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Introduction
While formatting the essays for this book I was once again stuck
by the lessons to be learned from these extraordinary teachers. The
numerous studies and evaluations that a variety of organizations
engage in every year can’t hold a candle to the combined wisdom
gleaned from years in the classroom and generously shared here.
Take Mrs. Parker’s essay beginning on page 139. She raises
several issues for further discussion: the pros and cons of meeting
with students outside the school setting; trying to protect children
from their environment; using stories to make a lesson stick;
appropriate ways to introduce ethics into the curricula.
Maybe you agree with Mr. Reilly (p.12) that “Cynicism is a sign
of weakness and optimism is a sign of strength.” or Pam Lenz’s
statement that “teaching the spirit is as important as educating the
mind” (p.101) Margaret Bryant states on p.64 that an experienced
teacher knows to “teach what students need, acknowledge and use
their strengths, and develop, diversify and amplify their individual
dreams.” and Ramona Hall shares her belief that “Teachers are
guides encouraging students to achieve a fulfilling life....” Patty
Chiles encourages her students “to work hard, inspiring them to
approach learning with enthusiasm, helping them to develop
compassion towards one another and instilling confidence in them
as students and as people.” Mr Reilly, Mr. Young, Mrs.
Weimerskirch and Mrs. Piantedosi teach morals via literature and
discussions.
Memories of the assurance that they had already made a difference
in the world were shared by a variety of teachers including Mrs.
Nelson, Mrs. Podhajsky and Dr. Boehme. This is something we all
yearn to achieve and is an enticement to aspiring teachers.
Many teachers stressed the need for more role models and
mentoring by the teachers and other members of the community.
Some of these teachers implemented their own ideas for
community interaction with youth and successfully organized and
guided these projects. Two such programs are Grandbuddies and
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Teen Court described on pages 48 and 92 respectively. Patricia
Furhman shared insight garnered, in her own words, from “a broad
spectrum. I have taught from preschool to college and from at-risk
to gifted, including two years of international teaching.”… She has
been involved with implementing and developing a variety of
programs bridging the gap between schools and the larger
community.
I was charged with creating an at-risk program with them (Inn
Between Shelter Home) and with Governor’s Student Retention
Initiative Grants, creating one in the schools. Some of the projects
we created, after completing an exhaustive survey of ‘what at-risk
programs’ worked around the United States, included using older
citizens from the Retired Senior Volunteer Program (RSVP) to
mentor at-risk youth. …we created a community mentoring program
with business owners from a bike shop owner to a Carl’s Junior
manager, working with at-risk youth either in a job related way or
just as a big brother or sister.” [Mrs. Furhaman also helped set up a
partnership] with the Salmon Trout Enhancement Program (STEP)
[that] provided self worth through community service with local
stream biologists, working on riparian projects. Foundations like the
Carpenter Foundation provided funding so I could do an Outward
Bound type program with the students, modeling for them the
benefits of exercise, hiking the Rogue River Trail, climbing Table
Rock, for exercise to center them. Many productive conversations
regarding right/wrong occurred on these hikes. I felt I learned as
much as I gave…”

My reason for the extensive quote from Mrs. Fuhrman’s essay
which begins on page 15, is to emphasize the wealth of
information that was acquired collectively by these teachers over a
number of years and generously shared here.
We invite all teachers to share their experiences on our newly
renovated web site in the Teachers Forum. It is time we recognize
teachers publicly for all the good they do for the nation.
Margaret Bohannon-Kaplan
C0-Founder, the Harry Singer Foundation
Carmel, California
November3, 2008
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The Harry Singer Foundation's First
Essay Contest Exclusively For Teachers

SUBJECT: What Do We Do When Adults Refuse To Be
Good Role Models For Their Children?
One Grand Prize = $5,000
Ten = $100 Awards

Rules

Submittals should have a cover page with the title of the essay,
school name, your name, date, grades and subjects you have
taught in the past and teach currently, school phone and fax
numbers.
Papers should be submitted via email before the deadline date of
August 30, 2002. Papers must be accompanied by answers to the
questions relevant to the required reading. Please print the
Questions and Required Reading. All essays must be no less than
1,000 words nor more than 2,000 words in length. They should be
sent by email to Teachers’ Essay Contest @singerfoundation.org.
Essays will be posted as they are received. Entries will not be
returned, and upon submittal become the property solely of The
Harry Singer Foundation.
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Consider
Can teachers fill the void in the lives of their students?
Can older retired members of the community help fill the void?
Might older students help fill the void?
What does it take to be a good role model?
How are students affected when a teacher loses control in a
classroom setting?
How does one do a good job of helping young people become
good people?
How does one stop young people from becoming destructive to
themselves and others?
What is the importance of environment to any organism?
Consider showing your class the video version of the movie "A
Bronx Tale". Follow with 2 days discussion and report the
experience.
What would change for teens if guns were less accessible? How
might this be achieved without further eroding freedom?
Would your attitude change towards adolescents if you believed
their brains did not function like adult brains? In what way?
What role does television and music play in an adolescent's life?
What is the point of knowing good if you don't keep trying to
become a good person?
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Michael Reilly
Current Teaching Assignment:
Joliet Central High School, Joliet, Illinois
Honors Junior English and Senior English (all levels)

The English Teacher’s Role
in Character Education
The British poet, William Wordsworth, wrote, The child is father
to the man. Our childhood experiences play a profound role in
shaping our adult personality. The absence of positive role models
in the lives of so many young people would certainly have
concerned Wordsworth. It should concern us, as well, and
motivate all responsible adults, especially teachers, to work to
alleviate, if not eliminate, the moral vacuum in which many
children are living today.
This lack of moral guidance and academic encouragement for our
students manifests itself, quite obviously, in bad behavior and poor
grades. But perhaps the most troubling product of this lack of adult
support is an all too common attitude that fluctuates from total
apathy to blatant disrespect and violent behavior. The parents
don’t care, so why should the kids?
Morality is another non-issue for many in this population. These
students see the world as a jungle and they behave accordingly.
Getting as much as you can however you can is their philosophy.
Right and wrong are irrelevant. This attitude must change for the
sake of our children and for ourselves.

9

These children live in various forms of poverty. When Gandhi
said, “Poverty is the worst form of violence.” he was not merely
speaking of material deprivation. The moral and psychological
poverty suffered by children who are essentially raising
themselves must be as great a social concern as the lack of
adequate food and housing.
If schools are to provide an effective response to the problems
generated by the absence of positive role models for our students,
it will probably come from the dedicated classroom teacher.
Regardless of our subject area, we have the opportunity to teach
kids that good morals are important. Through our words, actions,
and attitudes, we can at least suggest to them that doing the right
thing is vital to true happiness and success.
As an English teacher, I’ve always focused on the moral issues
presented in the works we study. I begin each year by asking them
why we study literature. Eventually, someone answers my
question with the realization that literature teaches us about life.
Great literature forces us to confront universal moral issues. It asks
important questions that we must answer for ourselves. Therefore,
the English teacher has the unique opportunity to penetrate the
moral vacuum in which far too many of our students live. We
should use the lessons of literature to inspire our students to do
what they already know is right.
As asserted in the writings of Emerson and Thoreau, we must
encourage our students to follow their conscience and thereby
assert their moral individualism and self-respect. These
transcendental thinkers are well received by high school students.
Their emphasis on individualism, and a sincere, but subjective
moral code plays in to the adolescent need for self-determination.
As Emerson said, “Be your own Bible.”
In keeping with this emphasis on personal morality, we recognize
that there comes a point in one’s growth when he realizes that he
is responsible for his own actions. He will benefit from his
positive actions, and he will suffer for his misdeeds. This
fundamental fact of life is a major focus in the classes I teach at
Joliet Central High School. My kids, in many ways, present a
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microcosm of society. They vary from remedial students
struggling through high school to honors students on the fast track
to major universities, from the very poor to the very rich, and from
the blackest black to the whitest white, but despite their
educational, economic, and ethnic differences, they show, when
confronted with the opportunity, a desire to be moral individuals.
Great literature is one source of role models of various moral hues.
It is the English teacher’s privilege and responsibility to help
students see this connection between literature and life. Class
discussions and essays provide the opportunity to relate the work
to their lives. When my students, particularly those from troubled
backgrounds make this connection, when they understand the
practicality and usefulness of what they’re reading or writing, the
effect is almost therapeutic. They realize that many have endured
hardships similar to those which currently plague them. They see
that many have shared similar thoughts and feelings during painful
periods in their lives. They discover that they must solve, endure,
or transcend these problems rather than succumb to the weakness
of cynicism.
If we are to inspire our students to take, or at least consider,
travelling this moral high ground through life we must model it in
the classroom, as well as in our lives. Our personal commitment to
morality must be a given. This is not to suggest that we need to be
saints. We must remind students that we are imperfect beings in an
imperfect world. We must learn to forgive ourselves and others.
Honesty and sincerity establish credibility and rapport. Hypocrisy
and other forms of deception destroy trust and respect, two
necessities for learning. It is also important that teachers feel free
to occasionally vary from scheduled lessons to discuss the moral
implications of events or incidents that happen in the classroom,
the school, and the world, at large.
These moral lessons, both literary and non-literary, must be
discussions, not lectures. It is not our job to teach our personal
code of ethics; we are to inspire our students to develop their own.
But there’s also nothing wrong with taking a moral stand during
classroom discussions. It’s important that we honestly commun-
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icate our convictions, but we must also be tolerant of minority
opinions, as well.
All the works I teach show us that morality matters. Emerson and
Thoreau’s transcendental philosophy, Ellison’s Invisible Man,
Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye,
Miller’s Death of a Salesman, Sophocles’ Oedipus the King,
Hamlet and many others deal with significant moral issues.
Honesty, discipline, forgiveness, tolerance, courage, selfconfidence and an optimistic outlook are all components of a truly
successful and happy life.
As Faulkner noted in his Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech, the role
of the writer is to create literature which serves as a realistic
inspiration to all readers, particularly the impressionable young.
He points out the need to emphasis our strengths without denying
our weaknesses, to speak of man’s victories while acknowledging
his defeats. In short, we need to use great literature to illustrate the
potential of man. We must teach our students that cynicism is a
sign of weakness and optimism is a sign of strength. Ralph Ellison
said that his definition of life is possibility. That’s not a bad
thought.
That says it all. The lessons and role models are there. It
is my honor to teach them to some great kids.
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Patricia Fuhrman
Current Teaching Assignment:
John F. Kennedy School, Mt. Angel, Oregon

Moral Compass
What do we do when adults refuse to be good role models for their
children? Operating on the assumption that one can only change
one’s self, not others, I would choose to personally exemplify for
my students the virtues I value. As the Desiderata teaches, …speak
your truth quietly and clearly; and listen to others, even the dull
and ignorant; they too have their story. First, one must adhere to
the dictum, Know thyself; then one must tell one’s story, walking
one’s talk in an ethical, respectful manner. Of course, I also need
to be mindful of the resources of an entire community, becoming
interconnected with community members of a wide range of ages.
In addition, nature is another healing resource, and we have
immediate access to it in our Pacific Northwest. My story in
answer to this question is based on my personal and professional
experiences as a foster parent educator, teacher in both at-risk
private school and public school, and as both a birth parent and
foster parent.
As an educator I have worn many hats, choosing to learn about
children from a broad spectrum. I have taught from preschool to
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college and from at-risk to gifted, including two years of
international teaching. In each setting I have found myself needing
to provide an ethical example for children in the absence of such
in their parents. When I taught Parent Education for San Francisco
Community College, I was able to provide this example by
becoming involved in the community. Parents were required to
work one morning a week at the preschool to obtain the state
funded money for their students to have the opportunity. Here I
was able to provide examples of good nutrition, preparing with the
parents healthy snacks and a nutritious lunch. We were able to
discuss parenting techniques from a variety of perspectives, using
videos and teaching materials from Dorothy Corkville Briggs,
Your Child’s Self Esteem, Foster Kline and Fay and their
discussions on natural consequences, to Dr. Spock. A variety of
discipline plans were discussed from Back in Control to Positive
Parenting. In addition, I worked with parents to enhance their selfesteem by helping them to find part time jobs to encouraging them
when I noticed they were using positive practices with their
children during the laboratory portion of the class.
As a foster parent educator for College of the Siskiyous, I had
ample opportunity to exemplify what a good role model
encompasses. Here, we had funds to take foster children and their
foster parents to Sacramento for one week to work on interdependent living skills. This project benefited both the foster
parents and the children because foster parents have a variety of
reasons for becoming foster parents, not all of them sound so they
benefit from good role modeling also. During the week in
Sacramento we parked the cars and the children had to find their
way around on busses. One scavenger hunt activity required that
they obtain an apartment lease agreement, a car purchase
agreement, information from Planned Parenthood or the health
center, a community college application, DMV information for
voting license registration, and a list of clubs or churches based on
their interest. We also had the students figure out all of the meals,
prepare, and clean up from them. When we went out to eat, they
had to figure out the bill. This exercise was especially good
because they discovered a fifty-dollar error at one restaurant. This
was only one project that provided a good model for students.
With this group of people we also did a ropes course, took them
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camping for a weekend, provided community speakers who spoke
on every topic from grief, to BAFA,BAFA—a government
program that has students gain empathy by role-playing being in a
foreign country with a different language.
The highlight of this program, however, was an overlap between
my personal and professional life. I had a foster daughter, Vickie,
who had been sexually abused by her minister father, turned to
drugs, and ended up in my care. She had extensive counseling,
graduated from high school, and came to speak to my foster
parent/child group. During her speech recounting her journey from
abuse victim to forgiving survivor, she mentioned that one thing
that had helped her along the way was having the trust of her
foster mother, me. I was actually shocked when she said this, not
realizing I had even provided that for her. She explained that when
I left her in charge when I went to my mother’s funeral, she felt
trusted for the very first time in her life. Trust is essential for a
moral universe to exist.
As a teacher at the Inn Between Shelter Home, I continue my story
as to what do we do when adults refuse to be good role models.
Here I saw almost seven hundred children a year who were
delinquent, disturbed, or dependent. I was charged with creating
an at-risk program with them and with Governor’s Student
Retention Initiative Grants creating one in the schools. Some of
the projects we created, after completing an exhaustive survey of
‘what at-risk programs’ worked around the United States, included
using older citizens from the Retired Senior Volunteer Program
(RSVP) to mentor at-risk youth. They planted gardens with the atrisk students, built birdhouses, and forged connection and trust for
both the older and younger participants. In addition, we created a
community mentoring program with business owners from a bike
shop owner to Carl’s Junior manager, working with at-risk youth
either in a job related way or just as a big brother or sister. One
woman who owned a beauty shop shared with her student that she
had dropped out, been mentored, got her GED, went to business
school, and now owned the beauty shop.
We also included nature in our efforts to provide models for these
youth. Partnering with the Salmon Trout Enhancement Program
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(STEP) we provided self worth through community service with
local stream biologists, working on riparian projects. Foundations
like the Carpenter Foundation provided funding so I could do an
Outward Bound type program with the students, modeling for
them the benefits of exercise, hiking the Rogue River Trail,
climbing Table Rock, for exercise to center them. Many
productive conversations regarding right/wrong occurred on these
hikes. I felt I learned as much as I gave too. I remember one hike
where a girl was talking about how her stepfather would beat her
up, but then right after he would be extra nice, bringing her little
gifts. She said she began to doubt her feelings because he was
nice—had she been imagining the other? This made me realize
how often I doubted my feelings during an abusive relationship
and just how insidious that kind of behavior was.
One final program that worked well was peer tutoring, using gifted
students to tutor at-risk. I remember one gifted student saying this
program kept her in school because finally, she was doing
something she considered worthwhile in public school.
In public school one experience that has provided good role
models for students is the Chautauqua In the Schools Program
provided free of charge to our school. This program has provided a
worldview for our students in this tiny rural community. We have
had PhD speakers present on the ethics of cloning, the media and
teenagers, the poet in society. All of these speakers have
broadened the perspective and opened the door for debates and a
variety of points of view.
In literature class we study literature from all cultures, finding the
commonality that links us all, studying the coping skills of prior
generations. I shock my students when I tell them that I have
chosen not to watch television for the last fifteen years. Instead I
recommend a book a week, read and write with them and
distribute newspapers through the Newspapers in Education
program to them to read in class or to take home. Remembering
my Hooked on Books lessons, I realize that some of my students
have no reading material in their homes so this helps to alleviate
that problem.
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In addition, I utilize the older people in our community. We go
weekly to the Benedictine Nursing Center to dialogue with our
elders, creating biographies, stories, and poems for them.
As a parent, I would answer the question what to do when adults
refuse to be good role models with another story. My ex-husband
is a recovering alcoholic with personality traits that weren’t at
times exemplary, however, like in the Bronx Tale, he also had
other sterling moral traits. In my boys’ experiences I chose to
emphasize those and to choose a bicycle coach for them who
supplemented the other traits I wanted in my sons. Both of my
sons became state bicycling champions with my younger one
gaining a national championship. They both are active in
providing community service because before we could eat
Thanksgiving dinner we would deliver meals for the Salvation
Army. They also learned from the four foster children we had in
our house just how many entitlements they have in their lives. My
older son, at first, refused to share his computer with our first
foster son, Steve. However, once Steve earned enough money to
buy a second hand car, he drove to high school twelve miles away.
When my older son asked for a ride, Steve refused because Harry
had never shared. From then on Harry looked at what he had and
shared with Steve. Both of my sons were shocked at the hardships
of my foster children’s lives.
So, in the end what do we do when adults refuse to be good role
models? First, we realize we don’t have to do it alone. Reach out
into the community, utilizing retired seniors, business people, and
parents. Utilize nature as a place to heal through exercise. Provide
students with experiences that enhance their self-esteem, allowing
them to feel accepted, trusted, allowing them to succeed. The goal
would be for students to self-actualize, get to know themselves,
become survivors, not victims. Events are neutral. Teach students
they’re at choice to see abundance rather than scarcity. Give them
tools to view the world from multiple perspectives, discover their
interconnectedness to all live. No easy answers exist, only
determination, trust, and faith that one can make a difference.
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Rachel Weimerskirch
Current Teaching Assignment: Grade 8
Past Teaching Assignment: Grade 3

