Is he retarded?”

“Oh, no, Stan is very bright.” There was consensus of opinion as all heads nodded.

“Then what’s his problem?”

Heads shook and shoulders shrugged. Nobody seemed to know.

“Do the kids pick on him?”

On this one, there was a chorus of quick replies. 

“You bet.”

“They think he’s weird.”

One of the upper-school teachers added, “Most of the kids just steer clear of him.”

The newcomer said, “Humph,” and dropped the matter. Nobody gave Stan and his odd habit any further consideration.

About a month later, the thumb-sucking seventh grader came up at the weekly faculty meeting again. This time it was the middle school English teacher who looked around the room at her colleagues and asked, “What’s going on with Stan? I haven’t seen his thumb in his mouth for at least a week.”

Brows furrowed while teachers thought back, then heads began bobbing as they realized the boy’s behavior had changed in their rooms as well.

All eyes shifted to Mr. Murphy. It was a well-known fact that Stan adored the man and spent all his spare time helping with the camera equipment.

The visiting artist protested, “Don’t look at me. I had a two-minute conversation with him. That’s all.”

It was obvious that something important had transpired during that brief exchange. The teachers leaned forward in anticipation. “And…”

“And I set down some ground rules. I told him he has a perfect right to suck his thumb, but the rest of us have to use that same equipment and we don’t want to touch it after he’s handled it with his slimy, wet fingers.”

“What did he say?”

“He said, ‘How’d you know I suck my thumb’?”

“When I said I could see it, he seemed surprised. I guess he thought the long sleeved shirts he wears pulled down over his hands hid what he was doing.”

The teachers looked at each other in amazement. 

Before dropping the subject, Mr. Murphy added, “I did tell him that I had also noticed he was the only one with nobody to talk to or play with at lunch and at morning break. When he protested that he had friends, I just ignored him and told him, ‘The other kids think you’re weird and treat you like an outcast. That’s a high price to pay for sucking your thumb in public’.”

The teachers seemed incredulous. “And that did it?”

“I don’t know about the rest of his day. When he’s around me, he hasn’t put his hands in his mouth since I made it clear that he’ll have to live up to the rules that apply to the rest of us: If ya wanna make videos, ya gotta have clean, dry hands.”

One of the teachers gasped, “I guess he decided that’s a rule he can live with.”

And that’s the trick. Mr. Murphy let the kid make his own decision. 

It’s hard to know what factors came together to make a 13–year-old drop a habit that he’d clung to despite years of taunting from his peers. But the observations and comments of the visiting teacher clearly acted as a catalyst.

First, Mr. Murphy acted like a mirror. He told the truth about what he could plainly see, and he made a simple statement about his observations. No questions. No criticism. He didn’t even act surprised. He merely stated the facts of what he’d seen with his own eyes. When he added information about the social penalty associated with being too different, he was again sharing knowledge he’d gathered through his own observations. As an experienced teacher and artist, this man had seen other youngsters turn themselves into a social pariah. He knew the awful penalty children impose on classmates who have some totally unacceptable habit. And for a 13-year-old, thumb sucking is about as bad as it gets.

Mr. Murphy was smart to just be a mirror, report on his personal observations and share the knowledge he’d gained from past experience. Where he really did the right thing was in not making any suggestions. The solution to Stan’s problem was glaringly obvious, but it was a change the child had to choose for himself. This visiting teacher applied the guideline explained in Pied Piper Principle #7: Don’t try to change students. 

· Tell them what you see.

· Tell them what you know.

· Let them make their own decision.

The final element of Mr. Murphy’s confrontation with Stan was absolutely brilliant. After accepting the fact that he did not have the power to make this student change his behavior, this wise teacher set limits that would prevent the kid from being a disruptive influence in his own class. By insisting that no gooey fingers would be allowed to touch his camera equipment, he established parameters that he could easily enforce. If this seventh grader wanted to be a full participant in every aspect of the filmmaking project, he’d have to figure out a way to keep his fingers clean and dry like everybody else’s. As a bonus, Stan got the opportunity to experiment with a new habit. Apparently, setting aside an old habit wasn’t as hard as he thought. 