The Family Academy, PS 241, New York, NY

The Classroom as Community
When my students leave at the end of the day, the classroom
seems to sigh with all that has transpired there since first period.
The fading light over Harlem settles across circles of empty desks
and stacks of student journals with the weight of so much history.
I imagine this twilight has traveled from the Apollo Theatre and
the historic brownstones, just a few blocks away, to this space,
where my students write their days on streets named for Frederick
Douglas, Adam Clayton Powell and Duke Ellington.
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As I open a journal to read some student writing, my colleague
enters and crumples into a middle school desk that is too small for
his strong, adult form. He puts his head in his hands. We are
fighting against a giant, he begins, and I can hear the weight of our
eighth graders in his voice. The giant is this community.
While my teaching partner and I spend our days laying
foundations for abstract concepts, engaging young people in
accountable talk and attempting to face history with a group of
impulsive and hungry teen-agers, we know that our students leave
us at three o’clock to follow a different code and speak a different
language. Some may head directly to 125th Street, where hip-hop
and consumer culture is their community. Hip-hop seems to be an
art form rooted in poetry and self-expression has digressed to a
money-centered iconography, but it serves as an alternative family
for so many of my students who have few sources of guidance and
inspiration from the adults in their lives. When we traced the roots
of hip-hop culture in class, they made it clear: hanging out on
125th beneath larger-than-life posters of Foxy Brown beats an
empty apartment building or the corner store. Sexist and violent
lyrics matter less than the sense of belonging.
On their way past the few blocks that separate our school and the
shops on 125th Street, they’ll pass what used to be known to
members of the community as the Field of Dreams. Some of these
students played baseball there as young children, but a developer
bought the land and turned it into apartments.
They may pass gang members, street fights, drug dealers and gun
violence. These images appear in their writing and in our class
discussion daily. They’ll pass the newsstand where the headlines
might inform them that Bush is doing all he can to Smoke ‘em out
of their holes. They are confused as to how they are supposed to
set their own moral compass when the North Star of adulthood –
from the President to the men and women on the streets to their
parents – are so frighteningly misaligned.
As a teacher, I wear the mantle of role model, charged with the job
of helping young people become good people. Despite my
students’ lack of bedtime stories, family dinners and sense of
community, I know that my students can find a positive role model
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in their classroom. That role model might be me as an individual.
I only feel up to that challenge because I have had role models
myself. It’s easier to become one when you have watched yours
carefully all of your life. It is a cycle of each one learning to teach
one.
However, the role model that they find in my classroom may not
be me. It may be someone else in the room or someone they have
encountered in their study of literature and history. It may be a
community volunteer, college student or retired person who has
come into our class. The important thing is that the classroom will
give them community. The key is allowing them to flourish in a
school environment which addresses how we speak to each other,
how we problem solve and what moral code we follow together
while we exist in this space. As teachers, we set expectations and
we are the examples of what we expect. We must follow the rules
of the community that we have created.
In my eighth grade classroom, we recently faced a major challenge
that tested this system of community. It has been a difficult year
for my class and one of the biggest challenges is my own personal
one. I have communicated with my class about my mother’s recent
battle with brain cancer. They are aware that I must take personal
days frequently this year to help care for her. They are aware that I
often travel from New York to her home in Pittsburgh to be with
her. I have also communicated to them that I want to move to
Pittsburgh to help her full-time, but I must see my class through to
graduation, because I have a commitment to them. Throughout
this communication, my students have become aware of the
importance of my cell phone. It is only on my desk or turned on
when I am expecting a call from a doctor. It is my daily link to my
mother.
A few weeks ago, my cell phone was on my desk at the beginning
of a class period, as I was awaiting a call from the oncologist. At
the end of the period, the cell phone was gone. I followed the steps
that we always follow in communicating to problem solve. We
took time out for a community meeting to reflect on our individual
responsibilities to the class. I began by taking responsibility as a
member of the community for leaving my cell phone in a place
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that may not have been safe, though I believed it to be safe due to
trust in my students. Students reflected, mostly in silence, as I
asked a number of questions to allow students to evaluate
themselves. The next morning the cell phone reappeared on my
desk during our home base period.
When adolescents are given tools to buy into a school as
community, they will not want to damage, cut off or destroy the
experiences and relationships they learn to value. The importance
of their school environment is crucial, especially when we exist in
a larger social climate that has failed to retain a sense of
connectedness. A detachment from one another—from the
realization that what happens to one group in our society affects us
all—is one root of young people’s fight against the circumstances
of the dysfunctional families and violent streets of our difficult
world.
The issue of equality in education is a perfect example of this
detachment. While teachers strive to impart empathy in
adolescents in our classrooms, we are struggling in our society to
stress the idea that education is not just about my child, but all
children. This educational palaver is all over campaigns of
seemingly good-natured education presidents, but the reality of
resource allocation and community struggle remains in our
segregated and class-based school system. Adolescents see that in
their families, in our schools and in our nation, we lack a sense of
community; we lack an awareness of our part in the whole.
For teenagers, who simultaneously seek and reject community, a
classroom where there is freedom within a structure allows them
to more clearly define a sense of self. The logical next step, with
the right questioning, is that they begin to wonder how this self fits
into the larger picture of their community and world. If that
becomes clear in their classroom, it is much easier to translate
when they step beyond the school walls.
Unlike family structure, the daily events in a classroom are a
microcosm of the world. When we allow students to learn to be
themselves in relation to others and to view their learning critically
and responsibly, they acquire knowledge of goodness and truth
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from history, literature and society. Each begins to define the
journey towards becoming a good person: one who is equally
equipped with knowledge and self-awareness.
I believe that this environment is based on three cornerstones: the
teacher must follow the rules of the community, the focus of the
day must be the process of exploring the academics (through
which much of this moral work is done), and the structure must be
clearly communicated and agreed upon by all. Teenagers may not
necessarily like everything, but they do understand compromise
and they will agree to reason, despite all of those excess synapses
in the brain that stand in the way of judicious decisions. That
adolescent unfinished prefrontal cortex can actually work in favor
of the classroom community—though adolescents may not be able
to organize and prioritize tasks as adults do, they certainly want
control over their environment. They definitely want to confer
with their friends about what is important. Let them confer and
ask questions that guide them towards debate. Those studentcentered debates often end in reasoning out what we can all accept
in order to prosper together in the community.
The truest knowledge is the realization that if we love learning we
can see all experiences as teachers (not a powerful individual in a
suit, but a lesson that can be extracted). The knowledge is there to
make us good people. We certainly need powerful human
beings—teachers, leaders and parents—to serve as models.
However, the most important thing we can do for our young
people is give them the tools to create their own daily environment
that serves as a community in which they can see themselves as
teacher in all that they do.
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Potential For Growth
It drives my principal nuts when I arrive a few minutes after the
8:10 bell.
“I won’t go to bat for you when one of your sixth graders breaks
his neck and you’re not in your classroom,” he warns me.
A half dozen of us joust for the last spaces in the parking lot then
race walk to the side door of the building, clutching our book bags
and drive-thru coffee cups. We’re the same people ⎯ the 8:14
club we call ourselves ⎯ and we tell one another in a tone of
exasperation we can’t go on like this. Tomorrow we’ll leave
earlier. No more bursting into the classroom and peeling off our
coats while the PA pipes in the Pledge of Allegiance.
Before I leave the house I drive my wife crazy, too, as I crash
around the kitchen hunting for my wallet, my keys, the
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Tupperware container in the refrigerator with the leftovers I’ll
have for lunch.
Right out of the driveway I tailgate, shake a fist at the people who
pull out in front of me for the single purpose of slowing me down.
Near school I beat a yellow, spot a school bus idling at the red, see
kids faces plastered in the windows watching me. I’m chastened.
What’s the matter with me?
This whole ordeal of tardiness makes me think I oughtn’t be a role
model for anyone, never mind dispensing strategies for when other
people decide to be less than ideal inspirations for the children
around them. Often when I see the less-than-savory side of one of
my students’ parents, I’m reminded of how their actions, like the
actions of all of us, ripple outward, and those ripples often lap into
my classroom.
“That bumper sticker on Eddie’s father’s car has the b word in it,”
announces Robbie after we finish saluting the flag. .
“It’s not even a swear,” downplays Anthony. “It’s like piss and
suck.”
“My bus driver uses it,” Melissa adds. “That’s what she calls lady
drivers.”
“My father’s a loser,” says Eddie.
I know the word, the bumper sticker (If I’d Wanted a Bitch I’d
Have Married a Dog), the car ⎯ a dinged-up Delta 88 with
mismatched doors I swung around minutes earlier when he
signaled into a gas station.
I know Eddie’s father too. A mechanic and a single father, he’s
sometimes referred to in the teachers’ room as “The Dirtiest Man
Alive.” He’s soft-spoken, reed thin, and wears clothes covered
with grease and grime from working under cars all day. He drops
in to see me about Eddie’s progress (which is pretty much nil) and
confesses how he doesn’t want Eddie to end up like him,
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sentenced to life in a grease pit and having to take orders from a
boss who knows he has few other options.
“Your father’s not a loser,” I remind Eddie.
“He is too,” Eddie retorts. “This past weekend he...”
“Okay,” I say. “We don’t need to hear it.”
“Yes, we do,” answers Amanda. “I know anyways.”
“Let’s get back to the b word,” I redirect. “You’ve all heard it,
you've seen it, you may have even used it. But it’s a low-class
word. If you want people to think highly of you, you won’t say it.
Using it shows a lack of manners.”
“What did I tell you?” replies Eddie. “He’s a loser.”
I exhale. There I go, talking in circles again, reminding them not
to use offensive language while inadvertently offending a kid’s
father. This moral dilemma⎯whether it’s okay to use this “b”
word ever, or just sometimes, like when you’re IMing your
friends, is what we’re attempting to sort out⎯except they want
none of it, which makes me think the mention of it was to get a
rise out of me.
I nod to Melissa who I hope has something substantive to offer.
“Mr. Donoghue,” she says. “My mother says you drive too fast.”
Later that morning Eddie is gone, hauled out of the classroom by
his mother, who gets custody again after his father’s live-in
girlfriend swears out a restraining order against him. Eddie and his
father, it seems, have been living in the Delta 88 since the
weekend. Now Eddie’s moving to a city twenty miles away where
he lived before he lived with his father. Eddie shrugs, used to this
sort of thing. I stand by him as he empties his desk, not knowing
what to do or say. The rest of them look at me: What’s up? A
minute later he trails his mother down the hallway, gone without
so much as a goodbye, as if he’d been swept out of the classroom
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by a riptide, pulled into the turbulent wash of humanity from right
under my nose.
I’m speechless. While I could say whatever I wanted and make my
students listen, grant or deny bathroom privileges, insist that they
say please and thank you and speak one at a time, tell them how
great they look in their new sneakers/haircuts/outfits, encourage
them to emancipate insects and recycle paper, dole out
responsibilities like lunch counter, attendance taker, paper
distributor, and plant waterer, build up morale (Who are we?
We’re 6D!), permit them to walk from A to B without forming a
line, what I cannot do is save them from their own lives. No one
informed me about Eddie and maybe it’s none of my business
anyway.
I explain to the kids what I know about Eddie’s situation. There’s
not much to say. We write letters to him when he hasn’t been gone
five minutes. I shove them in a manila envelope with his new
address. The kids still want to talk about what happened. They
care about Eddie, plus they don’t want to do social studies.
So we talk. Mostly I talk, about change, about how you have little
control over what your parents can make you do, you just plain
have to live with circumstances you can’t do anything about.
“That’s life,” I say, unconvincingly. “Then you hit a certain age
and you can do what you want, within limits, although sometimes
that’s no bargain either because you can’t blame anyone for where
you end up.”
It feels as if I’m chasing my tail again, so I wrap things up.
“There’s only one person you can do anything about anyway, only
one person you can change, and I’ll let you guess who I’m talking
about.”
“He means us.” Lindsay sweeps her arm around the classroom.
“So stop acting like a bunch of jerks you guys.”
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“Don’t badmouth people who are ugly,” Alex tells everyone.
“And don’t beat up little kids just because you can.”
“Don’t trash the bathroom when you’re the only one in there and
there’s no eye witnesses,” contributes Paul. “Then we all lose
recess.”
“Say please and thank you,” Melinda says, “so people won’t think
you was brought up in a barn.”
I stand there nodding, telling myself to shut up and let them talk.
We’re moving in the right direction, I think, and it seems to have
sprung out of Eddie’s departure, this stirring to do good and act
civilized, to put your best foot forward even when everyone else is
shirking responsibilities. I’m starting to feel a spark of hope as the
kids toss out more ideas, concrete doable ways of becoming better
people. I consider drawing up a chart, getting out the markers and
poster board, but I’m tired and it seems to defeat the purpose
anyhow. I don’t want to beat their enthusiasm to death.
“Okay,” I say, “a few more and then it’s time for social studies.”
Tracy throws up an arm.
“Yeah?” I say.
“I thought of something for you,” she says, barely able to contain
herself. “Why don’t you drive slower?”
That’s how it goes sometimes in my classroom. Right in the
middle of my discussion about proper behavior and etiquette,
getting them to see how they ought to act, they stop me cold by
pointing out a not-so-nice thing about me, their teacher. I’m on
the hook and they want the truth, or at least something that
approximates the truth.
“The reason I don’t,” I start. “What I mean is...”
“He jogs,” interrupts Josh, “but first he has to feed his two dogs
before his kids get up.”
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I hesitate; look down at my shoes. I’m sick of myself. There’s no
reason for me to drive the way I do.
“All right. I’ll slow down.”
They cheer, they whoop, they slam their desktops. They make
noise for the sake of making noise. And it’s in that moment that I
understand I can’t make Eddie’s parents do what I think they
ought to do, that I can’t get my students to do what I tell them to
do half the time, or even my own three young daughters⎯I point
them in one direction and they run in the other⎯and though this
makes me feel inadequate somehow, a bumbler at life⎯at least I
can do something about myself. I look out at their expectant faces
and I think about Eddie who started this whole mess and whose
seat is still warm and I pray he’ll carry with him his cheerful
disposition no matter what the odds are against him losing it.
For now the rest of them are safe and sound in front of me. I know
I can’t shield them from the dragons lurking down the road, or
even warn them of the size and number, can’t do much more than
say Watch Out and Be Careful and If anything happens to you it’ll
break my heart. But at least I can be good to them, see in them and
their parents, who like me, do stupid things from time to time, the
same potential for good I hope for in myself. And I can find
something decent to say about even those people who annoy the
hell out of me. I can even get to work on time, even if it’s just a
couple of days a week for starters.
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Making Moments Count
Role modeling is the responsibility of all adults in our society
whether they want the title or not. Simply by the nature of
adulthood, a grown up is cast into that position because within the
meaning of the word “adult" lies the concept of acceptable
behavior. No doubt, the responsibility of purposely modeling
exemplary behavior, ethics, and morality to children falls heaviest
on parents and next on those individuals who have chosen careers
that focus on children. Teachers, especially, fall into this second
category because their job description by law clearly states "in
parentis locus."
So what do we do when adults refuse to be role models to their
children? We role model, whether we realize we are doing it or
not. Children are a composite of all that they see in their eighteen
years of growing up. No other group of individuals is told so often
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what they should do and asked so rarely what they think. They
spend years watching and sorting and deciding for themselves
what is good and what is bad. Too often adults think it is the one
big lecture with a child or the enrollment in a special program or
the intervention in a major problem that models life skills, but I
believe it is the consistent little acts that make the biggest
difference, those moments that say you as a human being are
special, you are a valuable commodity in our society, and you
should be treated with respect.
I teach senior English in a small, Midwestern town with one high
school of approximately 600 students. One of my favorite teaching
units for my seniors is practicing group discussion skills. The topic
I chose this past year for discussion was a history of tolerance and
intolerance in America. After four days of viewing documentaries,
reading biographies, and noting newspaper and magazine articles
on tolerance and intolerance, my students sat in a circle to present
their perspectives. I sat outside the circle and never participated,
only marked when a student explained a view, acknowledged a
response, and passed on the discussion.
I was impressed with the students’ maturity. They gave comments
such as "My family is prejudiced, but I have learned that is
wrong," or "No one can blame someone else for his acts of making
fun of someone who is different because we are old enough now to
decide for ourselves what is right and wrong, regardless of what
our parents did," and "It is hard to understand someone else’s
situation if we have never lived that problem." Somewhere in the
last 17 years these students have seen positive role modeling, and,
in such a small town, I have to believe much of it came from their
teachers.
Among all the controversy and hubbub in education today,
students’ daily contact with teachers can make a difference in their
future. Our smiles or our frowns, our patience or our impatience,
our positive attitudes or our negative ones will set the stage for
growth and change. When Toby seems distracted and worried, a
sincere "you seem very tired today. If you want, put your head
down and rest” may give him the care he needs to go on in spite of
Dad’s drunken abuse the night before. Or the word of praise to
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Sarah for her good effort on an assignment may uplift her selfesteem after so many "you’re no good, I wish I never had you"
harsh comments from her mom. Our words and our facial
expressions are powerful.
I first became aware of my impact on my students years ago in my
early days of teaching. It was quite by accident. One Saturday
morning while enjoying my second cup of coffee, the telephone
rang. I answered and a subdued voice said, "Mrs. Nelson."
"Yes," I answered.
Again, "Mrs. Nelson," and then sobbing.
I recognized the voice of one of my students. "Cindy?"
A moment of silence and then a strong, authoritative voice came
on the line, " Mrs. Nelson?"
"Yes."
"This is Captain Turner of the Newark Police Department. How
do you know Cindy?"
"She is one of my English students."
"Do you have a close relationship with Cindy?"
"No, not particularly. She likes to write."
"Mrs. Nelson, Cindy is at our police station. She is the victim of
kidnapping and rape. We gave her the phone to call her mother,
and instead she called you."
"Why?" I asked.
"Obviously," he said, "she saw something in you that she felt
comfortable with. Mrs. Nelson, I would like for you to come to
our station and plan to take Cindy home with you and plan on
having her stay with you for a while. Is that possible?"
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"Well, I don’t want to interfere with what her mother wants to do."
"I’ll take care of that. Cindy is still in danger because we do not
have the rapists in custody. They took Cindy to a trailer and when
they fell asleep, she managed to escape. I need for you to do this."
"All right," I said. I hung up the phone and turned to my husband
to explain.
Cindy lived with us for three months, and in that time we did
become close, but I was befuddled as to why she had called me
that day. The Captain’s remark "She saw something in you” kept
playing in my mind. One day I asked Cindy why she had called
me. Her reply opened my eyes.
"One day in class you were helping me with my writing and I said
to you that I always made so many mistakes. You said that is why
you have an erasure, to correct the mistakes. It is just like a new
day in our lives. Another chance to get it right. That night my
mom and I had a big fight and I left the house. While walking
down the road, this car stopped and two guys started talking to me
and offered me a ride. I got in the car. When Captain Turner told
me to call my mother, I just couldn’t. I had made such a bad
mistake and my mom would be angry; she wouldn’t understand. I
thought you would."
I knew then that I was teaching more than English.
So how do we deal with poor role modeling by adults? We must
tread lightly, unless of course severe neglect or serious abuse to
the child is happening. Then immediate action through the
appropriate channels must be taken. In most cases, to point out the
wrong of the parents only exacerbates the problem. The ties to
family are sacred, and children will show allegiance to the worst
of families. It has been my experience that most parents do love
their children, regardless of their poor parenting skills. We don’t
want to pit child against parent. In reality, what we see on a
regular basis does not mandate legal action. What is more
common is the parent who fails to exhibit responsible parenting
skills, sometimes knowingly and sometimes unknowingly. We see
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parents who take no active interest in their child’s school work or
where the child is or what the child is doing, parents who react
with anger rather than with common sense, parents who maximize
the use of scolding and punishment and ignore praise and
guidance, parents who cop out on ownership and blame someone
else for their condition in life and the behavior of their children.
Such dysfunctional role modeling may translate into troubled
youth incapable of functioning successfully in a society that gives
the freedom for individual choice but expects reasonable and
mature behavior.
But we must not sell our children short, for they are discerning
observers. We all know that it only takes one person who cares to
lift up a beaten down soul. The human spirit is strong and like a
neglected plant will lean toward the light and seek the water for
nourishment. We never know when we are offering sustenance
and direction, for they are often hidden in our quick little
comments or our brief interactions.
As teachers we are on exhibition every minute of every day.
Certainly the greatest teaching we do is not in the history lesson or
the math formula but in modeling daily existence. After all, many
children spend more hours of the day with their teachers than with
their parents. No one has a better opportunity to be an example.
Our influence is subtle but powerful.
So when someone says to me, "Oh, you teach English," I think to
myself no, I teach children. My slice of the pie happens to be
communication skills. Important as they are, the English skills are
superficial compared to the greater learning beneath. When I
assign an essay and the student says," I can’t write," and I smile
and say," I’m going to show you how," I am teaching confidence
in meeting a challenge. Then when I review the writing and
suggest additions and changes, I’m teaching perseverance till the
task is completed successfully. And when the final product is
marked "job well done" or "good effort," I’m instilling self- worth
and pride for accomplishment.
At the end of each school year I ask my high school students to
evaluate my class. I always feel my work has been validated when
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my students say things like "I feel comfortable with my writing
now," or "I no longer fear talking in front of a group." But I am
most struck by the child I did not think I had reached telling me
how much I had meant to him or her. And the moment that meant
so much is usually one that seemed barely noteworthy to me, but
when I analyzed its message, it said you are important.
Several years ago I called a senior who had been absent for many
days. The other students had told me he just wasn’t coming to
school. When I called, I asked if he were sick and he said no. I
told him I missed him in class and wanted him to come back. He
did. In his evaluation at the end of the year he said, "I don’t think
I would have returned if you had not called. It seemed that no one
cared that I wasn’t there, until you."
We educators must quit handing out blame for what is and focus
on what could be. In most cases, we are powerless to change
family situations, but have endless opportunities to lead a child to
a new path. We need to model an approach to life that says an
individual performs in spite of the wrongs he’s been dealt and not
because of them. We must show each child the worth in self.
Every year millions of dollars are spent in this country on
educational programs for students at risk, and legislators in every
state are yelling about higher standards for teachers and our
guidance departments have turned into testing centers to meet the
state and federal requirements. I do not belittle any of these,
because some have achieved remarkable results, and we should
take advantage of every program that helps us guide our youth.
But I do know this: when the program runs its course and the
money is gone, we still have one teacher and a roomful of
children. Isn’t that the bottom line, isn’t that what we have always
had? No one ever says it was the program or the curriculum or the
testing that influenced me. It was the person, the teacher who
taught me that I am important, that I can do "in spite of "and not
"because of."
Little acts have mammoth results, and bits of time build into years
of learning. Teachers have 7 hours a day for 180 days a year to
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influence: 1,260 hours a year. Total this time by 12 years, and the
time spent is immense: 15,120 hours for teachers to make a
difference in the life of a child. Surely, we can model a better way.
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Genuine Adulthood
What do we do when adults refuse to be good role models for their
children? Would we even ask such a question if this were not such
a painfully obvious and so insidiously widespread problem?
American society is facing a crisis with no answers because it
simply does not even see the crisis. The U.S. is wealthier and more
powerful than at any point in its history and more bereft of moral
fortitude among its young than at any time since its inception.
What to do has been replaced with whom to blame and I am a
victim, has become the rallying cry of a nation wallowing in
money and devoid of personal responsibility. It is a bleak picture
if one enjoys bleakness and a frightening forecast of the end of an
era for the more apocalyptic. Neither perspective is very pleasant.
It might be easy to dismiss this rather morbid reality as the
rantings of nay-sayers and so much doomsday hogwash were it not
for the simple fact that since the great victories of World War II,
America has ever so subtly at times, ever so harshly at other times,
pursued a course which has proven financially uplifting, while at
the same time depersonalizing to the individual and oblivious to
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the common morality which should be binding us all. The great
national temper tantrums of the 1960’s and 70’s cleared the way
for Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society and other social restructuring
plans, but they did so at the expense of national unity, cultural
stability, and conscientious certitude. The young people of those
time threw out the pretentiousness and artificiality of their parents
and opened untold opportunities for freedom and respect and
progress, while in their stead they left only pretentious freedom
and artificial righteousness. The young people of today have
nothing to throw away but themselves.
This is a serious allegation against a country which has devoted so
much money and so strong a force of will to improving the lives of
its citizens and the peoples of the whole world. Americans still
work harder, go to church more often and give more in time and
dollars than any other nation in existence today. The United States
is the envy of every individual, every country, working for a richer
life and a larger bank account. People fight to come here and only
rarely fight to leave. Americans are bright, beautiful, creative,
happy and free. America has it all. Except good schools.
No country anywhere honors our public schools or emulates our
educational beliefs. And yet it is to the schools that the great
reformers of the 1960’s and 70’s turned and it is still to the schools
that governments and private citizens turn for help in changing
faulty thoughts or fixing social ills. It has proven rather
ineffective, definitely inefficient and extremely costly in money
and time, but momentum carries over right thinking and the moral
void of the love generation does not seem to know where else to
go. The previous concerns about equal opportunity, individual
equality, and human rights have given way to a demand for moral
education from an institution that can barely meet the
requirements of its academic charters. Question authority! and
Don’t you tell my kid what to do! have suddenly been replaced
with Question authority and By the way, would you please tell my
kid what to do. This dilemma of ambiguity in the face of tighter
budgets and ethical vacuousness only heightens the sense of
frustration and desperation many educators feel while it once
again places on the schools the responsibilities which previous
generations placed on themselves. The real question is not what
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public educators can do when adults refuse to be good role
models, but why are adults choosing not to be adults?
The answers are once again the national temper tantrums of the
1960’s and 70’s, and the leveling of American society by the great
social movements of the same era. If a code of behavior is deemed
no longer appropriate or useful, it still must be replaced with
another if the social bond is to be maintained and a society is to
continue. A group which passes to its children only a sense of
disrespect for government, disregard for the law, and disinterest in
anything which does not provide immediate and selfish
gratification is passing on a tradition of nothingness. And a society
which loses its cohesion out of deference to diversity cannot
expect to survive.
This, unfortunately, is the legacy of the so-called boomer
generation. Poor, or non-existent parenting coupled with
overwhelming self-absorption have left a younger generation with
little guidance or an inappropriate sense of entitlement. And the
public schools, which already provide more parenting than at any
other time since their inception (counseling, tutoring, food service,
health care, etc.) now seem the chosen purveyors of moral values
in an increasingly coarse and valueless society. As well as
becoming the easy target for all the arguments, hostility, violence
and maturity issues previous generations worked on with their
own parents.
The problem, then, is clear. The solution is tougher. But only
because it is the solution people do not want to hear. What should
we as educators do? Nothing. The problem should be handed right
back to the parents. The public schools are not the proper venue
for an education in a basic philosophy of life and behavior. That is
a tough fact, but it is the truth and like many truths, it may be
difficult to accept.
Secondly, we should stop being afraid to tell people in plain terms
that certain behaviors are inappropriate, unacceptable and
destructive to society. We must stop couching our objections in
euphemisms to preserve feelings. We need to hurt feelings to
make a point, and we need to stop apologizing for it.
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Next, we need to remove people quickly and permanently from
public institutions when their behavior is disruptive, unethical,
destructive or dangerous. The multiple chances given to
perpetrators of virtually criminal, or even simply annoying
behavior, not only fail to restore peace in the school and society at
large, they encourage more of the same and undermine by
weakness the moral authority of the system and the individual
educator together. The fear of damaging their psyche or somehow
devaluing the individual is nonsense. Adults must show courage in
facing their duties to the next generation with steadfast stability
and purity of conviction. And if the adults have no convictions,
then the greatest gift we can give back to them is permanent
custody of their own disruptive children.
We must also redefine our public institutions and remove from the
extraneous tasks, duties, and responsibilities which 30 years of law
and social restructuring have foisted on them. The United States is
the only western nation in which the schools have been forced to
be the engines of social engineering and while that is a noble
assignment indeed, the results have been negligible at best and
wasteful of precious resources. Add to that the emphasis on sports,
entertainment and socializing and it becomes disturbingly clear
that the schools have abandoned their role as places of education
in lieu of making their clients happy and bolstering the facade that
we are a nation of highly educated, highly motivated, productive
learners, when all the indicators point to a decline in literacy,
detachment from society on a very personal level, and apathy in
general toward anyone or anything the least bit challenging.
Teachers are expected to be role models in situations that no other
adults would tolerate or even find worth their effort. When did we
become Jesus, Buddha and Mohammed?
While they are redefining themselves as schools, rather than clubs,
public institutions should also return to the idea of a full day of
education for each enrolled student. Odd scheduling, released
time, reduced credits for graduation, and an overemphasis on cars
and jobs deny the value of education in the face of minimalized
choice, money and accelerated independence. Again, this is an
active decision by parents not to be parents. What do children
learn? That they are on their own, and children on their own are
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not in a position to develop a sense of heightened morality. They
see no role models but their peers and no child is emotionally
ready for that responsibility.
Finally, educators must work hard to develop their own sense of
morality and their own courage to live by some code. The process
is what should be modeled for future generations, rather than any
particular philosophy or religious morality. Our young people
need to see that life, and therefore morality and behavior, is not
static and our innermost convictions can and will be challenged on
a daily basis. We must counteract the cultural message of
situational morality compounded by lack of genuine certitude or
fundamentalist beliefs which leave no room for growth and refined
judgment. If we falter, our young people will value what we ask of
them as little as they value anything else in their lives. We must
say what we believe and we must believe what we say. If not, we
should keep our mouths shut.
Our problem, then, is sadly quite easy to define. The solution,
however, will be difficult, because it is a call to courage and a call
to genuine adulthood. If we are to be role models, we must be
firm without being rigid, expect as much as was expected of us,
respect the growth process, protect our country and our society,
and always, always, remain hopeful of the future.
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Quantity, Not Quality Of Life
Many of the changes in our society, which have contributed to
inappropriate behavior from adults, can be directly correlated to
improvements that are technological in nature. Our newest
technologies have allowed us to; travel greater distances in
less time, prepare foods quickly, secure our homes and
cars, pay for necessary materials with plastic rather than
paper money, communicate anywhere with anyone, and
constantly entertain our families for very little or nothing.
You might wonder why it would be a terrible thing for families to
travel greater distances in less time. You might also wonder, why
would this be a bad role model behavior? Children need to learn
how to think. When you have idle time and you are bound to ride
in an automobile or train for a long period of time you can view
the scenery, talk to your riding companions, think to yourself, or
do all of these things. If we continue to rush from place to place
with the objective of moving quickly, then we have omitted the
opportunity for; discussion between our children and their parents,
exploration of our surrounding-which leads to better understanding of different people and the ways in which they live, and
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inflection which is essential if we are going to learn from our
experiences.
Children need to learn about the quality of life and how valuable
life can be. They will better understand this concept if they are
given an opportunity to grow their own food, tend to this food,
manage it, and to consume the food they grew. There is no better
feeling in the world then to plant a seed, water the seed, watch the
seed grow into a mature plant, then with great pride prepare a meal
with the food you have grown and tended. Most of our food is still
grown in the soil. Our children need to appreciate the time
involved in growing, plowing, weeding, watering, fertilizing,
pruning, and picking the very foods they consume. When they are
exposed to farming and all aspects of it, they appreciate the food
prepared, as well as those that prepared it. We need to show our
children that they can be self-sufficient and that we know how to
be self-reliant, too.
Another ill-fate of children in our technologically advanced
society is our incessant need for alarms and security. Children
learn fear from the people that surround them. If we demonstrate
that we are afraid then our children will grow up afraid. No one
will explore their surroundings when they live in fear of others.
Certainly there are times when we need to notice a hostile
environment and move along, but our daily lives should be spent
in a friendly environment with little concern for loss of life, limb
or injury. Our television programming too often depicts life as
hostile environment with little concern for loss of life, limb or
injury. Our television programming too often depicts life as hostile
on a daily basis. Our own homes have security systems installed;
car alarms, and our diaries have lock and key mechanisms. We
only learn by sharing and we should never live in fear that our
possessions will be taken from us. Living without security seems
foolish in our modern society, but whenever possible we should
learn to live without fear and without need of too many valuable
possessions. Children will learn to appreciate life and the lives of
others more. They will value people and not possessions. This is a
philosophy that is not an easy one to explain or teach unless it is
put into practice.
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When our children want material things and we want them to have
those things it is not often that we can afford those things. We
have created a society that will accept no payment for goods and
extend credit over a long period of time so that we can have now
what we will pay for much later. Most often these material items
are not as important as our children or we believe them to be. We
impose failure before our children have the chance to succeed
when we show them a false sense of ownership. Remember the
first big item that you bought with your own money. What a sense
of accomplishment and pride you had for yourself. Children need
to have pride in self and buying only what they need with money
they earned gives them this sense of pride that is essential for
healthy living. If we rob children of the opportunity to work hard
for something and then obtain it, then we rob them of their pride.
Cell phones, pagers, and fax machines are common technological
advances in our modern society. These devices allow quick
communication to occur anywhere around the world. Many
children are given cell phones and pagers so that they feel safe and
can communicate quickly with their parents. This compounds the
sense of fear we feel as adults and parents and is teaching our
children to be afraid. Our children are also learning to rely on
speedy communication. No longer are they willing to wait and
see. They want answers now and are learning to be impatient
from the use of these devices. Our children are learning from us
that we can have someone’s attention anywhere at anytime. The
sad truth is that children need quality of time from us, not quantity
of time from others. We have to find ways to manage our children
and their time without bending to meet the needs of society as a
whole.
Do you remember summer play outdoors? Children need time to
play and explore nature without being told what to think or
feel. Outdoor entertainment allows for exploration without
dictating direction. Television, movies, and video games tend to be
one-dimensional and are programmed entertainment. Children
don’t have the opportunity to turn clouds into animals or boats..
They aren’t given an opportunity to think about other things while
playing when watching movies or television or when playing
programmed video games. Often the time needed to think about
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anything that children wonder about isn’t available when children
chose electronic devices over the great outdoors. Our children
need open-ended exploration activities and these are usually found
in simple games and outside activities.
Unfortunately, in our technologically fast-paced society, what we
should ask ourselves is not what should we do, or what could we
do, but rather, how can we help adults be good role models for
their children? In our quest for a better life we have created the
best and worst for our children. We have given them great quantity
of life and less quality of life. The role of the adult has vastly
changed in the last three decades. Statistics indicate that fathers
had an important role in raising the children and in working to
provide the necessities of life while most mothers stayed at home
to raise children until women flooded the job market in the 70’s
and 80’s. Pairing the working mother with the absentee father
adds to this poor quality of life for our children. What can we do
about those adults that are bad role models for their children?
Maybe it begins with programs designed to teach quality of life
rather than quantity of life. All of our prisons should have farms
that are tended by the prisoners. The food they consume should
come from the fields they tended by the prisoners. The food they
consume should come from the fields they tended and the foods
they prepared. Appreciation of self and others help us become
better people. Better people make better role models. It seems
plain, simple, and easily do-able. Why don’t we try applying these
principles to our lives? Technology is good if it improves the
quality of our lives. Many technological advances do not improve
the quality of our lives they just add quantity.
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Julie Hayes
Current Teaching Assignment:
Alcoa Elementary School, Alcoa, Tennessee