Many youngsters develop habits that are counterproductive and stand in their way for a chance of overall life success. Parents usually try to correct the problem, but they tend to give up after a while and the kids get to the point that they don’t pay any attention to their parents anyway.

One habit that has a much higher social penalty than most people suspect is in the area of eye contact. In our culture, people who won’t look you in the eye when they talk to you are considered to be suspicious characters who are not to be trusted. We speak of people as having a “sneaky look” or being “shifty eyed.” A gut response within us makes us feel apprehensive about those who avoid eye contact; we sense that they are not telling the truth and are probably up to something. When there’s mischief afoot in the classroom, we think we can spot the culprit by the furtive look in his eyes. Our favorite students are almost always those honest, upstanding youngsters who stand up tall and look us straight in the eye.

Since body language has a powerful impact on every aspect of human communication, then youngsters who haven’t learned to use it effectively are in need of instruction. Next time a student makes you uncomfortable with a lack of eye contact, try to avoid the temptation to snarl, “Look at me when I talk to you.” The kid has heard that before and obviously it hasn’t done any good. Ignoring the youngster’s lack of a focused gaze won’t help, either. There is a third way based on sharing information, instruction and some experimentation.

Eye movements were the subject of many research projects in the 1960s and 1970s. The field of Neuro-Linguistic Programming developed out of these studies along with a new understanding of the way movements of the eye indicate certain kinds of mental activity. When facing a student who’s eyes are looking up to your right, that child is engaged in mental processing involving visual memory. The kid’s brain is remembering what something looked like. A similar movement straight sideways to the right indicates that a brain is at work processing information stored in verbal memory. The child is trying to remember something previously heard. A glance straight sideways to the left means verbal construction is in progress. The youngster is searching for a particular word or developing the phrasing necessary for putting an idea into an intelligent sentence. In most cases, the actions of the eye are tiny and pretty much unnoticeable. For students who struggle to find the words they want, the glances to the side can become quite pronounced. Their attempt to get hold of the word they’re looking for sometimes keeps their eyes staring off to the side throughout an entire conversation.

It’s hard to talk to somebody who isn’t looking at you. For the kid who isn’t looking at you, it’s hard to talk at all!

These youngsters have not made a choice about where they want to look while they chat. When we say someone “won’t” look us in the eye, we assume that’s something they have control over. For those who have difficulty putting their ideas into words, it’s not a matter of being shy, being secretive or having bad manners. Their lack of eye contact during conversation is not caused by a sense of guilt or a psychological problem. It’s related to some kind of glitch in verbal processing that stops all cognitive activity when looking up into a human face. 

Merely recognizing poor eye contact as something other than willfulness and bad manners puts teachers in a position to help a student develop more acceptable conversational behavior patterns. Working with one of these students sounds like a job for a specialist. In reality, it’s not a very daunting task for those who have a little knowledge and take an open-minded approach toward students who are usually assumed to have a bad attitude. By taking a partnership role rather than the standard oppositional stance, any teacher can help these kids start to establish eye contact when talking together. For the already overworked teacher, it also helps to keep in mind that schools very rarely provide therapy for students with even the most severe word finding difficulties. If anybody is ever going to help this kid – chances are, you’re it.

When an opening arises and the child initiates a verbal exchange, that’s the time to introduce some suggestions about wanting at least a glance or two during conversation. No matter what the topic – “My dog had puppies…”, “Have you seen the newest Harry Potter movie?”, “My little league team is in first place…”, “My grandma ran off with a trumpet player…” – getting a youngster to look at you while talking to you isn’t such a dreadful chore when there’s great news to share. Paul liked to finish off the day with a couple of cute jokes for his teacher. Since his gaze was almost always locked off to the far right, this was the ideal time to coach him about looking at her while speaking. This boy set up this type of small practice session almost every day. 