A Very Simple Plan
This essay is dedicated to my heroes: All the mentors
who have given their hearts and their time to
Camp Grandbuddies for the sake of children in need.
Thank you.

I had a college degree and a very simple plan. Marry the man I
love, earn a very comfortable living, make a few friends along the
way, and raise a family in a loving, privileged setting. The
marriage part was rather easy as that ball was already rolling
before graduation. Finding the right job was a little more
challenging since my new husband’s first employment was in a
small southern town. But with some grit and a little luck, I landed
a management training position with a large local bank and life
was good.
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It didn’t take long for my plan to be challenged, however. The
prominent figures at the bank did not all live up to my idealistic
image of leaders. There were affairs which landed a few in bank
manager positions for which they were perhaps not the most
qualified candidates. There were conversations where very racial
views were expressed, and an in club that required a certain
charisma, a willingness to overlook choices being made by those
in the club. I found myself torn. I wanted to be in that club. I knew
that it was my ticket to that privileged lifestyle I so desired. But,
the pit of my stomach kept reminding me of a value system
instilled in me by my parents. It nagged at me here and there, and
in the end, it ultimately won out.
I look back on that young person confused by the allures around
her, and I realize how lucky I was to have had someone in my life
who took the time to teach me right from wrong, good from bad. I
could so easily have been pulled in the wrong direction because I
coveted the association with those in power. What saved me was
not myself, but rather the voice inside my heart which had been
shaped from birth by my own loving family. For all practical
purposes, I had ignored that voice during my college years and my
infant adulthood. But it was ceaseless in its persistence to be
heard, and eventually I listened and understood, and most
importantly acted.
The lesson learned from my first job has stuck with me through
the years. As a teacher now, I know that kids who make very poor
choices from time to time, but are from a supportive family with a
real sense of morality, will go on to become decent human beings
who work hard and give back to others from their own abundance
of knowledge and love. I also know too many children who do not
have such a support system, whose values have gone so awry,
whose trust in human nature has been eroded. These children
come to me with a void where their inner voices should reside.
They listen, instead, to the echoes of their own desires and act
upon them impulsively with little regard for the consequences to
others.
It was these children who were on my mind a few years back
while I was at a Leadership Team meeting at my school. We were
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all venting our chagrin at how the hope for them was so limited,
and I bemoaned the fact that we had nothing in place to fill the
void left by their neglectful parents. I will not soon forget the
response of one of our team members. She said, I don’t see you
volunteering to do something about this. I went home indignant
and even angry at her insensitivity. How could she think of me in
such a light? But then I realized she was right. Once I had
overcome my indignation, the wheels in my brain began to turn. I
asked myself, What could I do to help fill these children up with
what my parents had given me? The answer came rather quickly.
It seemed to be a very simple plan. Hadn’t I always subscribed to
the notion that children are shaped by all of those who grace them
with their experience and wisdom…teachers, grandparents, church
members, friends, neighbors? Hadn’t I become a teacher because
I knew I wanted to give back to my world by having a hand in
molding these kids’ characters? Hadn’t I, in fact, become a
mentor, a mother, a friend to students under my care? Didn’t I
know many people in our community who impacted my own
children just because they were good and decent? Would it be
possible to assemble these very same people and use their skills
more prudently with these children who so desperately needed
them?
Hence, the idea of Camp Grandbuddies was hatched. My dearest
friend, (and colleague), and I called upon all those who we knew
had the passion to be mentors. Some were retired members of our
community, some were teachers, some were simply good
people. We matched them with children from our school chosen
by teacher recommendation. We brought them together for a week
of fun and sharing, and then these wonderful mentors took over
from there. We asked them to think about what they had done for
significant others in their lifetimes to help shape and mold them
into caring, good people. Then, we explained that this was all we
asked of them with their Grandbuddies. Just do what came
naturally, and help these children see that there is another way out
there. We truly weren’t sure if it would be enough to make a
difference, but we felt very compelled to give it our best shot.
We’ll be embarking upon our third summer with Camp
Grandbuddies soon. Many of our mentors have continued their
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relationship with their Grandbuddies throughout the two years
since our first camp. Have they made a difference? Have they
maybe even helped save a child from a future clouded with
immorality and danger? I can’t honestly answer that question. But
I know that I have seen magic in some of the connections made
between our mentors and their Grandbuddies. I had a student who
never smiled while under my care. He had no joy. He was so full
of anger and distrust of adults that his interactions with other
children seemed almost devoid of any conscience. I had very little
hope for him, even in Camp Grandbuddies. His mentor, the choir
director at my church, had him out playing tennis, experimenting
with instruments, and fishing. This child enjoyed himself. I caught
him just beaming at his mentor one day and his smile spoke
volumes. He had connected with a person who cared about him,
and he knew it.
I also know that we have bettered the odds for these children. I
know that when adolescence invades their bodies and their minds,
they’ll have a memory of line dancing with Nana in the middle of
an elementary classroom. They’ll have a memory of baking a cake
or engaging others in a watermelon seed spitting contest. They’ll
have a memory of conversations about life, fear, friendship, and
justice. They’ll have a new perspective on how to react in
uncertain situations which they may choose to follow instead of
another irresponsible path. Perhaps, just perhaps, this will be
enough for some of them.
Above and beyond all else, I know what Camp Grandbuddies has
done for me and presumably all of the mentors. We opened
ourselves to children who were different than we were, and we
learned so much from them. We learned the power of
perseverance that is innate in young children. We learned to
appreciate their skill at leaving their troubled worlds behind and
connecting with us, even enjoying their time with us mentors who
were so naïve about the sadness which pervaded their very
essences even as we lived in the same space and breathed the same
air. Yet we were so distant from their world. They forgave us our
ignorance and opened themselves to us. We were blessed to be
privy to such unconditional trust.
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Do I believe very ordinary people can become heroes for those
who need them? Do I believe that troubled children have
something to teach all of us? Do I believe that we can mutually
help each other? Do I believe that it could be a very simple plan?
My answer is a resounding yes…yes…yes…yes! This is why we
are put on this planet. We can make a difference, however small
or large. It doesn’t really matter. What does matter is that we do
it, and then let it take its course. Surely, only good things can
come from such a commitment. Even if just one child is saved,
then our efforts will have been worth it.
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Dea Podhajsky
Present Teaching Assignments
Kiona-Benton High School, Benton City, Washington
Multicultural Literature (11-12), College Prep English (11-12)
Technical Writing (11-12)20th Century American Literature (11-12)
English II (10)
Past Teaching Assignments English (8-12)
US History (11),Government (12),Physical Education (K-10)
Journalism (11-12), Social Studies in New Zealand
English Iowa State Juvenile Home

Blessed are those who listen
when no one is left to speak.
Linda Hogal (Chickasaw)

Yes, I Can And Do Make A Difference
The invitation for the essay contest lives in my bottom basket, the
one reserved for projects that are important but not immediate.
Periodically, I peruse the papers in this basket and reprioritize
them and in the process move them to the actively contemplating
section of my brain. So since 9/13/01 at 2:32, during the odd
moments, I have thought about the readings, thought about my
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response, tried to form a philosophic statement on my views on the
relationship between students, moral behavior, responsibility, and
idealism. The crux of my contemplation was, Yes, I can and do
make a difference. I had boundless examples from my 30 years of
teaching to support my arguments. There were Jennifer, Brenda,
Sergio and countless others; thus armed, I began to compose.
Since I had just spent the last three weeks preparing the
sophomores for their state mandated assessment, I inputted the
essay prompt into my computer and started scanning for key
words and then I realized the prompt might have nothing to do
with my impact on students. Key words were we do adults refuse
good role models their children? Was I to suggest ways to change
the adults’ refusal? And who was we? Was we society? Was we
educators? Was we the few, the proud, the hopelessly idealistic,
like me, who still in answer to T.S. Eliot’s query do we dare
disturb the universe? would reply, Of course.
I am turtle,
and await the council of my tribes
clan into clan, the merging thought
that evil was never the star path, and
then the chants to the four directions
I am turtle,
and death is not yet my robe,
for drums still throb the many
centers of the tribes, and a young
child smiles me of tomorrow,
and grandparent,
another child whispers, please,
tell again my clan’s beginning.
Turtle by Peter Blue Cloud (Mohawk)
Can I change the behavior of adults who refuse to take
responsibility for their children? If I could, should I? The second
question seems easier. I believe we all have a duty to each other.
We are part of a society and what happens to any one individual
happens to me, therefore, although professionally I am employed
to teach the child, I should also care for the adult this reasoning
thus brings me to the second question: Can I change the behavior
of adults who refuse to take responsibility for their children?
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Maslow lists human needs hierarchically. Parents who do not take
an active, positive part in the lives of their children frequently
cannot meet their own physiological and safety needs. To make a
difference in these areas, I could volunteer, I could vote for
candidates and issues that make a difference, I could give money
to charities, and I could pay taxes. The problem is lack of energy; I
learned long ago to pick my causes. Of the possibilities listed, I
give money to charities, am an involved voter, and pay my taxes. I
also try to model behavior in my life that is moral, ethical,
compassionate and concerned.
Professionally, I have been involved in programs to get parents
active in their children’s schools. Through this involvement the
attention and esteem needs of a parent might be satisfied. Parents
need to know they are valued and important in the lives of their
children and the school restructuring work I participated in
had meaningful parental involvement as a central goal.
Unfortunately, if the parents have not met their own physiological
and safety needs, there is little hope that they will develop a
commitment to any restructuring programs no matter how well
designed? If a person is working two jobs, is sick, an addict, a
drunk, has no home, is afraid of their boyfriend/girlfriend,
husband/wife, pimp, or pusher, the chances of that parent coming
to a meeting at the school is remote. The stigma of poverty and
lack of education is also a large obstacle for parental involvement.
Nevertheless, I must keep advocating for school systems that do
not by their structure exclude parents who do not look like
teachers’, that do not want to use parents for their own ends, and
that make a positive difference in the lives of students, the
community, the nation and the world.
So, my current position on what I can do for those adults who
refuse to be involved is to try both personally and professionally to
make a difference. F. Scott Fitzgerald in a letter to his daughter
wrote, All I believe in life is in the rewards for virtue (according to
your talents) and the punishments for not fulfilling your duty,
which are doubly costly. Fitzgerald was correct, but there also has
to be time in a life for one’s self. I need to see mountains, hear
music, laugh with friends, read books, visit new places, and do
absolutely nothing to be a whole person. Neil Young sang, I would
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rather burn out than to rust. I chose neither, but to try to glow
within my sphere of influence believing virtue is rewarded and
indifference punished.
so historically total
so minutely precise
so accurately detailed
so politically active
so grammatically arrogant
so academically prepared
so literally perfect
so ethnically snobbish
so aristocratically professional
so if you want to challenge me,
be prepared to lose the argument,
for I am too humanly infallible
about my researched assertions
so take it or leave it,
the latter is your wisest choice,
do not arouse my anger,
I will reduce you to a bibliographical ibidem
demoting you to childhood,
in other words,
come out to kill,
and be dead from the start
“intellectual” by Tato Laviera
“We” is impossible without “I”. The solution for the emotionally,
spiritually, physically, intellectually neglected child is my
responsibility, their responsibility and yours. Together the effort
must be made. Together the successes celebrated. Together the
setbacks mourned. Volleyball is the most successful team sport at
my high school. At each timeout the coach, has the team touch a
bundle of dowels each representing a player - the meaning: Alone
each dowel could be broken but together they are unbreakable.
“You” “they” “I” together, we too are unbreakable.
C.S. Lewis in The Abolition of Man when discussing the
education of youth contends that moral education is an important
part of a total education. Educators, according to Lewis, must
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teach that righteousness, correctness and order do exist and that
certain attitudes are really true, and others false. He writes,
the tragicomedy of our situation—we continue to clamor for
those very qualities we are rendering impossible. You can
hardly open a periodical without coming across the
statement that what our civilization needs is more drive, or
dynamism, or self-sacrifice, or ‘reactivity.’ In a sort of
ghastly simplicity we remove the organ and demand the
function. We make men without chests and expect of them
virtue and enterprise. We laugh at honor and are shocked to
find traitors in our midst. We castrate and bid the geldings
be fruitful.
I recently obtained National Board Certification. As part of the
process, I was required to videotape a large group discussion.
Later I again taped a large group discussion to submit as a range
finder for this year’s evaluators. By viewing, analyzing, and
reflecting on these tapes, I was impressed with the students’ moral
intelligence. The juniors and seniors in both videos were very
capable of articulating moral positions. As a teacher, I can provide
the oppor- tunities for students to work on the clarification of their
values by the readings and compositions I assign, modeling moral
behavior, sharing my own beliefs and humanity without preaching,
and treating the students with respect. Aristotle says that the aim
of education is to make the pupil like and dislike what he ought.
This should be part of my mission.
But before the students can work on these moral issues their basic
safety and physiological needs must be met. I can do something
about both. I can make my classroom a physically and emotionally
safe environment and I can work with the administration,
counseling, and security staff to see that students are referred to
programs that will meet these needs. We have a drug and alcohol
intervention specialist, a medical and dental referral program, and
a student assistance team. All of these programs are specifically
designed to meet the safety and physical needs of students.
My students’ mission is to do their best, to overcome, to prevail, to
contribute, to be responsible, and to hardwire themselves for
productive citizenship.
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Your, (society’s) mission is to support the students. The support
can come in by volunteering, giving, and advocating for students
and community. It can also come through caring and respect for
teens. When lobbying for my education association, I was
surprised by a discussion with a legislator about a new attendance
law. He told me that his constituents demanded something be done
about the number of students at the mall during the day. The
constituents were afraid to go there. I know the teens in the mall,
the legislator was referring to were not the jocks of the preps.
They were not the students of the same race as the constituents.
They were the others. The ones media shows as violent and
aggressive. Too many adults are afraid of teens and that fear leads
them to neglect their duties to these teens: a duty to support them
with taxes for education and other social programs, with time, and
with compassion. Fear only escalates aggressive tendencies and
continues a cycle.
Word Associations
by Dea the person, not Dea the Intellectual
Students:

Like ‘em

Education:

Job, passion

Caring:

Right

Doing Right:

Duty

We:

Everyone.
The End

and I feel comforted
knowing we are all
in this puzzle together
knowing we are all just learning
to hold the spell
a little longer
each time
Where I was that Day Kimberly Blaeser
(Anishinabe)
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Jodie Moss
Current Teaching Assignment:
Everett School, Lake Forest, Illinois

It Takes A Village To Raise A Child
According to an old proverb, It takes a village to raise a child. I
think that in the case of neglectful parenting, this proverb can be
extremely uplifting and help provide us with a sense of hope. I
believe whole-heartedly that a child can rise above a poor parental
role model if he or she is provided with an alternative positive role
model to observe and emulate. That is why teachers and members
of a community have an overwhelming, yet important job to do.
These individuals need to provide positive role models for the
children in their schools and in their communities.
As a part of the maturation process, children develop their early
personalities by imitating the adults around them. Even though a
child with a poor role model may imitate and experiment with
some of the role model’s negative or poor habits, all hope is not
lost. Eventually that child will receive consequence for those
undesirable characteristics and be persuaded to change them.
These consequences can be provided by various members of the
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child’s community such as babysitters, relatives, teachers, friends
at school etc. Some consequences might be time outs from the
babysitter, the refusal to take them in public, few or no play dates
and detentions or reprimands from the teacher.
According to Maslow’s hierarchy, people have an overwhelming
need to be loved and accepted in their surroundings. If that love
and acceptance is not provided within the family unit, students
will search it out in other ways. Hopefully, instead of choosing
gangs to join, children will seek acceptance at school by teachers
and peers. Teachers can help provide whole group behavioral
incentives for students in their classroom. For example, if a
classroom is behaving extremely well, maybe the teacher gives
them a point. No child wishes to be excluded all the time or to be
reprimanded constantly, so if they are given ways to demonstrate
good behavior as part of a whole group effort, they will likely
participate. Often times, the peer pressure and desire to conform to
the rules and standards of classroom/community behavior can help
mold students into better people. I have also found that even
though a teacher correcting a student is important and helpful, peer
acceptance and judgment can prove to be even more valuable
when trying to help children demonstrate appropriate behavior.
In addition to providing good role models ourselves, school
districts should also offer parents some parent training courses. In
my school district, we refer to the courses as Parent University.
Some courses that might be offered are: setting limits and
expectations, being a good role model, how to help with
homework, and positive discipline. Even though some parents
might be too disinterested or embarrassed to come, there is a
chance that some of the poor role model parents may still attend.
Another option, is that the school districts make attendance to one
or more of the workshops mandatory. Possibly, the district’s
truancy officer can help reinforce this policy. Maybe there could
be a section on the pupil report card that is designed for a parental
involvement/parental participation grade. In my school district,
there is a very large turnout for these parent classes which are
offered at various times. They are offered in the afternoons,
evenings and sometimes even over the summer.
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Some school districts even have senior citizens come to their
classrooms, during reading instruction, and help with oral reading,
story writing and projects. These senior citizens are another way
that schools can provide positive role models for children.
However, the best way to help students learn and model good
behaviors, is to give them an opportunity to practice them. Many
school districts across the United States utilize a program entitled
the Best Program. This program gives each school one character
trait per month to learn about and practice. Each month, our school
social worker visits each classroom to do an introductory activity
that follows the month’s specific theme. For example, one month
it may be cooperation. The social worker will involve the students
in an activity that requires cooperation. Afterwards, the social
worker may discuss how cooperation helped to make the activity
successful. The students will also list reasons why cooperation is
important and ways that they have been cooperative in the past.
For the remainder of the month, the teacher will reinforce this
theme throughout the classroom and students will be rewarded for
actually being cooperative with peers. A newsletter is sent home
each month as well, so that parents will be aware of the classroom
theme. I think that this program works because it incorporates
PRACTICING and utilizing the skills, as compared to many
programs that just preach about these important character traits.
In the article entitled Why Children Turn Violent, excessive
television watching was mentioned. Not only are today’s children
watching too much television each day, but there is often very
little supervision as to what the children are watching. Since many
parents are very busy or unaware of the programs that their
children watch, I believe that the cable and television companies
need to take some responsibility for this problem. One idea would
be to have television and cable companies wait until 8:00 P.M. to
show violent movies and shows. Of course, this won’t eliminate
the problem, but it might help assist parents that work late and
cannot supervise their children’s television watching routine.
In conclusion, there are several ways to provide positive role
models to children who are lacking appropriate role models at
home. Teachers need to be aware that children are constantly
watching our every move and that we need to make sure that we
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model good manners and appropriate social interaction. In
addition, school districts can also play a large role in personality
development. Schools can offer courses to parents and invite other
appropriate role models into the classrooms for added support.
Schools can also institute character education programs and expect
that positive character traits are practiced and rewarded. Outside
organizations can also help by lending a helping hand in their
programming schedules. If we all work together as a community,
we can help raise our children to be healthy, happy and productive
members of society.
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Margaret P. Bryant
Current Teaching Assignment:
Northwest Elementary, St. Petersburg, Florida
Teacher of Emotional Handicapped students, grades 1-3
Past Teaching Assignment:
Teacher of preschool students with multiple handicaps, ages 2-4

Heart Melodies
Bring me all of your
Heart melodies…
From The Dream Keeper by Langston Hughes

Teach reading? It is the beginning of the school year. Look at my
class. Demanding, yelling, crying. Stealing, teasing, stomping.
Threatening, fighting, swearing. I read aloud, I can’t said the ant2.
The ants’ mission…save the teapot.
We are not ants, we are Black, White, Other, girls, boys. Can we
work together cooperatively? With some coaxing and clarifying,
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we decide to work together, as teacher and students. Our mission
is to learn.
I read aloud, Dr. DeSoto3. We discuss ideas and predict. Will the
cunning, newly gold-toothed fox eat the tasty morsel, goodhearted, mouse-dentist Dr. DeSoto? With accelerated heart beats,
we discuss ideas, and read to find out.
I read aloud, A Dog of My Own4. Ben accepts the stray dog just
as he is. Our hearts swell as we begin to accept each other.
We read together, Chicken Soup with Rice5. Our hearts beat in
sync to the poetic beat.
We read. As soon as Fred gets out of bed, his underwear goes on
his head.6 We laugh, heart to heart.
We read Rope Rhyme7. We jump. Hearts thump.
Together, we sing the words See me beautiful…8 We sing our
hearts out.
Reading is the heart to building our community.
My students work in large and small groups, individually or
cooperatively, instructing and learning together. We work on
skills, according to diverse needs; alphabet recognition, reading
fluency, writing text based answers to inferential questions.
Now we can read and reflect. Students read books silently and
aloud. They read assigned books and self-selected books. We
partner read, echo read, choral read. We read books, charts,
magazines, newspapers, notes, letters, poems, jokes, math
problems, songs, schedules. We read about snakes, stars, Harriet
Tubman, and the human body. We read to each other, to family,
to the principal, to friends, to other teachers, to other classes. And
we write. We write message books, reflection journals, word of
the day, letters, stories, answers.
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The students discover the reading–writing connection. During
writers’ workshop, we read, reflect, and discuss leads, specific
words, details, focus. Students write independently. Young
authors share writing-in-progress and enthusiastic listeners give
heartfelt compliments.
We graph academic and behavioral progress. We celebrate.
Students write. I got a 17 on my reading test. My behavior has
improved. The hamster chewed a hole in his cage. Thank you for
helping me in reading. Sometimes, spelling is immature but
sentiments are strong. Our hearts are proud.
Do I just teach reading? Look at my class now. Reading, writing,
illustrating, problem solving. Listening, sharing, cooperating.
Thinking, whispering, smiling. With literature, we see our own
hearts more clearly and understand the hearts of others. We
develop rapport, trust, and respect. Daily, I share my heart through
reading and teaching reading, to my primary class of children with
emotional handicaps. With guidance, my students demonstrate
academic and behavioral progress. They develop responsibility for
their learning. We are a community of learners with a mission to
learn. My students reflect what we know. Learning to read is at the
heart of everything we do.
I once had a student interrupt our small, instructional reading
group to tell us his grandmother was doing it again and he was
afraid. Doing what? Smoking crack and the last time, she caught
the apartment on fire. Another first grader walked over to a
reading group to report an incident of abuse involving her and her
father. Teachers must follow up with authorities in situations such
as these. But, what prompts a child to tell these important details
to a teacher, and in these two cases, during reading? Reading is a
quiet, reflective activity. It involves risk, attention, hard work.
When we model, and demonstrate to children that we believe they
are capable of reflection, attention, risk, hard work and success,
they often rise to our expectations. Telling scary and difficult
truths about one’s family certainly takes courage and strength. So
does learning to read, when we think we will fail.
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Although I teach primary students, grades one, through three, my
students have already experienced failure. They have failed to
successfully adapt to the standard school environment. Some feel
they have failed at home. For various reasons, their families have
not provided the role models or support needed. Caregivers may
be parents, grandparents, foster parents, single parents, aunts or
combinations of authority figures who may be medically fragile,
in jail, working long hours, overwhelmed by responsibilities,
addicted to drugs or alcohol, depressed, abusive, seldom but
sometimes uncaring, afraid of their child, or many times, just
unsure of their parenting skills with this exceptional child.
Regardless of their home life, I must teach and ensure my
students’ learning. Although, I discuss reading as the way to my
students’ hearts, I believe all good teaching will enable children to
become better people. I cannot fix what has happened to my
children in the past but I can point the way to a better future.
Learning is hard work, and the responsibility ultimately rests upon
the learner. Imagine, a Nike ad with high school students being
assigned an ambitious and involved term paper, students sighing,
then running to the library, in their Nike shoes with the motto just
do it!
Every experienced teacher knows; teach what students need,
acknowledge and use their strengths, and develop, diversify and
amplify their individual dreams. While this seems simple, factors
exist to distract students and teachers from their goals. Many states
and districts want the bottom line of a good education to be a
standard score. District test scores may be helpful to determine
trends and effectiveness of programs. However, high stakes
testing, testing that labels schools, teachers, and students as a
success or failure, neglects important factors. Communities should
ask, is the testing developmentally appropriate for the children? In
addition, should there not be consideration for what the student
can do outside of test scores, or on a different day, and how far the
student traveled academically?Teachers understand this distinction
because they see real people in their classroom, not test numbers.
Do we want all our students to read? Yes. Are there things as, or
more, important than test scores?
Yes. Honesty, loyalty,
patriotism, reflective thinking, building, sharing, imagining,
dedication, music, art, citizenship, goodness… As teachers, we
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have the ability to reach out to a child’s whole being as we teach
any subject area.
Legislators sometimes offer another distraction to education.
Every important thing that a child needs to learn may be mandated
by the legislature to be taught by teachers, often with no money or
resources attached. If instead, we can focus on teaching primary
children to read, write, and problem solve, we have laid the
foundation for each child to contribute to their own learning, by
reading and discovering on their own how to advance their
knowledge, and by practicing good decision making.
I believe that teachers can and do change lives every day.
Teachers provide hope and the means to achieve goals. However,
we could achieve even more if we weren’t constantly protecting
ourselves. We must fight for a decent salary. We are told that we
should work and work overtime for the kids. Most teachers I know
spend a large portion of their own money to provide materials for
their class. In my classroom, I spend money on snacks, incentives,
items to enhance the curriculum, sometimes field trips, shoe laces,
and lunches. As my own children were growing up, they would
ask, can we have that or is it for school? Every teacher’s child
recognizes that question. Teachers work at school, after school,
and on weekends. We go to trainings, meetings, home visits. We
grade papers, call parents, counsel families. Every teacher’s
spouse recognizes that time commitment. Yet our own president
has as his goal to put a qualified teacher in every classroom. I
suggest that we have qualified teachers. Let teachers teach, be paid
reasonably, and let classrooms be fully funded.
Research says that the classroom teacher is the best predictor of
whether or not a child needs extra learning services. However,
ignoring research, teachers are mandated to document each plan
that we have tried with the child before the child can receive
services and then we produce so much paperwork that we need to
hire staffing specialists to keep up with it. I am told that even
taking attendance produces a legal document. Teachers are
overburdened with paperwork that takes away from their real job,
planning and teaching.
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Students, also, can be distracted from the task of learning.
Children are used to things happening quickly. They go to fast
food restaurants, access the high-speed internet, and turn the TV
channel without getting up. Sometimes children are shocked that
academic learning can be slow, require effort, and demand
practice. Some children and families label this process as boring.
I point out to my students that basketball practice can be boring
but most of us don’t improve without that practice. Once we
accept the practice as necessary, we invest our time and energy,
become experts and have fun. I remind parents that if the child is
required to read, the child will read and soon, the expert reader
loves to read.
We are all distracted by violence around us; sometimes at home,
on TV, in our communities, at the movies, in the world news, and
even at school. Children with no role models or negative role
models often gravitate towards a lifestyle with firm limits. Gangs
have strong guidelines for behavior. Acting out and aggression
seem unambiguous. Threatening behavior may mean that people
will leave you alone or even do as you demand. Weaknesses can
be disguised as strength. Children without role models watch
violence on TV to learn social behavior. As a balance, schools
must provide children a place to appreciate culture, empathy,
diversity, peace and tolerance. Schools need to be strong, clearly
non-violent, and have the authority of the community to model,
teach, and expect respect. We must reduce the violent distractions.
Today in my classroom, Kevin read a book. It was hard work and
he resisted it. After he finished, I suggested we read it together.
Before the last page was done, he was laughing and smiling. He
asked to read it again. He stated, “I am really smart!” He asked to
read a new book. After he decoded it, he read it again. “I may be
smarter than the president. I bet it is because I’m practicing. It’s
hard to read if you don’t practice. Maybe it’s the peanut butter and
jelly sandwiches I’ve been eating for lunch. The blood is going to
my brain, from my heart, and then around again!” We read another
book. Kevin exclaimed, “I might even be smarter than a teacher!”
Just like Kevin I believe children learn what they practice. Every
age has developmentally appropriate behaviors, challenges, and
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expectations. No matter the age, we should expect and encourage
children to practice good behavior. Specifically, children need a
chance to learn to express anger, frustration, and boredom in a safe
and acceptable manner. Like Kevin, I believe children need good
nutrition to focus on learning. We must continue to provide
programs for needy children and families. Like Kevin, I believe
any of the children in my class may one day be the president or
even a teacher. And like Kevin, I truly believe that the heart and
the brain do their best work when connected.”
1“The Dream Keeper” by Langston Hughes
2“I can’t” said the ant by Polly Cameron
3Dr. DeSoto by William Steig
4Chicken Soup for Little Souls, A Dog of my Own by Lisa McCourt
5Chicken Soup with Rice by Maurice Sendak
6“Fred” by Jack Prelutsky
7“Rope Rhyme” by Eloise Greenfield
8“See Me Beautiful” by Red Grammer
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Jill Piantedosi
Current Teaching Assignment:
Parker Middle School Reading Specialist Grades 6-8
Reading, Massachusetts 01867
Reading & Language Arts, Middle School (12 years) (full time)
Literature and reading courses Salem State College (part time
Past Teaching Assignments:
Elementary Grades 1-5 (All subjects)
Grade 8 Reading/language arts,
Elementary Reading Specialist Grades K-4,
Reading Study Skills Teacher Grade 7,
Special Education (Early Childhood & Adolescence)
Coordinator and teacher for Program for Gifted and Talented
(Middle School)

No Child Left Behind
Spending quality time with children is the most important way that
we can invest in their future. All children need role models and
mentors to help them develop into healthy adults and successful
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members of society. Since parents are the primary caregivers of
their children, positive parental involvement is the best way for
adults to serve as role models. Parents need to continually invite
their children into their world and affirm them daily. Words of
encouragement and understanding should be a regular part of each
child’s life, especially as they move into their adolescent years.
The parental relationship should be constant, mature, and sincere,
with a child-centered philosophy adopted. A lack of parental
involvement places a child at risk for all types of rebellious
behavior.
What do we do when adults refuse to be good role models for their
children? This question has haunted and continues to haunt all
sectors of society. When parents fail their children as role models,
able members of the community need to rally to their support.
With a recent explosion of teenage violence and aggressive
behavior, people in the community should work together to help
build a healthier and safer environment. Teachers, counselors,
coaches, clergy, lawyers, medical staff, community workers, and
any and all others, should reach out to help our children succeed
and achieve. When parents take an inactive role in the lives of
their children, members of the community need to share in the
responsibility of mentoring.
Mentoring is one of the best ways for members of society to
become involved with children. Mentoring allows us to recognize
the importance of contributions made by many citizens. People of
all professions give time and effort to serve as role models for
children. Through numerous programs, community initiatives, and
personal involvement, mentors can work together to help
youngsters become better citizens. Strong mentors help children to
make right choices, work hard, and look after one another. A
strong mentoring relationship can help disadvantaged children
deal with feelings of abandonment and loss that they face in their
daily lives. Mentoring gives children a sense of protection and
helps them realize that someone cares about them. Special
relationships can come from teachers and other caring members of
society. Mentors are able to play an important role in a child’s life
when the parent is unavailable or absent.

68

The key word in any mentoring situation is attention. In the article,
Why Children Turn Violent, Geoffrey Cowley makes a strong
statement when he says, “Experts say many kids could be diverted
from killing if parents and teachers simply paid more attention to
what children say.” (3) Children often reach out with their words
and body language. Violent threats and explosive words need to be
taken seriously. In school environments, teachers should listen
carefully to what children say and read their written responses
with concern. Journal entries often reflect the thoughts and feeling
of students, and can serve as a springboard for conversation.
Intervention is most important when dealing with serious matters
and complex problems. Teachers can reach students through books
that focus on important themes. Themes that deal with divorce,
abandonment, violence, serious illness, or school and home
problems, can help children make connections to their own lives.
As they read through story plots, they can identify with certain
characters and travel with them as they encounter various
conflicts. Bibliotherapy is a good way to get at a problem that is
troubling an adolescent. A young adult often interacts with the text
personally and can view ways to resolve conflicts. Through
written reflection and response, students can write about their
feelings and explore ways to deal with ongoing issues. Teachers,
school counselors, and administrators can work together to help
troubled youngsters find a place where they can feel successful.
Many adults can recall what they learned as a result of observing
and interacting with role models. They can remember places
where they were encouraged and given instruction on how to get
through difficult situations. Most adults remember some of the
tools they were given to help them solve their problems. The role
of schools, families, and communities are crucial to giving
children the stability and direction they need to survive. These
institutions can help to serve as moral institutions for our children.
The Moral Intelligence of Children by Robert Coles, reinforces the
importance of learned behavior in character development. The
building of moral intelligence is as important as emotional and
intellectual development. Emphasis on morality among the youth
of our society should be expected and reinforced. It is our
responsibility to help children develop a conscience or sense of
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morality. Moral behavior reflects how we behave and live. This
development is important for everyone if we want to have a moral
society. As role models and mentors, we have a responsibility to
teach the children under our care about values. There are many
teachable moments for everyone. Teachers can discuss morality
and values through literature and textbooks. We can use selective
quality literature to teach global humanist values. Stories are one
of the most effective ways to teach life lessons. Cole says, “Stories
encourage the moral imagination to work, and they are concrete
and connected to everyday experiences. Stories are based on reallife experiences.” (12) Role models need to reinforce these
experiences with good deeds however. In other words, we need to
practice what we preach. It will be our moral example that will
prevail in the end.
Children today are influenced by the mass media. They view hours
of unsupervised television and make reference to movies that have
affected them. Television glamorizes drugs, sex, and alcohol,
while promoting violence. Materialism is the center and focus of
MTV and other entertainment channels. The youth of today strive
for the luxury cars, expensive jewelry, and designer clothes. They
are encouraged to seek materialism to find happiness. They do not
know what they value besides money. James Garbarino writes
about the violence and confusion of the boys in our society. In his
book, Lost Boys, he shows how violence seems normal and
viewed as the right thing to do for many boys. He believes like
many other social psychologists, that television has caused our
youth great emotional damage and desensitization to violence. As
mentors, we need to help children limit their television and
interactive video games. Helping youngsters engage in sports,
recreation, and social programs is a positive step in the right
direction.
Today’s teenagers and youth are more isolated and unsupervised
than ever before. It is not just the parents, but adults in general,
that are missing from their lives. Children of all ages cannot grow
up on their own. They cannot grow up without adult guidance or
intervention. Adults can make a difference, when there are enough
of them. In Patricia Hersch’s book, A Tribe Apart, she discusses
the threatening and unsupervised world that we have created for
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adolescents in America. She agrees with psychologist Peter Scales
of the Search Institute, that children need to have the “chance to
sample a lot of content, a lot of different subjects and topics and
themes and activities to find out, What in the world am I good at?”
What do I like to do? What talents do I have? What interests do I
have?” (18) Adolescence requires a journey of guidance. Teachers
and mentors can help children of all ages discover the subjects
they like, the activities they enjoy, and what strengths and
weaknesses they have. By helping a child discover what they like,
you can help give them a new focus and build their self-esteem.
Teachers and mentors can help individuals succeed through their
guidance and supervision.
Solid mentoring and active participation by numerous members of
society will help anchor our children. Programs that help organize
daily life experiences around successful opportunities and life
lessons will help individuals to grow in a positive direction. Our
children need spiritual and moral anchors to help them deal with
the violence and problems around them. Success can be achieved
for our youngsters if there is someone available to show them the
correct path to take. We need successful role models in society to
guide them. Through role models and mentors that promote
quality education, community service, and personal involvement,
we can work together to build better citizens. Our government
must continue to support programs that help adults become
involved and stay involved with our youth. Everyone should pay
tribute to the parents, teachers, community leaders, and citizens
that serve as mentors and role models for our children.
Attention is the greatest form of generosity because it represents
time and commitment. Our children are our most important
resource that we have. They are our future firefighters, law
enforcement, engineers, scientists, and care workers. The
September 11th tragedy reminded us of the caring devoted society
that we live in. The numerous people that risked their lives to help
others, the millions of dollars that were donated for the victims,
and the attention and time that was given by so many relief
workers, is testimony to the morality on which our country was
built. There are many wonderful caring youngsters in our society
today. They can be found studying in the classrooms, working in
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community service jobs, participating in sports programs, and
reaching out to people in need. They are by far in our majority
population. There are an alarming number of at-risk children
however, who are crying out for our attention. They are the
children that are left behind, the youngsters that have been
abandoned and secluded. We as a society should reach out to
embrace this community of children and give them the heart, time,
and effort to help them succeed. Not one child should be left
behind.
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Teresa Fauvell
Current Teaching Assignment: 6th grade
Orwin Altman Middle School School, Floral Park, New York
Past Teaching Assignments: 7th & 9th grade

Care!
How can an educator make a difference in the life of a child who
has no appropriate role models at home? This question can be
asked of any adult who comes into contact with children,
especially those who see children on a regular basis. So, how then,
can we positively influence children who, if they follow the lead
they see at home, will be embarking on a journey down very
difficult paths? The answer, as I see it, is a very simple one: we
must care for these and any children entrusted to us.
The word care has various meanings. The way I use it here, it
means, (according to Random House) “to watch over, be
responsible for.” I also add that we should do this with affection
and concern; in fact another definition of care is “cause or object
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of concern, worry, anxiety, distress, etc…” But there is more to
care than this. Children require four additional elements, which
can be remembered easily because the first letters of these form
the acronym, CARE. These are Consistency, Accountability,
Respect and Empathy.
Consistency is something which children need desperately. They
need to go home and not wonder what the atmosphere will be like.
Since we cannot regulate the environment in their homes, we must
be sure to do so in our classrooms. When children enter my room,
they know what is expected of them at the tone of the bell. They
know what to do if they finish their work early. They know what I
will and will not tolerate. And most importantly, they know that I
genuinely like them, and that I absolutely love teaching them.
These feelings and this understanding is not something which is
subject to my mood, or the weather, or whether or not I have a
headache; this consistency is something the children need and are
entitled to, on both my best and worst days.
Accountability is tantamount to respect. In order to gain their
respect, I have to show them a good model of accountability. I
must have lessons planned, and the work all laid out on the board
when they enter my room. In addition, I must provide feedback on
homework, tests and written assignments in a timely fashion. Only
once I provide the example, can I expect the same diligence in
return insofar as homework, papers, studying, etc… on the part of
my students. Finally, in regards to accountability, a teacher may
sometimes be tempted to accept less of a student who they know
has problems at home. They may think that they are doing the
student a favor. But this, in the long run, will only damage the
student. They will learn to expect less of themselves if we expect
less of them. All students must be treated equally.
Respect is something that we earn from our students. Once we
show them how to do this, they in turn earn our respect. We have
to respect them enough to answer all of their concerns
thoughtfully. We have to respect them enough to agonize a little
over their grades. We have to respect them enough to give them
our time and full attention in the hundreds of times each week
when they approach us. I’ll never forget being a student teacher in
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a conversation with a ninth grader, another teacher walking up and
interrupting us without so much as an “Excuse me.” I was totally
taken aback and didn’t know what to say. The student seemed to
think nothing of it, however, and walked away. I, on the other
hand, was appalled at the lack of respect shown to this young man,
and I vowed I would never do such a thing or let such a thing
happen to me again. Children, like all people, deserve respect.
Empathy, the “intellectual identification with or vicarious
experiencing of the feelings, thoughts, or attitudes of another
person” is difficult to give. The difficulty lies on two levels. First,
in the whirlwind of a teacher’s day, it is nearly impossible to focus
on the “feelings, thoughts, or attitudes” of one individual student
in a group of thirty or more. Second, some of the situations our
students face at home are beyond anything that we have come into
contact with in our own lives. The way to handle these obstacles is
to use a technique long espoused in business: the One Minute
Manager system. Sometimes, all it takes is a word before or after
class, or a nod, smile or eye contact, to reach a child. And just the
understanding that they may go through things at home which you
would never want to experience, leads to empathy for that child.
So we see that the very simple way to make a difference in the life
of a child is to care for them. If we can combine the affection,
concern and watchfulness inherent in care, along with
Consistency, Accountability, Respect and Empathy, we can indeed
provide examples for the youth of America to follow.
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Galen Boehme, Ph.D.
Current Teaching Assignment:
English 11, English 12, Composition I and II, French II
Kinsley High School, Kinsley, Kansas

The Touch That Multiplies
Multiplication works more effectively than addition.
The topic of “What Do We Do When Adults Refuse to Be Good
Role Models for Their Children?” contains a number of absolute
terms. First, the “we,” likely referring to professionally trained
educators, suggests that the teachers are solely responsible for
handling the current negative situation. Second, the term “adults”
suggests an opposition; two parties are in conflict and refuse to
cooperate towards a common end. The phrase “good role models”
suggests an ideal in mind. A difference exists between what is
occurring and what is expected. If the current practice continues,
the educator feels that the student will suffer negative
consequences; the opposing adult may not foresee any harm
developing or may not care what the consequences could be.

76

Educators who have worked within the field for a period of time
know that the words stressed in the theme do not have absolute
definitions. Variations of meaning do exist. The “we” of any
community consists of more than the educators who have a vested
interest in the children and teenagers. A team approach becomes
essential in providing a quality educational setting. Religious
leaders, business leaders, public officials, as well as every family
leader share a common interest in training the youth of today to be
the quality adults of tomorrow. Some adults of the community
may exert negative influences upon the youth of the community,
but even the lives of these individuals teach the youth what not to
do – a valuable lesson for today’s youth to learn. And when do the
children and the teens realize that they have encountered or been
around “good role models”? Frequently the teens have to leave the
local community and encounter other experiences before they as
individuals realize the quality of training that they have had in the
first place.
These ambiguous terms within the topic, however, invite us as
educators to consider how we can be better and more positive role
models for the students that we serve. We have limited time with
each student. We will continue to encounter those situations where
we will feel that we are the only positive role model for the
student. It will be easy for us to lower our standards of excellence
in order to be more accommodating with our own schedules as
well as with the system in which we operate. But to do so may be
compromising what is good for the student in the long run. Thus,
for me as a professionally trained educator to be a good role model
when the other adults surrounding the student may not be, I need
to have my vision expanded, I need to stress accountability, and I
need to believe that the “seed will develop into the flower.”
As a Bible-believing educator working within the public school, I
add a religious dimension to my definition of a “good role model.”
Students and parents may not be able to verbalize my definition of
a “good role model,” but the definition guides my actions within
as well as without the classroom: Each person reflects the image
of God. We are gifts to one another as together we seek
constructive ways of showing respect, loyalty, understanding, and
grace. The academic and extracurricular activities that we pursue
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are tools for developing and for using constructive ways of
showing the respect, the loyalty, the understanding, and the grace
that we need in understanding and appreciating one another.
When those times come when I feel as though I am the only one
who is influencing the student to be a “good role model,” I need to
stop and consider the message of Elijah who felt that he was the
only divine prophet ministering to sin-sick Israel. He became
discouraged. At his lowest emotional point, God took him aside
and showed him 7,000 other individuals not serving Baal. Elijah
realized how limited his vision initially was. Elijah was trying to
do the ministry by himself – using the process of addition. God’s
vision showed Elijah that the Word is spreading through the
process of multiplication. The story shows that we are responsible
for handling positively the current moment. God has other
individuals fulfilling their tasks at the same time to produce an
overall worthy result.
In the rural community where I teach, a spirit of cooperation exists
in working with our students. Employers within the community
frequently contact me about how they as employers can work
more effectively with our students to create more positive adults.
Having employers present classroom lessons shows the students
that the employers and I as the teacher are working together for a
common end. Philanthropists of the community frequently ask me
to write letters of recommendation for scholarship applicants; the
applicant knows that the philanthropic organization and I share
common guidelines for the applicants to meet in order to receive
scholarship funds. Alumni frequently return to share with current
students about how their high school instruction has worked to
their advantage in post-secondary training programs. Participating
in these cooperative efforts allows my vision to expand. I am
touching lives in a positive way – one person at a time who then
touches the lives of other people. The process of multiplication
works in creating more effective adults.
Second, I as an educator must foster accountability. Occasions
arise frequently when I could sell “my soul for a mess of pottage.”
I could use some excuse to explain why a student should be
passing a course when the real reason is that the student did not do
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the work and should therefore fail. Using the excuse keeps the
parents and the administration away from an unhealthy
confrontation. Accepting the true reason involves making a
personal commitment to a student. We discover a dimension of
courage when we handle these situations. We find that Atticus
Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird uses an appropriate definition
when he says that courage is “when you know you’re licked
before you begin but you begin anyway and see it through no
matter what. You rarely win, but sometimes you do.” Atticus does
not win his case of defending Tom Robinson, a black, facing the
charges of raping a white Mayella Ewell. But Atticus tries because
he feels accountable, not only to himself but also to his children
and to his silent supporters within the community, Miss Maudie
and Miss Stephanie. He tells his children that he cannot expect
them to be morally ethical if he does not practice his own sense of
ethics. My actions must also stress self-responsibility.
I deliberately seek out individuals to whom I can be accountable.
First, I use God’s Word as a standard for evaluating my actions. If
I sense that I have not been true to the Word, then I seek
restitution. Furthermore, I use the Word as a guideline for
handling daily matters. I am called upon to treat individuals with
charity, respect, sincerity, and commitment. Second, I rely upon
the advice of my administrators and my fellow teachers. For the
last three years, I have worked with students individually to help
them complete the requirements for the English 11 and the English
l2 classes. Each semester some student and his/her parents do not
sense the need for the individualized help until one or two weeks
before the end of the semester. One year our approach did not
work in time to meet the graduation deadline. We had four
students who did not complete their requirements in time to meet
the deadline to walk across the stage at graduation. These four
students had missing English assignments. The principal supported
my thinking, saying that the students should not walk across the
stage unless all assignments for the classes have been completed at
an acceptable level. The students could work with me a week after
graduation to complete their assignments. Only when the work is
completed can they as students receive their high school diplomas.
One parent fought the decision. The principal and I had the
support of the Board of Education. One community individual
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made a special trip to see me to give his support of our decision.
These students did not walk across the stage, but these students did
receive their high school diplomas – a week after commencement
exercises. With an accountability system in place among the Board
of Education, the principal, and myself, the students in this case
learned that they are responsible for their own actions and have to
live with the consequences of their actions. That experience has
become a landmark within the community for stressing personal
accountability.
Third, I need to believe that the “seed will develop into the
flower.” Time can bring maturation. I am responsible for utilizing
the moment at hand to plant the seed of responsibility. I am not
responsible for bringing forth the harvest although I have been
blessed with the testimonies of several students. One high school
senior had quality intellectual skills, but he was placing himself in
jeopardy of not graduating from high school because for the
second time around he was not completing the English 11
requirements. Three weeks before graduation, he began applying
himself diligently and completed the work at the “final moment
available.” The next week, he sent me a letter containing these
comments: I have had good teachers in the past. What makes you
unique as a teacher is that you take the time to help students and
guide them in the right direction. I have never had a teacher that
was willing to do this. Past teachers were always concerned about
what time they could leave instead of taking the extra step to help
a student in need.
Another student receiving her master’s degree in social welfare
wrote as she reflected upon her high school career six years
earlier: Although probably not spoken, I have always appreciated
and respected your great efforts to teach and shape the lives of
your students. I hold in high esteem the great dedication and
commitment of your values of humanity and education. I have
strived towards the same level of excellence and discipline (self)
that you demonstrate.
Not all students represent success stories, but I sense that the seed
of excellence has been planted. When I see former students in
public and they make a very brief acknowledgment, I sense that
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they as people are still toying with ideas of excellence that I
stressed. One student wrote the following – unsigned: “Anuther
Briliant Mind Diztroid By The Publik Edukashun Sistem.” He too
remains a very capable individual who has yet to find unity within
his life. The irony is that his two younger siblings have. His
siblings are now challenging him to accept the principles of
excellence that I stressed.
So we continue the touch for excellence by expanding our
horizons, by stressing accountability, and by waiting for the “seed
to become the fruit.” The touch continues because of the process
of multiplication – touching one life at a time so that that
particular life can touch another life for excellence.
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Past Teaching Assignments:
Opelousas, Louisiana Grades 1-5
Present Teaching Assignment:
Archild School, Little Rock, Arkansas
Developmentally Delayed Students

One Person Making A Difference

Some years ago Charles Barkley a well-known top basketball
player appeared on a television commercial stating that he wasn’t
a role model. After the September 11th disaster, Vince McMahon
co-owner of World Wrestling Entertainment appeared on
television relaying to children that it is the brave fireman who
courageously gave their lives to protect their fellow Americans
whom they should emulate. These firemen sacrificed their lives
and stood on the front line never budging while the world began to
crumble down around them. Their bravery in light of this dark
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episode woke up America that we as a people must come together.
All across America fire fighters became our heroes- our role
models.
By far, television, music and environment have an impact on
children. With an abundance of working, single-parent homes,
children are getting full access to television in which they are
watching more and more without parental supervision. Television
and music bombard children with acts of hate, rage and violence.
In urban areas, violence is no stranger to children. When violence
becomes a daily occurrence, children become more desensitized to
violence. For them it becomes a way to channel their anger and it
motivates their behavior responses to situations. They are being
taught that violence is the answer. Studies have shown that a
child’s brain isn’t fully developed until their early 20’s. Much like
their bodies, their brains are being developed over the years. As a
result, during their toddler years their brains are not developed
enough to decipher what is and is not appropriate behavior or
responses. They must be taught and reminded through good role
models.
With guns prevalently on the scene comes a rise in the number of
shootings. With its glorification through music and television,
guns have quickly become available to children as a means of
solving problems. The continuous exposure to guns can impact
even the youngest child. Within my unit of 3-4 year-old preschool
students, not a day goes by that at least one male student doesn’t
successfully build a gun using Lego blocks or pretends to use their
fingers or some object to “shoot” at other students. Prior to the
abundance of guns found these days, children solved their
problems through fighting and name-calling. At least 100 million
homes have guns that are unlocked making them available to
children. Possessing a gun comes with a great responsibility. As a
parent it is their job to ensure that their gun is properly stored and
hidden. If not for the easy accessibility of guns to children, there
wouldn’t have been a Columbine, an Oklahoma or any other
instance where a school day ended in gunshots. These school
shootings have shown America that our schools are becoming a
danger zone for gunfire. If guns were not as freely accessible,
children would have to resort to other means of dealing with their
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anger. They would have to learn how to effectively communicate
their feelings and develop their judgment skills on how to deal
with life’s various situations. They wouldn’t have to take such
drastic, life-changing measures.
There is a saying that it takes an entire village to raise a child. If
that is true then we as a people are failing. The Columbine
shootings proved how indifference caused the community to
disregard the signs. The two boys who were the shooters were
outcasts and misfits looking to strike back at those who rejected
them. In the first moments of hearing about Columbine, people
were horrified. How could something like this happen at a school?
What triggered such an act? How did the boys get access to guns
and explosives? Following the shootings, school administrators,
students, parents and the community began to piece together the
previous days leading up to the shootings. In the wake of these
revelations, one very important question was raised: Why couldn’t
the teachers and parents foresee the warning signs? In “Why
Children turn Violent” Mr. Cowley stated that killings could be
prevented if teachers and parents paid more attention to what
children say.
Growing up children are taught to look to their parents as role
models. From the moment children come into the world, they are
watching and learning from their parents. They are walking tape
recorders mimicking and repeating what they see and hear.
Children are looking to their parents for answers on how they
should behave in the world. Since children are being influenced by
their surroundings, parents should always be conscious of what
their children are exposed to. Our environment has the ability to
shape and mold our values, behavior and morals. In the poem
entitled “Children Learn what they Live” the author describes how
children may react to the behaviors they are exposed to at home.
A child’s home life affects them as to the type of person they may
become later in life.
Sadly, there are homes where parents are not viewed as a good
role model. A good role model is conscious of their actions.
They’re willing to be an example to others as to the type of person
that they should be. For a good model, they are always aware that
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they are being watched for how they react and behave. To do the
right thing is their goal. Everyone should know right from wrong
whether or not we do the right thing or not. Doing the right thing
is a reflection on us as a person. It shows to the others if we are
trustworthy or even honest.
Can teachers fill the void in the lives of their students? Without a
doubt, the answer is no. No one but a parent can truly fill the
emptiness in his or her child’s life. Parents and children have an
unbreakable bond. What a teacher can do is shape and mold that
child’s mind. Day in and day out teachers are tackling with each
child’s home life through their anger, defiance and rebellion as
they manifest in the classroom. While students are filling the
classrooms with disturbances, other students are feeling
discouraged. We teach our children that education is a way out but
how can they learn when the teacher is helpless in controlling
students. Suffering from “teacher burn-out”, there are those who
have lost hope. But there are those teachers who have gone the last
mile for their students. By going head to head with the school
administration and the community, they have become an
inspiration and role models in their fight for student’s welfare and
academics.
Among these, we have Joe Clark former principal of New Jersey
school East Side High. East Side was a predominantly black
school filled with drugs and violence. The school’s low academic
achievement had placed in the list to be shut down. Joe Clark a
former teacher now a newly appointed principal went into the
school and made history. With his unorthodox actions and wildeyed behaviors, he pushed and pushed his students to be better and
into passing the exam that would enable the school to remain
open. Having the community and local school board against him,
he was willing to sacrifice everything to ensure the safety and
well-being of his students, even if it meant being fired and
arrested. Mr. Jaime Escalante of Garfield High was a computer
teacher who went against the grain and proposed to teach his
senior high class Calculus. In his quest to unlock the limitless
potential of his students, he succeeded in educating them to pass
the Advance Placement Exam that is used to achieve college
acceptance. Filled with a class of Hispanic students who had no
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college aspiration, each of them passed the exam ranging from
perfect to superior scores. Louann Johnson showed that if teaching
wasn’t your first profession, you could still make a difference if
you care enough. In her book My Posse don’t do Homework she
described her success in reaching the lives of her students who
came from violent, poverty-filled neighborhoods
Each of these educators stands as a role model. Their courage,
dedication, hard work and unrelentless pursuit for education are a
testament of the power that teachers have. They believed that each
student, even those that society has given up on, had the capability
to be better. They can be more and rise above their circumstances.
They believed in their potential and weren’t afraid to be open and
candid with their students. If teachers are to help children become
better people, they must be honest and communicate with their
students. By opening their minds through education, they were
shown another world. Joe Clark, Jaime Escalante and Louann
Johnson each possessed a heart and spirit to do the right thing.
Coming across drug dealers, gang members and unwed mothers,
they taught their students that there was a way out of their
situations, life styles and environment. They went against the
opinions of their colleagues and made a difference. Neither of
them allowed their students to use their environment as an excuse.
In the words of Louann Johnson, “You have a choice.”
What do we do when adults refuse to be good role models?
Neither Mr. Clark, Mr. Escalante nor Ms. Johnson was in any way
special. They simply believed in their students and cared about
their futures. That is a teacher’s job. Teachers open up student’s
minds to achieve the best in life. We, as teachers, must continue to
strive for our students. From our teacher role models, we take
their fighting spirit and use it to reach each child. We come
together and be the role models to guide children. In helping
children it takes a team effort. The community as well as the
students themselves must work together. By showing genuine
interest and concern in our students, we let them know we care
about them as we encourage and support them every step of the
way. A teacher’s sole purpose is to educate each child
academically, socially and morally. Teachers open doors to
wonderful, exciting experiences and choices in life. We are there
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to expand that child’s horizons beyond their present life as they
look to the future filled with infinite possibilities for them.
Teachers are guides encouraging students to achieve a fulfilling
life- to take advantage of ALL of the opportunities that life has.
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Seize the Teachable Moment
"You can learn as much from a bad role model
as you can from a good one."
Student comment, April 2002

A kicked back, after-school discussion with some students gave
me my opening. The young man who offered the above
observation has adopted a healthy attitude about his personal
responsibility to become the person he wants to be. As teachers,
we can help youngsters to recognize inappropriate, destructive
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behavior, to establish patterns for themselves, and to contribute to
society.
Quality character education materials and support programs have
emerged in recent years, but many of the most effective lessons
come during a "teachable moment." A disturbance this year lead to
an important discussion about predatory adults. My ninth grade
English class was busy working on research in the computer lab
when a sharp intake of breath and a few flustered comments
signaled a problem. A boy had accessed an address that loaded
blatant pornography. He immediately began trying to click out of
the graphically sexual pictures, but he was a victim of a "mouse
trap," a program that continues to load pop-up ads each time the
visitor clicks to shut a window.
My first step was to shut the Internet browser and then help the
student regain some of his composure. He was concerned that his
peers and I might think he had intentionally searched for the topic.
Actually, he had been looking for information about a popular
series of books for young people. The search engine brought up a
content description that was nothing like the site which appeared
on the screen. I explained that he might have been a victim of a
deceitful practice; a business buys an abandoned address and redirects traffic to its site. (Later, my investigation proved that
hypothesis to be true.) The class discussed the evil inherent in
targeting young people with obscene products, and we considered
the emotions that might strike a web developer of the original,
high-quality site who learns what happened. In a few minutes'
worth of class time, students were able to share empowering
strategies for protecting themselves and their families online.
Technology has provided so many venues for character
discussions. Like many other educational institutions, our high
school has experienced an increase in cheating because of the ease
of cut and paste plagiarism. In class, we spent a few minutes
looking at some of the sites that market research papers. We saw
some free options riddled with punctuation and content errors.
Ninth graders were shocked to discover that paper mills charge
steep fees to create tailor-made research assignments allegedly
written by masters degree experts. We discussed the long-range
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consequences of being served by lawyers, doctors, teachers, or
business owners who bought the grades they received in college
courses.
Of course, teachers need to take time to help students recognize
good role model behavior as well. Again, we can use events in the
class to reinforce important qualities. On a Friday, my last period
class was consistently on task. Although it was a warm spring day
and the last five minutes of class, when I suggested that we try to
finish up a grammar exercise from the day before, not a student
groaned. Out came the books. Wow. I praised them for their work
ethic, their cooperation, their maturity.
The tragedy of September 11th led to noble efforts by individuals
and groups to provide for victims. Throughout America, teachers
have pointed to many of these people as role models. I learned of a
Texas company selling remembrance bracelets similar to those for
Vietnam POWs. Calling to place an order, I spoke to a 16 year old
who had volunteered. She told me with pride of a computer
company CEO who came straight from his business to man the
phones late into the night. The healing power of compassion was
so recognizable in her voice.
Drawing inspiration from real or literary events, teachers can help
students understand that attitude and action shape destiny. Early in
my career, a veteran teacher said her favorite unit was a herobased biography research project that she felt subtly undermined
prejudice. "If you learn to admire even one person from an ethnic
background, it makes it hard to hate the group," she explained.
The instructor wasn't asking students to blindly accept all the
behavior and ideals of the person studied. She expected that the
students would critique the life choices the individuals had made.
That type of reflection has benefits that relate directly to young
people; they are reminded that nobody's perfect. A relative may
hold beliefs or exhibit behaviors that are not admired by the
student, yet that family member can be loved.
As students recognize the qualities that they admire, they need
strategies for developing those traits. Biographies provide insight.