Before attempting any kind of retraining, take time to observe the student you hope to help. If the child isn’t looking at you when you talk to him, what is he looking at? If his eyes are darting around checking on what the other kids are doing, you’ll need to find a more private place before introducing your suggestions to help him overcome his eye contact problem. It also helps to tone down the intensity of your voice, and cut your message down to one simple sentence, two at the most. Then, when you’re sure you will come across as comfortable and relaxed, ask the student to look you in the eyes. If that takes a while, you can make light of it with gentle encouragement like, “Come on… Eyeball to eyeball… We can do this.” For youngsters not in the habit of looking people in the eye, this will be hard. Give them time to force themselves outside their comfort zone and into a new pattern. Once they’re looking at you, deliver the condensed version of your message. Be sure to keep it simple.

· Make a statement of fact.

· Follow it with a straightforward request.

· The bus will be here in five minutes.

· I need you to turn in your paper and clear your desk.

This is not the time for a lecture on the importance of looking at the person talking to you. That will come later. This whole exchange shouldn’t take more than 2 minutes. After several such small confrontations, the student will be ready for a bigger challenge.  
At first, the student is only asked to maintain eye contact while listening. In the next step, the youngster will be required to say something as well. This is tricky because the kid probably can’t think and look at you at the same time. It will be necessary to use the process developed in step one, add a simple request that requires a response, and then pause to let the child look away while figuring out what to say. 


For instance:

· We do our Odyssey reports next week.

· What day do you want to do yours?

Notice that this type of question only requires a one word answer. But it introduces the student to a three-step eye contact process:

· Look at the person when listening.

· Stop to think (glancing away if necessary). 

· Look at the person when speaking.

Thus, at the third step, when giving the information requested, the youngster needs to override the tendency to mutter it while glancing at the floor or staring off into space. A simple correction will usually do the trick.

· Eyeball to eyeball, please.

· Now, what day?

Three minutes max on this exercise including pondering time for slow thinkers.


`As the student gains skill, introduce information about the importance of body language and how our culture considers it good manners to look at the person you’re talking to. When hurdles come up that prevent progress, be ready to help the youngster develop tricks that create the illusion of eye contact even if only done in small swift looks. In private conversation, some style of alternating quick glances will usually suffice. For those who find it impossible to think while gazing into a person’s eyes, focusing on the speaker’s forehead or cheek can be developed into an effective alternative. In a classroom, taking notes is a good way to divert the gaze away from the teacher’s face without seeming to be inattentive or rude.


In the one year this student spends in your classroom, you are not likely to teach the youngster to develop a riveting gaze. By being a compassionate partner in providing practice and exploring options, you can set a student on a path toward avoiding the penalty our society imposes on those who won’t look you in the eye.


Students often pay a very high price for ineffectively communicating with language. Inappropriate words and actions can make a youngster totally unacceptable to peers. Washington had to become what his English teacher called “bilingual” in order to fit in at the exclusive private school where he’d won a basketball scholarship. At home, he still spoke the local dialect of his African American community; at school he shifted to a more grammatically correct form of standard English. It only took a few months for the youth to learn to shift comfortably back and forth in the languages of his two environments. 


Clara also had a language based social problem. The teenager had been suspended from school several times for outrageously offensive comments to classmates and teachers. No one measured up to her high standards or escaped the venom of her tongue. Like everyone else in her family, the girl was arrogant, critical, and narrow-minded.   Dinner table conversation at Clara’s house focused on making fun of all the people who’d crossed their paths that day. Her folks thought it was hilarious when their clever daughter told them a chubby toddler she’d seen at the mall “looked like a pumpkin with a mouth.” Her father, the Judge, kept his family amused with barbed descriptions of the people who showed up for jury duty in his courtroom. “Where do they find these freaks?” he’d howl. “The woman’s hips were so wide we couldn’t have fit her in the jury box. And she had this dreadful voice that sounded like a spark jumping a gap.” In the Clara’s family, putting people down was a form of entertainment. 