90

For example, the Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin outlines the
steps he took to cultivate habits such as temperance, silence,
sincerity, frugality, and justice. He defines the concepts, explains
how he monitored his behavior, and describes the impact of his
plan.
My own life was influenced by the story of Helen Keller and her
determined teacher, Annie Sullivan. Years after seeing the
production, I could recall scenes that shaped my teaching. On first
seeing Helen walk out onto the porch, Annie recognizes the
intelligence of her new student. That focus on positives has set the
standard for teachers. We need to concentrate on the fact that
children walk through the door capable of growth. Further, we
need to communicate our faith in that growth to them.
As a final step, educators need to involve students in the process
of bettering their own communities. That process may be as
simple as writing a thoughtful note and enclosing a clipping for a
child who is mentioned [in a] newspaper story, or it may involve
advising student activities with real world connections. Through
service, young people learn of their own strength. I saw that in
action several years ago when I coached two teens during the
creation of an elaborate website to publicize Teen Court, an
outstanding program for first-time juvenile offenders. Members of
the local auxiliary of the American Legion marshaled the
community to counsel youth who had committed misdemeanors.
The successful concept was ripe for sharing globally.
Over a period of six months, the two boys worked with the Teen
Court board and developed over 100 pages explaining the
organization and providing all the documents necessary to
establish Teen Court in other communities. A few months after the
site was posted we began hearing from communities that were
downloading material and adapting it to suit their concerns.
Over the years, the Teen Court site has been used in workshops
around the nation. A reporter from Japan and a news crew from
France visited Galesburg after locating Internet information about
Teen Court.
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That Teen Court experience was so beneficial that the pattern has
continued. Last summer, I worked with student teams interested in
publicizing additional successful programs in our community.
Two high school juniors completed a site to explain the many
activities of CARE, a school-sponsored organization to prevent
substance abuse. The site includes lesson plans, activities, photos,
testimonials, documents related to establishing the program, and
much more.
A team of three girls completed a site suggested by our choir
instructor, Mrs. Carolyn Kellert. As the director of a lavish
madrigal dinner, she mentioned that she wished that she could
share her knowledge with other music instructors. Invitation to
Your Madrigal Dinner answered that need. Students spent hours
interviewing, modifying pictures, setting up audio files, and
learning how to organize resources efficiently. The result is a site
which guides beginners through the steps of coordinating a
successful madrigal program.
Like the young man whose quotation provoked my response to the
Harry Singer Foundation's question, these students accepted
personal responsibility for bettering their world. After 34 years of
teaching, that doesn't surprise me one bit. Yes, youngsters will
encounter adults with serious character flaws. Yes, locally and
nationally, we all may be called upon to address serious social
issues. However, an educator's emphasis on self-reliance enables
students to become world-class problem solvers.
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Stumbling Forward
I am on a hill and am waiting for my dog to bring back the bouncy
pink ball we've played with for years. On this March day the wind
is strong and numbs my exposed fingers. The ground, though bare
of snow, is still frozen, and the grass is the color of my creamy
morning coffee. Only the calendar day proves it is spring.
Another toss and again I am waiting on a hill for my dog to
boomerang back to me. I glance over my shoulder and luxuriate in
what I see: Penobscot Bay is raging and devouring itself. The
crests of white remind me of the rabid froth I once saw smeared
across the muzzle of a mad raccoon. A pink ball is dropped at my
feet. Another toss.
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A child's wail pierces my solitude. I look below me and see two
figures, a woman and a child, emerge from the beach and begin
walking back to town. The wail travels on the wind's invisible
cable lines and reaches me louder than before. As the child runs
ahead, the woman stops and divides. She puts down a child she
has been carrying. From a distance, the distressed bundle is simply
a blue jacket and a red hat. It does not move as the mother walks
away; rather, it turns to where it wants to go. The bundle unleashes
a sound that combines all at once frustration, anger, and sorrow.
Unmoved, the mother walks away up the hill, and the bundle
unleashes. The mother is able to advance alone a few more feet
before instinct tells her to turn around. Surprised by this turn of
events, the blue blob quiets down. Neither advances towards the
other. They look from afar like two gunfighters preparing for a
draw on an empty street. In one swift motion the mother raises her
right hand in the air and does an exaggerated goodbye wave--the
kind of wave that I've seen in beauty pageants--and walks away.
I pick up the pink bouncy ball and hold it in my hand. As my dog
obediently sits next to my feet and waits for the next toss, I gaze
towards the bundle and await its decision. Another message is
carried on the wind; I receive it and translate the code. The bundle
stumbles after its mother. My dog chases the bouncy pink ball.
To refuse to do an action implies that a deliberated conscious
decision has been made between two or more choices. Do adults
truly refuse to be good role models, or do they sometimes act
compulsively without consideration of how their actions impact
themselves or others. I believe the latter is true. However, for
those adults who refuse to be good role models for children, my
solution to this problem would be to round them up and send them
all to live in a retirement community in Florida where
opportunities to encounter children and negatively influence them
are as rare as sightings of pink flamingoes in Maine! Who should
be of more concern for our society, rather, are folks who show an
inability or a powerlessness to be positive role models for kids.
These are the people, parents in particular, who strive to be good
role models but fail. Thus, the question we should be asking
ourselves is why some adults are unable to be good role models
for children?
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In the second act of Eugene O’Neill’s play A Long Day’s Journey
Into Night, Mary Tyrone, while in the clutches of a morphine
induced high, tells her children that “None of us can help the
things life has done to us. They’re done before you realize it, and
once they’re done they make you do other things until at last
everything comes between you and what you’d like to be, and
you’ve lost your true self forever.” Mary’s observation reminds
me that we are all in some sense damaged goods. Such a result is
simply a consequence of living life. For some reason, though,
some people are able to transcend life’s brutality and find
happiness and meaning while others get stuck in the mire and pain
which is their past. The reasons for this are unknown to me, but
the effects of living with a mired individual are not.
Let’s begin with an examination of two real life examples of
parents who displayed an inability to be good role models for their
children. The first story is set in a wealthy community located in a
suburb of a major metropolitan city in California and was told to
my wife by our mutual friend Rick, an Episcopal minister. Rick,
who moved to California a year ago to take a position in a church,
believes that one of the main issues of his ministry there will be to
help teenagers who are heavily using drugs and drinking alcohol.
According to Rick, the parents of these teenagers are sincerely
distressed about the self-destructive lifestyle their kids are living.
Unfortunately, many of the parents who bemoan the actions of
their children are the same parents who are fighting their own
battles with chemical addiction. They do not see a connection
between their own battles with alcohol/drugs and their children’s
use of addictive substances.
Today’s youth do not respond to a “Do what I say, not as I do”
model of upbringing. They look to parents and other influential
adults to provide them with models for behavior and ideals to live
by. Teenagers are keen observers of hypocrisy and are acutely
affected when the adults they look up to fail them because it only
reinforces their own tendency to view the world with disillusioned
eyes. Consequently, if the majority of what they witness as
children is primary care-givers wallowing in a daily drudgery of
destructive, self-absorbed behavior, what is the most that we can
realistically expect from them when they become teenagers, surely
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one of the most grueling and stressful times of life? Imitation is
the highest form of flattery, but it can also be the highest form of
mockery.
The idea that an adult may be powerless to be a role model for a
child is certainly evident in this next example, a situation my wife,
a minister in the United Church of Christ, witnessed several years
ago. One humid summer day she made a pastoral visit to a woman
at her home. The woman, a mother of three young boys, was a
married stay at home mom. This particular visit made an
impression on my wife because while they were both sitting and
talking on a couch, the mother would allow her sons to climb on
her and jump from her shoulders, head, and legs. “I could see that
she was being physically hurt by their actions, but she did nothing
to stop them from using her body like a trampoline,” my wife told
me, “and it was only later when I discovered that her husband
physically and sexually abused her that her inability to correct her
sons’ behavior so they would not hurt her made sense to me. Her
self-esteem was so low that she could not say no to them, and they
knew it and took advantage of that fact.”
In response to statements that women should just leave abusive
relationships if they do not want to be abused, advocates who
work with and offer support to victims of domestic abuse testify
that it is simply not that easy for a woman to leave. The abuser,
through physical and emotional violence, acquires too much
control over the woman for her to step back and after years of
abuse make the rational decision to leave. In addition, even if a
woman wanted to leave, where would she go? With what money
would she use to live on? Could she be sure that she would
maintain custody over the children? And so she stays. Neither the
abuser, who is unlikely to initiate a change in his own learned
behavior, nor the abused, who is going to need the assistance of a
number of community resources to find the personal strength to
leave, raise their children. And the children grow up with a
distorted understanding of what a loving relationship is like which
increases the likelihood that they too will participate in the cycle
of abuse as adults. And they raise their kids, and all this time not
once has any adult “refused” to be a good role model.
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The children of the jailed, the chemically addicted, the poor, the
snobs, the disenfranchised, the ignorant, the racists, the
homophobics, the alcoholics, the unloving, the sexually abusive,
the vanished—I am their twelfth grade English teacher. I am also
that raging child caught between a decision to advance or retreat.
Behind me is another job, an easier way to make a living. What
lies ahead are hours of grading, low pay, angry parents,
uninterested students, high stakes testing, frustration, budget cuts,
and inadequate resources. But I stumble forward, screaming and
raging, because I know that only ahead of me will I find selffulfillment. This fulfillment comes in the classroom when my
students and I work on writing essays or reading literature that is
meaningful and empowering. I use the word empower to mean
using self-knowledge and knowledge of the world to make
reasoned decisions that will allow a person to lead a happy and
healthy life. We teachers sometimes forget that empowerment is a
derivative of meaningful teaching. We forget that we have the
power to empower because often all society seems to want us to
do is help students do well on a state mandated multiple choice
exam. Our task is much more complicated. When we empower
our students, we give them the ability to find themselves. The
more students we empower the more adults we will have in the
future who will naturally be good role models for children.
Society can help teachers by giving us the resources that would
make our job easier. That requires money. In addition, we should
all offer more support for organizations like Literacy Volunteers
and Habitat for Humanity whose mission is to empower and
educate adults. Finally, all parents can make sure their children
know they love them. That requires time.
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A Pig Tale
In his book Uh Oh: Some Observations from Both Sides of the
Refrigerator Door (1993), Robert Fulghum tells the story of
Norman, the barking pig.
“A kindergarten teacher had been asked to have her class
dramatize a fairy tale for a local teacher’s conference. Following
discussion and much consideration the children settled on
Cinderella, the classic rags to riches epic. Centered around the
moral that cream will rise to the top, that you may someday get
what you deserve, Fulghum states that this is “why adults play the
lottery with such passion.”
Anyway, back to the story . . .
The teacher was pleased with the students’ choice as it was easy to
stage and allowed for the adding of parts so that everyone could be
in the play. After that is, except Norman.
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Norman had kept himself separated from the selection process, not
surprising, really, when you considered that he was a little
different and often teased by his classmates. So when the teacher
asked what Norman was going to be he replied, “… the pig.”
When the teacher reminded him that there was no pig in
Cinderella he said, “Well, there is now.” The teacher (one of
those whom every good parent wants for his child), thought why
not? And so it was that Norman became the pig.
Norman’s part was a walk-on in which he followed Cinderella
everywhere she went. In full pig regalia, pink long underwear, a
pipe cleaner tail, and a paper cup snout, his expressions reflected
her triumphs and sorrows much like “some silently supportive
Greek chorus.” When the prince finally placed the glass slipper on
Cinderella’s foot, Norman…the pig…went wild with joy, dancing
on his hind legs and breaking his vow of silence…by barking.
Explaining that pigs don’t bark the teacher was not surprised when
Norman explained that this pig barked.
The presentation was a hit. Care to guess who received a standing
ovation during the curtain call? Of course, none other than
Norman, the barking pig…the real story of Cinderella.
Commenting on this story, Fulghum explains that “the passive,
helpless, waiting version of Cinderella is poison. Even God is
more likely to help those who help themselves. Norman, the
barking pig, is my idea of Cinderella. The teacher who recognized
him is my idea of royalty.” Most powerful, though, are his final
words,
"To insist on one's place in the scheme of things
and to live up to that place.
To empower others in their reaching for some
place in the scheme of things.
To do these things is to make fairy tales come true."
So, just what does Norman have to do with adults’ refusal to be
good role models for their children? Everything. Although at first
glance Norman appears to be one of those children who simply
does not fit in, we need to ask ourselves how he came to be this
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way. While many of the reasons advanced will center on Norman
and his perceived deficits, isn’t the truth of the matter that adults,
in some way, have failed as his role models? Who sent the
message that Norman wasn’t good enough to be a prince, or even
a pumpkin? Who allowed Norman to be teased by his peers? Who
reinforced Norman’s feeling that he just didn’t fit in? And finally,
who failed to set an example that Norman could follow? Perhaps
it was his parents or those of his classmates, perhaps some
relatives, maybe a few of his teachers. Regardless of the specifics
the answer is undeniable, somewhere along the way adults failed
to establish the conditions and set the examples needed for
Norman to feel unconditional acceptance.
Sometime in our lives we have each known a Norman. That
special child who, despite the lack of familial role models, insists
on his place in the scheme of things and truly lives up to that
place. As educators having to account for test scores and
achievement we want a quick fix, looking to catalogs for programs
which will provide an easy prescription so that we can get on with
the business of teaching facts and figures. However, many caring
educators have come to recognize that such a singular method
does not exist; that teaching the spirit is as important as educating
the mind, and that it is up to each one of us, individually and
collectively, to facilitate the circumstances that will encourage
resiliency and determination in youth.
It is undeniable that most educators are nurturers. Whenever we
see a child hurting it is our first reaction to want to fix the
problem, to take away whatever is causing the pain and replace it
with our perception of what will assuage the child’s feelings.
Although done with the best interests of the child in mind it also
sends the message that her happiness is dependent upon others;
that she is not capable of interacting with and improving the
situation and, as such, deprives her of the joy that accompanies
personal accomplishment. Norman’s teacher understood this.
Rather than comforting him when it appeared he had not gotten a
part, the classroom environment she had created empowered him
to use his resources, to draw upon his strengths to make a positive
contribution to the classroom community.
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This small story contains many wonderful implications for
educators dealing with students whose lives lack adult role
models. The beauty of its recipe is in the similarity to greatgrandmother’s cooking; you take a pinch of this and add a handful
of that with the ingredient amounts varying according to the
situation. When necessary, you can even add extra spices to suit
someone’s particular taste. Although taking far more time than
buying something ready-made, the results are well worth the
effort. The following paragraphs contain a list of essential
empowerment ingredients. Feel free to experiment with amounts
and to add anything which improves the final product.
First to be understood is that we cannot control or force anyone to
change his/her behavior. This is important with regard to both the
children and their role models. While obtaining the help of social
service agencies and mandating attendance at parenting classes
might seem the obvious way to improve situations at home, these
methods are often ineffective as many caregivers have no desire to
effect any long-lasting change. They will do what is prescribed to
avoid legal recourse but then fall back on their old ways.
In the absence of values-based care giving, children often turn to
television and popular music as a means of entertainment.
Without a moral culture upon which to evaluate what they see and
hear, the “values” advanced through these mediums often supplant
those which can be provided by appropriate models. As with any
organism, too long in an environment causes it to adapt to its
surroundings in order to survive. With regard to children and
adolescents, the more time spent in a values depleted environment
the more likely the individual is to turn to negative behaviors
which are instantly gratifying. This, then, leads directly to the
second component, establishing an environment and conditions
conducive to empowering children to reach their potential.
For us to best help an adolescent or child succeed, we must
establish an environment and conditions which allow them to do
so. While we cannot make them follow a certain course, we can
create a culture which encourages them to pursue a positive path
despite the inability of some adults to act as models. The first step
of this journey is for teachers and other significant adults in the
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students’ lives to step forward as both mentors and models. The
saying, “What I am speaks louder than what I say,” was never
more true than when working with youth. In the absence of
positive familial role models it is imperative that young people
have someone they can look up to, someone whose actions are
based on sound moral principles and are worthy of emulation.
This can also be accomplished through the sponsorship of special
programs by schools and community organizations in which older
citizens and mature students act as mentors for those in need.
Through working collaboratively mentors can help create a
framework much like the edge pieces of a jigsaw puzzle which,
once linked, provide a strong support system and guide for the
students’ journeys.
In addition to modeling, youth need also view their environment
as one where teamwork, openness, cooperation, closeness, and
most importantly, trust prevails. They need to experience the
feeling of being a valued member of the group, one whose ideas
and feelings are respected no matter what the circumstances. At
the beginning of the school year, before academic learning is even
considered, it is imperative that teachers spend time creating such
a sense of community and belonging in their classrooms. Through
cooperatively established procedures the children become
stakeholders in this mini society, their well-being and that of
others being interdependent. In such a community students are
willing to take positive risks and assert their right to learn without
fear of ridicule. It also allows the teacher to model the role of
guide and caring facilitator as opposed to the dictatorships which
are often seen in classrooms where the teacher has little control.
We must also work to ensure that each student’s need for power,
freedom, and fun is met for it is through satisfaction in each of
these areas that the student is empowered to achieve (Glasser,
1990). When a young person experiences recognition for his
competence he is far less likely to resort to the use of a gun as a
display of power. This, coupled with decreased weapons
accessibility managed through better enforcement of current laws,
would significantly reduce the number of gun related tragedies
while still respecting individuals’ rights.
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By giving adolescents the opportunity to make choices from
among several options, their need for freedom is met under the
guiding eye of a caring mentor. As mentioned in Brownlee’s
article about the teenage brain (1999), this acknowledges the fact
that the adolescent brain has not yet matured to the point of totally
independent decision-making, but that helping students to
positively exercise its capacity can build the neural foundations
which will serve them for the rest of their lives. Fun can likewise
be achieved through the establishment of a positive environment
whose hallmarks are teamwork, closeness, and trust.
The final ingredients of this plan, although intangible, are perhaps
the most important. No matter what specific course is taken, all
adults involved need to pour their hearts into it. They must truly
believe in and have a passion for what they are doing, for it is this
passion that will be felt and ignite the possibilities that lie within
each young person. And when these possibilities are realized,
regardless of their size, they must be celebrated; a celebration in
which all involved share the exhilaration of each other’s
accomplishments.
Although simple in nature, the elements of this framework have
positively impacted the lives of many youth. While some have
occasionally wandered from the path, its values base has served as
a compass, reorienting its owner toward a desired goal. By striving
to meet the students’ needs, destructive actions are replaced with
the constructive, resulting in a more positive outlook for all. Its
true beauty, though, lies not in its ability to make up for that which
is lacking, but in its power to motivate each individual
"To insist on one's place in the scheme of things
To empower others in their reaching for some
place in the scheme of things."
Be someone’s fairy godmother…today.
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Patty Chiles
Current Position: I have taught at all grade levels of elementary
education. The last seven years I have been employed teaching
junior high students in an alternative education setting.
Douglas Alternative School, Springfield, Illinois
Assistant Principal, K-5

Past Teaching Experiences:
I have taught every subject area that is required of junior high
students in my district. Next school year I will be teaching with a
team and I will specialize in teaching science and literature.

IT’S ALL ABOUT ATTITUDE
The sign outside our building reads - Douglas School - A Positive
Alternative. We are an alternative school for students who for
various reasons have been temporarily removed from the regular
school setting. The unique atmosphere at Douglas has given me
the opportunity to teach everything from math and literature to
P.E. and aggression replacement training.
From the moment I could utter my first words I was destined to
become Johnny Carson’s replacement or a teacher. Hollywood did
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not come searching the cornfields of Illinois for me so I proceeded
down the path of becoming an educator.
My entire life has centered around children. I was the
neighborhood child who liked to organize the games, see that
everyone got a turn, and help others play fairly. I was at the height
of my glory teaching younger relatives how to make a kazoo out
of wax paper and a comb, or captivating them with a ghost story. I
didn’t realize it at the time, but I had found my niche - teaching!
I attended college for two years then left school to return home
during the illness of one of my sisters. Life’s path did not take me
back to school, but to marriage. I had two children of my own. The
years that my sons were young I found myself involved in Little
League, Cub Scouts, P.T.A., if children were present I was drawn
there.
After the birth of my second child I made the decision to return to
college and complete my teaching degree. It had seemed so foolish
to quit college when I did, but what a blessing it had turned out to
be. My return to college was so different, so rewarding. I came to
my studies with a maturity I did not have at nineteen. I had a thirst
to learn how to become the best teacher I could possibly be. My
life goal was so much clearer now, my desire so much stronger.
At the same time my youngest child was ready to enter school I
was ready to enter the field of teaching. I spent a few years
substitute teaching, waiting for the opportunity to be hired fulltime with a class of my own. What a learning experience those
years were!
My first full-time job finally came. I was hired on a one year only
contract at one of the more affluent schools in the district. It was
the class every teacher would die for. I had a room full of bright,
creative, third-graders! My students had parents who were caring,
supportive, and involved. What a delight!
The following year my position was taken by someone with much
more seniority. In order to stay with the district I would have to
take another position that was offered to me. What a difference! I
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was required to interview for a position at an alternative education
school. I would be required to teach junior high students.
My anxiety was at an all time high. What in the world would I do
with junior high students? All of my experience had been with
younger children. What if the rumors about the "bad school" were
true? I reassured myself that I would make the best of whatever
came my way.
I have been at the alternative school for seven years now. I will be
there again when school starts in the fall. People tease me and say,
"What’s a nice gal like you doing in a place like this?" A place
like this is where the nice gals and guys need to be!
My college degrees taught me so much, but my years at the
alternative school have taught me so much more. As I read the
question posed by The Harry Singer Foundation I knew exactly
what I wanted to answer.
What do we do when adults refuse to be good role models for their
children? A few years ago I believe my approach would have
focused on changing the adults. My years working with troubled
families has given me a different perspective.
I can do very little to change the behavior of my student’s parents.
I can do very little to change the environment in which they live.
What I can do is help students learn to take charge of their attitude.
All through one’s life there will be bad role models, poor
examples, depressing situations that you will have no control over.
What you can control is your reaction to those people or events.
You can either be the pessimist or the optimist. The choice you
make will affect your well-being your entire life.
The rest of your life you can resent the fact that you grew up in
poverty or you can make the choice to see how it made you
stronger. You can be unhappy the rest of your life because you did
not have the "perfect family" or you can realize that nobody had
the "perfect family" and be proud of yourself for working to
overcome the hardships along the way.
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The stories of most of my students could bring tears to your eyes. I
look back on my own years in junior high. Going to school with a
pimple or being snubbed by a boy I liked were major life crises at
that time. I can only begin to imagine what it must be like for my
students who face so many REAL problems.
Over the years I have taught many children who have had a
mother, father, or sibling in prison. Some of my students have
already been in correctional settings themselves. At such a young
age many of my students already know what it feels like to have
their lights, water, and phone disconnected, or worse yet to be
evicted from their home. The worst possible scenario you could
think of has probably already been experienced by one of my
students. Some of my students have lost loved ones from acts of
violence. Last summer one of my junior high students was shot to
death. What a tragedy! What a waste!
I wish I could change the whole world. I wish I could make
everyone realize that violence is not the solution to the problem. I
wish I could make poverty cease to exist, but I cannot. I cannot
change the whole world. I cannot control the actions of other
adults, but there are some things that I can control.
I can teach my students that every day is a new start to the rest of
their lives. I can remind them that I don’t control their behavior,
that they control their behavior. Others around you may make poor
choices, but you can make wise choices! You can learn from your
mistakes and the mistakes of others or you can spend a lifetime
passing the blame.
Teachers can bombard you with facts and figures. The best
teachers instill a love of learning in you. It is the same with
attitude. Teachers can lecture a student all year on proper
behavior. The best teachers empower students to take charge of
their own choices.
A school year goes by quickly. My students move on. The reality
is I won’t be able to be with them the rest of their lives, but I can
give them something that they can take with them for the rest of
their years. I can share with them the knowledge that we never
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stop learning, we never stop making mistakes, it is never too late
to change, it is never too late to begin to make the right choices in
life.
A few people who know me well have told me that they feel sorry
for the hardships I have had to face in my life. There is no need to
feel sorry for me. We all have to face some type of hardships in
our lifetime. My struggles have been a blessing. They have made
my character stronger. My struggles have made me a better
listener, more empathetic to others, more understanding. I joke
that I was forty by the time I turned twenty, but how many of us
have been given that gift? I learned early what was really
important in life. I won’t have to look back when I am eighty and
regret I did not spend enough time on the things in life that are
truly of value. I could wallow in self-pity and head downwards or
I could focus my energy on making tomorrow better.
I am an ordinary person. Like millions of people around the world
I am trying to make things a little better. As a native of the Land of
Lincoln I offer a quote from one of our wisest Presidents. "And in
the end, it’s not the years in your life that count. It’s the life in
your years." - Abraham Lincoln. I have nothing grand to leave
behind when I am gone. Hopefully I will leave something behind
of greater value; a kind deed, a supportive remark, an example of
the power of positive thinking. I want my years to count. Like
every educator I want to make a difference.
It is all about attitude! If you say you cannot, then you won’t. If
you believe you can, you will. There is something in life no one
can take away from you, that is your attitude. YOU can be a good
role model. YOU can make a difference. YOU can be proud of
yourself. The choice is always there, and it is YOURS! Welcome
to tomorrow!
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Carla Panciera
Subjects taught: Grades 9-12
Burlington High School, Burlington, Massachusetts

Small Answers
I lose things. I eat too much junk food. I cannot conquer a fear of
spiders and have failed miserably to keep my checkbook balanced.
I have no sense of geography. I never get the oil checked. I leave
lights on all over the house. Yet every September, I stand, full of
flaws, before my imperfect students. How will we accomplish
everything we’ve been charged with over the next few months?
The question overwhelms me.
It is easy to list the things I can’t do: I can’t inspire administrators
to include students on decision making, can’t force my department
head to order books these young people might like better than
those we’ve been teaching since I was in high school, can’t take
my students outside to read poetry in the sunshine. Most
importantly, I can’t influence their parents to take an interest in
them, to encourage their efforts, to discipline them effectively.
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Rather than getting discouraged, I remind myself of a lesson I
learned from poet and theorist, Ralph Fletcher. When faced with
difficult and enormous topics like love or loss, start small. Instead
of: I want to write about my father’s illness, try: I want to write
about the two different shoes my father wore to a wedding the
night we first suspected his illness. Anyone can describe shoes.
Although this advice has been useful in my writing, it applies to
big issues in general: The bigger the problem, the smaller the
means to solve it. It is, at the very least, an effective way to begin.
And so, my job begins with this generation. That first September
day, I take a deep breath, introduce myself and listen to my
mother’s voice say the line that sent me off to the first day of
school every year: Just be yourself. To that I add a wish that part
of who I am is role model. Some of the people my students call
mother and father are not good role models for them; their
grandparents probably were not good role models, either.
Empowered by a curriculum guide and my teaching certificate, I
do my best to help them become better people. This is my attempt
at breaking the cycle.
My goals for my students include: encouraging them to work hard,
inspiring them to approach learning with enthusiasm, helping them
to develop compassion towards one another and instilling
confidence in them as students and as people. These are the most
important things my parents modeled for me. I worry about what
these teenagers may or may not be getting outside room 207, but
again, my mother’s voice reminds me that worrying never solved
anything. Instead, I look for the small steps within these walls that
get us to more important places in a big world. I make my
classroom one kind of family.
I start by working hard. In my introduction, I warn them: we will
work every day from bell to bell and then we do. If my department
head can’t buy the texts I ask for, I run off things I’d like them to
read. I stay after school to help them with make-up work, I write
more comments on their essays than they write words. Each day,
when they come in, I am ready to achieve. My parents did not
stand over me urging me to get busy. They led the way.
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I grew up on a dairy farm, a place where there is no shortage of
chores. However, my parents approached work with passion. I,
too, care about what I do and I want my students to invest
emotionally in their subject matter so I react to what happens.
Keats’ sonnets make me teary. Scout Finch makes me laugh out
loud. I clasp essays in my hand and scrawl great verbs across the
board, declaring: Look at this beautiful word. I get excited when
someone stumbles upon an important insight without expecting it.
I pace about the room, gesticulate wildly, agree that grammar is
boring (then make them do it anyway). Before you know it, my
students react as well. If they don’t like a short story, they tell me
and learn to back up their opinions. They shout for joy if one
vocabulary quiz doesn’t have analogies. They hate Claudius even
before he plots with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Does this
enthusiasm follow them out the door? If it does not, they might at
least have a blueprint for responding to things beyond English
class.
Compassion is a much harder thing to model. Again, I pay
attention to the small details. Team jerseys, names on photography
class field trip dismissals, artwork hanging in the lobby; these and
more provide clues as to who these people are. If I can show an
interest without being intrusive, I do. It’s not an act. I would like
to know how their concert went or if they’re nervous to deliver an
election speech. If I can, I use these details in our discussions. I
might ask the movie buffs where Hamlet should be when he
delivers his to be or not to be soliloquy or suggest to the heavy
metal lyricist that he research Iron Maiden’s version of Rime of
the Ancient Mariner for his term paper. I attend soccer games, athe
wakes of parents and take a minute outside of class to tell a
student he did well on the vocabulary final. Naturally, we want our
parents’ praise, their presence in the stands and their touch on our
shoulder when things get tough. A teacher can’t replace that, but I
can show them this is how it’s done, this is how it feels, and hope
that someday, as parents themselves, they will remember.
Of course, we have safe topics for exploration in a literature class.
We can study characters in fiction and discuss prejudice,
intolerance and cruelty. We meet characters who appear different
from us, but who feel many of the same things we feel and thus
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provide us with a vehicle to discover universal truths about human
existence. We can even discuss what makes a family and what
families work. Atticus Finch, Mama in A Raisin in the Sun, Joe
Gargery in Great Expectations, are only a few of the parents in
non-traditional families who provide us with examples of what
good parents do for their children.
One of the most important things I must model is how to discipline
effectively and fairly—control with compassion. I lay out the rules
clearly for my charges from the first day and I hold them to what
I’ve set up. If I want these people to be better parents than their
parents were, I need to show them that discipline isn’t about
humiliation or power. It’s about learning to keep peace; it’s about
living with rules so that we can work together towards something.
We don’t have to use physical force or name-calling. We can
figure out what words to use to ask someone to stop doing
something. We can look at how our behavior affects others. After
several negative notes left from substitutes for one of my classes, I
asked my students why they behaved as they did. We spent the
block discussing the root. They felt as if someone was listening. If
you misbehave, people will respond negatively towards you, I told
them. This was a lesson I should have been able to entrust to
parents. I did tell them “If you are polite to people, wait and see
what happens.” The next time I had to be out, I got a positive note
that I read aloud to them. This was a lesson they should have been
taught at home. Knowing it; seeing it play out the way I assured
them it would, empowered them. Maybe their own children will
benefit from their enlightenment.
Good behavior is not the obky thing we celebrate in my classroom.
It is only one of many ways students gain confidence. By writing a
personal response to an essay, by saying, “Nice job,” when I hand
back a major test, I can make my students feel good about
themselves. It’s not a rousing “You’re the best student I’ve ever
taught.” it’s more like printing an all-star version of an essay
response, posting good papers on the bulletin board, calling out
Good try! when someone risks figuring out what Shakespeare is
really saying. There are so many opportunities throughout the year
to make students feel successful. I refuse to parcel out encouragement because building self-esteem isn’t part of a lesson plan. It’s a
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sad reality that children have to learn the language of praise. They
certainly need little prompting to fling words of discouragement.
As adults, we need to ask ourselves why this is.
Are my small contributions enough? They have to be. More
importantly, I have to believe they are. Teaching is hard work, but
I can’t look to the twenty years I have remaining in the profession
without believing I can help teenagers become better people. Are
there unreachable students? Certainly. But after watching over a
thousand people pass through my door, I am assured that the
number is small.
In an in-service workshop, teacher/theorist Mary Ellen Giacobbe
suggested we have our students write down 100 possible writing
topics. That year, I had two classes of remedial students, several of
whom were serious discipline problems. I asked Mary Ellen what
happens when most of the kids don’t do the assignment and she
said, “Work with what you have.” I remind myself constantly to
work with what is before me rather than dwelling on how
imperfect a situation is. I try to be patient awaiting results.
My end of the year speech to students always includes a line from
a Mary Chapin Carpenter song: “We’ve got two lives. One we’re
given and the other one we make.” We can’t change where we
started, but we have opportunities to carve a better way for
ourselves. Teachers have a responsibility to show the way.
When I check on my daughters each night after they’re asleep, I
can’t imagine not setting the best example I can for them. It’s hard
to believe there are many parents who cannot do the same for the
people who need them most. Good classrooms are modeled on
good families, not perfect ones. I’m not a perfect parent any more
than I am a perfect teacher or a perfect person. I am just someone
who gets to stand before teenagers year after year with a chance to
make a difference. How many people can say that?
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Lita Blanchard and Jay Franzel
Teaching Experience:
Lita Blanchard currently works as school social worker at
Winthrop High School, Winthrop, Maine. She has been a social
worker for over twenty years. In addition she has taught a variety
of subjects in adult education and special education programs K12.
Jay Franzel currently works as a special education teacher at
Winthrop High School, Winthrop, Maine. He has been teaching atrisk students for eighteen years, grades 6-12 in several alternative
and special education programs. In addition he has taught
Freshman Composition as a graduate student at SUNYB and
Jewish studies at several synagogue Hebrew School programs.

Leadership and Humility
Over the years, we see more and more children who lack good role
models. We are not merely speaking about families where a
parent who is abusing substances, is violent or otherwise abusive.
There is a spectrum of poor role modeling that includes more
innocuous cases of inconsistent and or overly controlling or
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passive adults as well. Wherever on the spectrum this lack falls, it
creates a serious void in a child’s life. As teachers, we are called
upon to fill this void, an insurmountable task. This is not to say
that there are no exceptions to this rule, rather it is important to be
realistic about what we can do change this very serious and
growing problem. It is very easy for teachers to overreact to this
problem at either extreme: that is by attempting to overreach
oneself attempting to fill a gap one cannot fill, or on the other
hand, by becoming cynical, apathetic or sarcastic in the face of
such relentless need. We have been told that “it takes a village to
raise a child”, but the truth is that providing the village for our kids
is an impossible task for teachers. As we try to effect positive
changes in youth, we must understand that family inadequacies,
economic restraints, social deterioration and teachers’ own
limitations all come into play in our schools. We need to keep
these forces in perspective as we do battle with them.
In general, a major part of an adolescent’s job is to push limits and
question authority. This stage of development not only assists a
teen in his or her quest for autonomy and independence; it also
serves to help our youth in becoming free and creative thinkers.
However, we often view this acting out behavior as purely
pathological and so we do not allow our teens the freedom to
move through this vital stage of development. This is not to say
that when an adolescent misbehaves we should not assign
reasonable consequences, but rather that we must be careful not to
oppress them as they work toward adulthood. We need to be
cognizant of our role as models for our youth and in doing so be
careful not to overreact by holding it against them for exhibiting
normal behaviors, which frankly many of us exhibited when we
ourselves were teens. It is helpful, actually imperative, to not view
adolescents as having something wrong with them when they are
actually right on schedule. (It may not be our schedule but it is,
and certainly should be, theirs.) Teens venture through
adolescence with thinking processes that are relative to them, not
us. The teen brain is not yet fully developed and so they are
sometimes incapable of portraying the thought patterns which
adults possess and too often expect of them. As helping adults, we
often have expectations of teens that they are not ready to deliver.
And while is true that teens often make mistakes, it is very
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important that we don’t hold these failures against them. After all,
they are struggling to find their way down the path to adulthood,
not an easy endeavor for any of us.
The spiral of disappearing positive role models and the negative
behaviors- apathy, violence, rudeness, dishonesty, etc.- that this
engenders in our youth is resonating throughout our society. We
hear about the need for higher standards, harsher penalties, and
more accountability. We hear a great deal about which people
and what forces are to blame. We find many adults wanting to
hold more accountable than what we actually model for them. If
we want to be successful mentors, we must avoid this kind of
dishonesty by role modeling the behaviors we expect from our
youth. There is a growing sense that we need to “clamp down”
harder when that may be counter-productive. As Edward Deci,
describing the results of years of research and experiment writes:
“It is forever being said that people need to be controlled more,
that they need to be told what to do and held accountable for doing
it. But nothing in these experiments has given credence to that
view as the typical condition of life. Of course, limit setting is
important, but an over-emphasis on control and discipline seems to
be off the mark. It represents a demeaning depiction of human
experience, and it’s primary function may just be to provide
certain people with an easy rationalization for exerting power over
others.”(Why We Do What We Do p.334)

The notion of “clamping down” comes at a time when our society
probably will not win any medals for its ethics in general.
Although there are certainly many positive and productive
elements at work in our culture, it is also a time of much strife.
The family structure has changed drastically in the last 50 years or
so, not always in a healthy way for our youth. The divorce rate is
very high, many struggle with economic problems, and the level of
violence continues to grow daily. In many ways we offer our
youth an angry and stressed society. The point here is not to
highlight the negatives of our culture, but rather to understand
what our youth must cope with every day in addition to the
challenging job of growing physically, mentally and emotionally
through adolescence. We cannot assist in this process if we don’t
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understand where teens are in their respective development.
So what do we do? First, we must honestly role model that which
we expect from our youth. If we fail to do this, then we, as
teachers, have failed at a very elementary though crucial task. For
instance, if we want our youth to be able to accept criticism, we
must accept it first. We need to avoid hostile as well as passiveaggressive stances when our teens challenge us. We need to
present ourselves in a quietly assertive and not antagonistic
manner. Beyond that, we must listen to kids actively, not passively
when they are interacting with us. That means making and
maintaining eye contact, thinking about what they are saying
rather than planning our next sentence and allowing them the
space to complete their thoughts before we interject. It is not
always easy to do this but if we expect kids to listen, so must we.
It is our experience that students will often listen to one another
before they listen to adults. One thing teachers can do to capitalize
on this is to either support or develop an active peer helper or
mediation program in their school. In our school, counselors
screen and train interested students to work with other teens in
conflict situations. These peer mediators sit down with the
students and guide them through the resolution process by first
identifying the problem and then finding mutually agreeable
solutions. Once they reach an agreement, all those involved sign a
contract outlining future actions. This process empowers students
to actualize many of the behaviors discussed above, on their own.
Our students dealt with more conflict resolutions than any other
school in our state and very few of those escalated after the
completion of the process. This highlights the importance of
teachers providing ethical leadership while modeling faith in the
students’ ability to be autonomous and positive at the same time.
As educators, we have learned to speak the right language to our
youth. We preach the importance of respect, responsibility and
ethics. In the next breath, however, we may say something out of
anger and then not apologize. We don’t always take responsibility
for our own actions while we hold them accountable for theirs.
We must maintain self-awareness so that we do not manipulate our
youth by saying one thing and doing another. If we act
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hypocritically, kids learn to mistrust adults and therefore become
cynical, hypocritical or caustic themselves. These are not the
lessons we have been charged to teach them.
It is a constant balancing act for teachers to teach while they are so
often called upon to parent, to discipline while remaining
nurturing and to be objective in a subjective world. We need to
model critical along with conforming stances to society. After all,
we want our students to think independently and act ethically,
especially when they are surrounded by influences that urge them
to do otherwise. An overly conformist, non-critical posture allows
for the excesses seen in such regimes as Nazi Germany. We want
students to be creative and individual but, on the other hand, we
must promote public service and the value of conforming as well
so that our students will not find themselves closed out of jobs,
community roles and a productive place in society. Along with
maintaining our own sense ethical awareness, we should promote
structures and activities, whether formal or informal, that will
expose students to healthy role models and opportunities for
constructive actions within the community. Two years ago, we
invited a service learning coordinator to speak at one of our
staff meetings. This helped lead to our school’s procuring a
grant to help institute a program last year.
The rapid growth of global technology, for instance the internet,
media and corporate influence, makes ethical behavior more
urgent than ever before. Individual decisions, such as we have
witnessed in Chernobyl and Enron, may now affect millions of
people. Earlier in this essay, we talked about the impossibility of
teachers completely filling the void that a lack of positive role
models leaves in many kids today. This is not to understate the
impact and abilities of teachers, but rather to acknowledge the
magnitude of the problem. If we look back at some of the world’s
most ethical and productive activists such as Gandhi, King and
Mother Theresa, however, we see the influence that individuals
who role-modeled that which they expected had upon our world.
To us, this implies that we teachers, collectively, can make a huge
difference in the lives of children. In order to accomplish this
goal, we must blend leadership with humility.
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Tara Ganse
Current Teaching Assignment:
9th Grade Integrated Physical Science and 11 th & 12th Grade
Geo Science
Quartz Hill High School Quartz Hill, California
Past Teaching Assignments: 9-12 Grade English