Unfortunately, when the girl applied her family’s style of sneering criticism with her peers, it didn’t go over very well.  The Judge’s daughter had been the terror of every classroom she’d ever been in. Clara’s parents tried to solve their daughter’s problems by enrolling her in a private school, but the girl brought her mouthy habits with her. She hadn’t had any friends at her old school. The kids at the new school didn’t like her very much either. All her teachers stood by helplessly cringing as the new girl made a mess of every social exchange. Everyone at the school knew the root of this obnoxious girl’s problem, but nobody had the courage to confront the Judge’s daughter. 

When Clara got into a fracas with her teammates during a gym class, the phys. ed. teacher pulled the girl out of the game, took her back in the locker room and confronted the girl with the bald truth. “In your family, name calling and sarcasm are seen as a sophisticated form of humor. Your folks think you’re funny; we think you’re rude. Your mom and dad think you’re clever; we think you’re cruel.”  With the elegant control of an experienced coach, Ms. Peters summarized her position. “The manners you use to get along at home, simply won’t work around here. Particularly not in the gym.”

Clara stared at her phys. ed. teacher with the haughty look she used on those far beneath her. 

The coach didn’t seem to notice her student’s condemning gaze as she unlocked the gym office and motioned the girl inside. “Your folks might very well find it amusing that you called Loretta a ‘big-footed lard ass.’… “

Clara bristled at the repetition of the insult she’d hurled at her teammate. “But it’s true. Haven’t you seen the butt on that girl?” Clara glared at her coach. When Ms. Peters gave not a flicker of a response, the venom drained out of the girl’s voice a bit as she explained, “Loretta is fat and she’s slow and she’s got feet the size of bushel baskets…” The girl’s voice trailed off as though expecting a reply. When there was none, she concluded lamely, “And we’re losing the game because of her.”

Ms. Peters didn’t seem bothered by the girl’s attitude or her words. “Your description may or may not be true. But they’re now out there losing the game because of you. Your team is now playing one man short.” When Clara didn’t react, the coach went on, “If you and your family want to laugh about the size of a classmate’s hips or the ineptness of her dribble, that’s fine. But you do it in private. Don’t come to school and make fun of your classmates right to their face.”

With a cocked head and a sideways glance, Clara smugly delivered a concluding statement that she considered the clincher. “You know what I said about Loretta is true.”

Ms. Peters went straight to the bottom line.  “I’m not saying it isn’t ‘true’. I’m saying it wasn’t kind.”  

After pausing to give her startled student a moment to process that radical new idea. The coach shifted to an instructional tone. ”You’re going to need two sets of manners, Girl. You already know how to get along at home. You and I are going to work out a set of manners that will let you get along here as well.” Ms. Peters put an arm around her student’s shoulders and guided her toward the office door. “Have you ever heard the expression, ‘When in Rome, do as the Romans do’?”

The girl nodded.

“I suggest you think of your school as a foreign country. We speak a whole different language here. Think of yourself as becoming bilingual.”

As they walked through the quiet locker room, Ms. Peters looked directly into Clara’s eyes. “Can we work together on this?”

The teenager bobbed her head in agreement.

 “You’ve got four years before you graduate from high school. I think you and I can figure out ways to make them pleasant and happy ones.” When they reentered the gym, the teacher gave Clara a second to regain her composure. “You’re becoming bilingual. The word we’re working on this week is ‘kind’.” The coach gave her student’s shoulder a squeeze of encouragement and sent her back into the game. 

Clara nodded as she rejoined her team.

For the rest of that year, Ms. Peters called Clara on insults the same way she called the other players on fouls. For small slights and minor incidents, she made the girl apologize to the offended parties. For major offences where she hurt somebody’s feelings or started a quarrel, the coach insisted on a “sorry” and then slapped her with a time out penalty. Gradually, Clara toned down her sarcastic remarks and unkind comments. 