The Difference That Counts
In a perfect world, all parents would teach and model appropriate
choices and behavior to their children. In that perfect world, other
adult role models such as teachers, religious and civic leaders, and
sports stars would have a fairly small role in the moral
development of our nation’s youth. But this is not a perfect world
and too often these days, parents neglect their most basic and
primary duty: to teach their child to be a “good” person.
When the phone rang, I answered it. If I had known what the
ensuing conversation would be like, I might not have picked it up.
“Ms. Ganse? I’d like to talk with you about the after school
detention that you assigned my son,” came the voice; it was full of
anger and contempt.
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In the next thirty minutes, I became fully aware of just how
desperate the situation is in the homes of many of my students.
This mother was irate that I would hold her son accountable for
being disruptive and require him to stay after school because it
inconvenienced her to have to pick him up since he would not be
able to take the bus. When I told her about the rude and disruptive
outbursts that repeated warnings had not stemmed and that I
demand respect in my classroom, she replied, “You can’t expect
students to behave that way! That’s asking too much.”
I wish I could say that this parent’s behavior and views are
unusual, but they’re not. I dread having to call students’ parents
these days. I seem to recall a time when students feared “the call
home” because they knew they were going to hear about it from
their parents. Now I call home and hear the same sort of excuses
that I hear from my students. I guess I understand where the poor
behavior and shady morals come from, and it saddens me. My
students are good kids. They just need someone to stand up and
fill that necessary role.
So who is to take up the slack? For children whose parents are not
good role models, the next best substitute may be an adult family
friend or the pastor in their church, but the most common adult
children see besides their parent is their teacher. This indisputable
fact leads to some heavy responsibility being laid on teachers these
days. While I may be able to sit back and consider what society as
a whole should do to mitigate the problem, I choose to consider
what I personally – as a teacher – may do because it is something
that I have control over.
While I believe that when every child is born, certain traits and
characteristics are hard-wired, I think that even more importantly
is the environment in which children are brought up. Poor home
lives can negatively impact children in profound ways and can
overwhelm the natural inclination most children have to want to
please and not hurt those around them. This innate conscience
leads children to want to improve themselves and look toward the
best role model they can. I think that a good role model can
overcome a poor one, and I am immensely grateful that this is the
case. I think that by exhibiting the most compassionate,
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responsible, and understanding behavior possible to my students, I
make a difference. By being a good role model – that is by
demonstrating consideration of myself and others and how my
behavior and choices impact others – I make a difference.
Many students are unaware of the harsh realities of the world
outside their home. Parents of today try to shelter their children
too much. They shelter them from the emotional discomfort of
doing something wrong and feeling badly about it. They shelter
them from feeling like their decisions may have hurt other people.
I suppose many decline to discipline their kids and hold them
accountable thinking that they are protecting them; they are not.
The parents who have left their children to their own devices to
develop their own ethics and sense of responsibility are bound to
have trouble and be at a disadvantage. Besides having good role
models, children need to be taught limits and responsibility by
someone. If parents refuse to take on this responsibility, someone
is obligated to do so. Teachers must teach students the limits of
their classroom and when they are crossed, the teacher has a moral
responsibility to follow through with the appropriate consequence.
Learning to identify and accept the negative consequences of
one’s poor choices is the most basic step in developing moral
compunction.
In the spring of 2001, I read a revealing article in American
Educator entitled, “Parenting: The Lost Art.” This article clearly
illustrates one of the most pressing problems we teachers see today
when dealing with the parents of our students. Many parents are so
concerned about being their children’s friends that they forget how
to be their effective parents. This article calls them “peer-parents.”
The belief many parents hold that they are simply there as a
“guide” to their children is well illustrated by a mother referring to
her young teenage son. She claimed that, “They [the kids] have to
make decisions, whether to take drugs, to have sex… I can give
them my opinion, tell them how I feel. But they have to decide for
themselves.” While this may be true to a certain extent as a child
approaches full adulthood, too often parents abdicate their
decision making job way too early. Most children are not capable
of making informed, mature decisions on their own until they are
out of high school. They are very capable of forming the principles
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guiding appropriate, moral behavior, but they are inexperienced in
the application of these principles and need an adult to help them
work through this difficult time.
Piaget developed a theory of the cognitive development of
children. He theorized that during adolescence children typically
move from concrete to formal operative thinking. During the
concrete operational stage, children have trouble forming abstract
ideas and considering situations with more than two variables. As
children move into formal operative thinking, they develop the
ability to think reflectively and can better consider how their
behavior is affecting themselves and others. However, Piaget also
completed research that suggested a child’s social environment
affects the age at which this transfer occurs. I believe that today’s
children, by watching too much television and not having enough
interaction with morally responsible adults, are not making the
transition as early in life. The longer children remain in the
concrete operative stage, the more chance they have of being in a
situation where they will make a poor decision because they are at
a disadvantage cognitively. While I may not be able to affect what
goes on in the home, I can help students progress toward the
transition by stimulating their minds with complex questions and
interactions, by making class an exciting and rewarding place to
be, and by fostering interest in intellectual pursuits such as
academics, hobbies and the like. The more stimulating my class is,
the more my students grow and develop.
And lastly, for those children who have never or rarely seen a
positive role model who also appears “real” or “normal”, I think
they eventually come to the conclusion that you cannot have good
moral standards unless you are a “goody-two-shoes.” There seems
to be a misconception by many students that to be “good” means
to be boring and not going anywhere in life, thus it is unappealing
to them as something for which to strive. We need to change that
perception by allowing our students to know us as people and as
active members of society. Too often students view their teachers
as unreal entities that do not struggle with the same moral
dilemmas that they do. Good role models cannot preach about
good morals. Living a moral life is much easier said than done.
Teaching morals only by talking about them would be like trying
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to teach students how to balance chemical equations by never
demonstrating the process on the board. A few kids may just “get
it” but they would be in the minority. Teachers have to
demonstrate morality by example to have the lesson be effective.
Ideally, parents would completely fulfill the role that is called
parenthood. Some do fantastically, and I wish I could personally
thank each and every one of them. Many do not, and I wish that I
could instruct each and every one of them personally. Perhaps
parents of today are merely ignorant; perhaps they are calling out
for help. I am not in a position to be able to educate enough
parents to make a significant difference, but I am in a position to
reach their children. I can teach students responsibility and
consideration of self and others, provide a stimulating
environment, and share myself as a person who struggles with the
same choices and dilemmas while being a positive role model. I
take my role as an educator and all that it entails very seriously
and I think I can make a difference.
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Glen David Young
Current Teaching Assignment: Grades 10-12: Tenth Grade
English, Journalism, Advanced Placement Literature
Petoskey High School, Petoskey, Michigan
Past Teaching Assignments: Grades 9-12: Tenth Grade English,
Creative Writing, Mythology, Journalism

Catchers in the Classroom
In the midst of sorting out his angst, Holden Caufield, the morally
challenged boarding school student, explains that in a dream he
saw himself become “a catcher in the rye,” literally saving
children from running off the edge of a high cliff to their deaths.
Holden, the confused and faux-urbane protagonist in J.D.
Salinger’s classic coming of age tale “The Catcher in the Rye,”
nails on the head what it sometimes feels like to be a teacher.
Students come to us everyday lacking a strong sense of morality.
These students, the products of a variety of home environments,
make decisions, both inside and outside of the classroom, that
demonstrate a lack of understanding for how their actions impact
other people, and, sometimes, how their actions impact
themselves. This lack of understanding is a direct result of the fact
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that parents and other adults are often refusing to be good role
models for their children.
Teachers are asked to perform tasks that do not always appear
directly connected to the subject matter that they teach. In my
high school, we are asked to enforce the dress code, supervise the
lunchroom and hallways, chaperone extra-curricular activities, and
generally fill in when there is a need for adult oversight. In all of
these tasks, we are called upon not only to give guidance so that
the activity might be successful, but so that students might
understand that there are consequences that accompany their
actions. In this way, teachers are asked, and generally agree
willingly, to offer moral guidance and support to their students.
Last winter I volunteered to chaperone a “Snowcoming” dance.
Students filtered in all evening, dancing to the sounds of the disc
jockey, mixing with their friends, and generally having a good
time. Before the night was over, however, I was called on to help
sort out a mess caused by three drunken students and the bad
decision made by one of the students’ parents.
An assistant principal approached me when he intercepted the
drunken students trying to enter the dance. He asked me to sit with
them in his office while he waited for the police and the parents.
The three, all sophomores and none I had had in class before, were
understandably nervous and talkative. While I did little to engage
them in conversation, thinking it best a job for their parents, the
three began to discuss the expected results of the phone calls
home. A wiry boy I knew played on the hockey team caught my
attention when he announced to his buddies “my mom doesn’t
care if I drink. She lets me drink at home.”
I believed he was exaggerating his case, inventing something to
say for both my benefit and the benefit of his nervous
companions. But when the mother arrived, and she continued to
make light of the situation, repeating sheepishly “Boys will be
boys,” I was inclined to think perhaps he was not exaggerating.
Perhaps this mother did in fact allow her sixteen-year-old son to
drink alcohol at home. Did she allow him to drink the night he
climbed into a car with his two friends for the wintry ride to the
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high school dance? Did she tell the police that it was okay, that
“Boys will be boys?” Parents do not always make sound moral
decisions where their children are concerned, and therefore
teachers must often fill the void.
Teachers of course provide this guidance inside the classroom
even more than outside of it. My tenth grade students are required
to read “To Kill A Mockingbird.” A focus of the novel is the pain
and suffering caused by discrimination. Atticus Finch, the morally
sound lawyer and father of the story, tells his children Scout and
Jem that you should not judge a man “until you have walked a
mile in his shoes.” Atticus understands that prejudice and
discrimination are hurtful and wrong; they are immoral.
As part of their lesson on the novel, I assign my students to walk a
mile in someone else’s shoes. I begin the lesson by asking how
many of the students regularly volunteer in the community.
Traditionally, the number is low. Parents are not asking their
children to become involved in the community; they are not
modeling for them the type of behavior that allows children to
understand others, the sort of behavior that will eliminate
prejudice.
Over the years students have completed a variety of projects for
this assignment. Some have interviewed cancer survivors. Others
have spent time with senior citizens living in assisted living
facilities. Last year several students volunteered at the local
women’s “safe house.” In all of these situations, students were
able to gain an understanding for someone that they did not
previously know. In this way, the book becomes a model for the
students, and the students become models for one another. When
the students present their assignments and we discuss the impacts,
they invariably explain how they helped those they were getting to
know. Often times that help is nothing more than listening to
someone who feels there is no one to talk to. This lesson
exemplifies for my students the importance of behaving morally,
of reaching out to try and understand someone that they might not
otherwise meet.
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In addition to other classes, I teach journalism. Here we not only
create the student newspaper, but we study other newspapers, as
well as current events. What the students see in the news is often
disheartening and we try to discuss the ramifications and
importance of significant current events. What the students lean
toward are stories that involve their favorite film and music stars.
They regularly wonder why adults make a big deal out of the
lyrics of popular songs or the content of current movies. Another
source of amusement for them is the press given to violent video
games. The students regularly tell me that the messages contained
in the songs, the movies, the video games, is no big deal, that they
understand the material is not meant to be taken seriously, and that
adults should find something else to worry about.
What I try to impart to them is that adults worry when these
diversions take up such a large part of students’ lives. Parents and
teachers are concerned when students know more about Eminem’s
lyrics than they do about the Odyssey. We grow concerned when
Brittney Spears’ latest tirade gets more attention than the plight of
Iraqi Kurds. We worry that students will develop a distorted sense
of what impacts morality. While they may not always agree with
me, they do participate in the discussions, often engaging one
another. This conversation therefore becomes the building block
for making judgments that will better serve themselves and their
community.
In his May 2002 Atlantic Monthly magazine article “The
Apocalypse of Adolescence,” writer Ron Powers posits that
students, even those in small communities where the influence of
the mixed messages that media sometimes send kids is more
distilled, are more and more prone to indiscriminate violence
because they lack for positive outlets. Powers contends that the
reach of the media is longer and more powerful than ever, and that
kids in the insulated hinterlands are now just as susceptible to
outside influence as their big city brethren. Powers finishes his
argument by saying that parents who have taken their kids to rural
environments in hopes of escaping the pull of the negative city
influences, are then ignoring their kids, thinking, in the words of
The Who, that the “kids are alright.” Powers argument reinforces

127

those who insist that parents are not always strong role models,
and that kids need help.
Teachers and other adults in these communities must therefore fill
in, giving the kids healthy outlets and alternatives. Research shows
that kids are prone to taking risks, and that their brains are not
completely developed in adolescence with regard to sorting out
how choices influence them in the end. To combat this, or to help
nurture the students, positive activities need to be offered. In my
own small town, a group of local business and education leaders
are currently spearheading an effort to launch a YMCA. The hope
is that the effort will provide both a physical and a moral
alternative for children, that they might have the time to fully
develop their own decision-making apparatus in the safe confines
of a caring community.
Like Holden Caufield in Salinger’s perennially popular novel,
teachers today are catchers; catchers in the classroom. The
students we try to catch may not necessarily be headed for a literal
cliff or imminent death but many of them are certainly headed
toward trouble. These students lack positive adult role models,
often times because their parents and other adults are unwilling or
unable to foster a strong sense of community, and thereby
morality. Teachers, like Holden Caufield, must be willing and able
to fill the void.
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Sandra Dee Nixon
Current teaching experience:
English: Grades 9-12
Grace Dodge High School, Bronx, New York

Who Is Your Keeper?
With the permission of the author, personal religious references
and expressions have been eliminated from the essay as submitted.
An individual’s ability to fill a void in anyone’s life depends on
the following: 1) the philosophical, political and/or a religious
belief of a person and 2) the personal life experiences of that
individual. Given these factors, all teachers fill voids in students’
lives—some positive, others negative. A teacher remarked in
exasperation “The students complain that I’m not teaching them
anything. They aren’t learning. I’m tired of being disrespected
every day. I’m not teaching anymore after this year!” I conveyed
that the frustration lies not with the student, but with the teacher. I
explained that the freshmen come with many deficiencies; lack of
love, manners, writing, reading, thinking, and so forth. The job is
not to bring every student up to speed in every deficiency but to
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strive to perfect the craft of teaching. I further explained that many
students wail to hide dismal failures from shabby work habits,
passive learning patterns, and faulty memory. In addition, I had
the opportunity to lunch with the same teacher and learned that the
individual was struggling with family conflicts. As the teacher
spilled out frustrations, I gleaned there was a lack [of] coping
skills to manage the trials that were being experienced. What void
then could this teacher fill in such a state of mind? …
If an individual comes from a lack of nurture, lack of morality or
good values, or ever changing principles, then these factors shape
interaction and communication with young people. For instance,
whenever a value came up, I asked students how they arrived at
that line of thought. Students responded that their mother or father
or grandmother had the idea. I would then ask where that person
got it. Students would then draw a blank. And so when we speak
of morals, values or principles, we need to first know of the well
from which these attributes are drawn; for ourselves, because that
will be the source of every thought that proceeds from our mouths
and each deed that is witnessed, which is to serve as a role model
before all people.
When teachers lose control in a classroom setting, the instinctive
response of students is fear. But if the teacher often loses control
the fear is downgraded to normalcy, and students become immune
to it. However, if loss of control is marked by offensive remarks or
verbal attacks, then students are subdued into silence fearing
public assault in front of their peers. In this instance, their fear
turns from coal that crumbles into chiseled diamonds of hatred for
teachers who abuse their authority.
To illustrate, the class was engaged in discussion about the power
of words from an analysis of “The Necessary Knocking on the
Door” by Ann Petry. In it, Mrs. Taylor, a white woman said, “I’ve
never eaten with a nigger, and I’m too old to start now.” The
notable remark was uttered about Alice while attending a Christian
conference. In fear, Alice Knight made the decision not to assist
Mrs. Taylor who later died of a heart attack. In discussion,
students remarked that teachers made offensive remarks such as
cursing or prophecy such as “That’s why you’re not going to
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amount to anything because you don’t do your work.” I said that I
was sorry to hear they had to endure such sorrow and that that
teacher cannot predict the future. …
How does one stop anyone from becoming destructive to
themselves and others?… Every human being is born with a
rebellious and selfish spirit, give or take degrees. Recall that
toddlers most favorite word is “no.” Note, they rarely say “yes.”
Also, many must be taught to share because they are territorial
about their possessions. Further, many adults cry, “I’m grown” or
“Nobody can tell me what to do” or “I’m my own boss.” These
attitudes give way to the idea that rules are to be broken or even
eliminated, if it violates personal freedom. So, I can use literature
to reveal truths about destructive words and behavior, and I can
also engage the students in discussion where personal experiences
yield lessons about misconducts, but ultimately I believe that
destructive tendencies in individuals is shaped by their nature,
environment or God’s intervention. In other words, a person can
come from the harshest of circumstances…and prevail against a
personal history of lack; whereas, another coming from the same
background or worse might not survive. Then, you have scenarios
where a child is born with loving parents, wealth, intellect and
talent, only to fall to drugs, alcohol, crime or emotional
bankruptcy. So, environment may explain some situations, but it
doesn’t necessarily define them.
It was towards June, so viewing of A Bronx Tale was not possible
but the issue of disobedience was thoroughly examined in
Aesop’s The Old Man and Death, the English folk tale The
Master and His Pupil, and the Ashante People’s tale, The Spider
and the Turtle. If you consider, you’ll note that the heart of most
conflicts begins with one act of disobedience. I demonstrated this
truth via an in-class conflict. The students were instructed to read
in silence and respond to questions in writing. One student began
to talk which necessitated a command to change her seat—she
refused to obey. I charted on the board the path of conflicts arising
from the primary act of disobedience—talking when silence was
the command. The students marveled that one act of defiance gave
birth to 10 conflicts, culminating with a climax of security being
called to remove the student from class.
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In A Bronx Tale I note the boy was given a positive role model of
responsibility and integrity via his father, yet that role model did
not dissuade the boy from building a relationship with a mobster.
Why? And, what could a teacher do to teach that boy about
morals that would be more powerful than advice from his father?
Rebellion is at the heart of all humans. There is a strong desire to
have one’s way, whether it’s good or bad. As for guns, metal
doesn’t have a mind of it’s own to pull a trigger; it requires a mind
to do that. For instance, in America obesity is a problem in adults
and children. People seem to be overeating and incorrectly eating
for a myriad of reasons. Now, what if food were less accessible?
Let’s say, we close all restaurants, fast food chains, and eateries,
and people could only purchase what’s on a government list for
grocery. Would this stop obesity? No. People would rebel and
disobey the laws, and obesity would remain. Should guns
suddenly vanish, teens would find another outlet for their
rebellion. …
Television, music, and media only draw out what already exists
within an individual. These three factors are not responsible for
maladies in society. However, I regret that the media has free rein
with violence, perversity, and profanity because it’s so offensive.

132

Krista Ummik
Subjects taught currently: English- Forms 6-12 (aged 12-18)
Grades taught in the past: Forms 7-12 (aged 13-18), adults
Miina Härma Gymnasium, Tartu, Estonia

Listen To Your Heart
Children tend to copy the behavior of the people they admire.
Most often they choose their parents to be their role models.
However, what happens if parents fail to be good role models for
their children? Furthermore, in that case what is the role of the
teacher?
Recently, I asked two different groups of 15 students (aged 13-14)
to answer the following question: what should a teacher do if s/he
notices that a child is apparently having problems at home? Here
are some of the students’ answers. Oliver suggested that s/he
should buy the child a candy. Hannes was of the opinion that s/he
should talk to the student. He thought that if the child does not
want to talk to an adult about his/her problem, the teacher should

133

ask the student’s best friend to talk to him and find a solution.
Kaarin said, ‘The teacher should give the student less homework
to do.” One student, Janek, was rather skeptical “It’s the child’s
problem. The teacher cannot do anything to help the child. When
the teacher talks to the parents, the parents will probably be mad at
their child for approaching the teacher with family matters.”
Maarika, “I think that teachers should not worry about the
children’s problems because they have their own problems to
think about.” Many students suggested consulting the school
psychologist. However, Rein was definitely against the idea of
consulting a specialist. “I would never talk to a teacher about my
problems at home.I would not even go to the psychologist with my
problems.”
I was quite relieved to read the answers of another group (aged 1213). These students, however, sounded more positive as to the
teacher’s possible role in helping the students to get over their
difficulties. Most students in the group of 15 were of the opinion
that the teacher should try and make the child happy. Paula
suggested that the teacher should take the child outside and walk
with him for a while. Marta also pointed out that the teacher
should talk to him/her, however, if s/he does not want to talk about
it, the teacher should leave him/her alone. Besides that, the
children were of the opinion that the teacher should not ask the
child at the lessons, s/he should be especially careful not to ask the
child any questions about his/her family. Mari said, “ The teacher
should be very careful not to hurt him/her any more. The teacher
should go outside with the students and try to make them feel
happy.” Erkki thought that the teacher should give the depressed
child a candy and send him/her home.
We cannot but agree with the children about the idea that the
parents’ most essential task is to provide their children a happy,
relaxed and safe home. According to Earl Wilson, “A home should
not definitely be the place where part of the family waits till the
rest of the family brings the car back.” According to the children’s
answers, if a child has a problem, the teacher’s first task is to make
the child feel good, happy and safe again. As we know from our
own experience, it is very difficult both for an adult and a child to
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concentrate if s/he is unhappy, distressed and/or, frightened. So, in
case the child has lost trust in his/her parents, it is the teacher’s
duty to rebuild their trust in grown-ups and to make them feel safe,
loved and important again.
Parents are expected to teach their children to plan their time – for
an adolescent it is sometimes very difficult to decide which task to
do first. However, what happens if the parents involved are
incapable of managing their own lives, not to speak about training
their children to plan their activities. Who should then take over
the role of the child’s parents? Some children are happy to have
the most loving and caring grandparents or elderly neighbors who
are fond of children and who are willing to spend time listening to
the adolescents, giving them advice and teaching them to
distinguish between right and wrong. These children can develop
relatively happy personalities even in case their parents fail as role
models. However, there are children who have been neglected
both by their parents and grandparents. That is where the teacher
has to show the child his/her support, understanding and love. And
why not follow my students’ advice and take the child for a walk
outside and give him/her a candy. Sometimes it is enough to talk
about something pleasant to make the child forget about his/her
problems and feel happy and loved again. Having done so – with
the child happy and calm, we can return to the textbook again.
Children—much more than adults—are willing to be noticed and
to do well at school. However, what happens if they fail? At
school, we can often see that it is the children who are weak at
some subjects who tend to ask for attention by breaking the
elementary rules of conduct in class—talking to the desk mate
during independent work being just one example. According to the
recent research in magnetic resonance imaging, the emotional
instability and moodiness in teenagers is mainly caused by the
immaturity of the brain.
On 26 April 2002 the world was shocked by the atrocious news
about Robert Steinhauser, 19, killing 16 people, after he had been
expelled from the Johann Gutenberg School at Erfurt, eastern
Germany. The alleged reason for the killings was the fact that he
had been expelled from school last February for forging absentee
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excuse notes. It was only thanks to his teacher, Rainer Heise, who
approached the murderer with gentle words, that further killings
were avoided. Why did the teenage murderer decide to end the
lives of his peers and teachers? What if the teacher had not been
able to talk the teenage murderer into stopping the massacre? In
Estonian, there is an old saying - a kind word is likely to win
cruelty. Thank God there was a teacher on the spot who was able
to find the right words to stop Robert Steinhauser.
According to Robert Steinhauser’s peers, he had boasted about
becoming famous one day. If so, the school shooting was his way
of gaining attention. Some neurologists are of the opinion that the
neurological switches in a child are set already at the time while
the child is still in his mother’s womb. Shifts in prenatal hormones
are also said to affect mental skills in ways that may become
apparent later in the child’s life. Robert Steinhauser’s parents were
separated; he grew up with his mother. Do the reasons that
triggered the violent act lie in his childhood? What could have
been done to avoid the atrocities from happening? The answers to
the above questions are still to be found. Unfortunately, for the 16
people who were killed in the massacre, these answers would
come too late anyway.
In today’s Estonia, during the period of transition from the postsocialist into a capitalist society, we can notice clear signs of
severe stratification everywhere around us. In the socialist era,
most children were brought up in more or less the same (poor)
conditions. Nowadays, some children have wonderful opportunities to practice their hobbies and develop their skills. On the other
hand, there are the others whose parents are not so well off, thus
they are not able to provide their children with an opportunity to
go in for thrilling but expensive sports or to travel to the Canary
Islands Besides, in the harsh competition between different
companies it often happens that the parents are too busy at work to
spend time with their children or even listen or talk to them. Here,
it is the teacher’s task to notice the child and talk to him.
A teacher is expected to be understanding, kind, willing to listen
and last but not least, a teacher is expected to be good at his/her
subject. So, teachers have to develop constantly their knowledge
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of their subjects. We have to train our brains and teach our
children to train theirs—this is necessary to lay the neural
foundations that will serve them for the rest of their lives.
I remember from my childhood, in the 1960s, that children were
told to finish all their activities once they had started. To try and
drop different activities after losing interest in them was not
considered a proper thing to do. Nowadays, scientists suggest that
a child should do a lot of different things as a teenager to hardwire his brain for different activities. It is up to the child if he
wants to become good at sports, playing music, doing mathematics
or just sitting around. Here, the teacher’s task is to help the child
to find healthy sources of stimulation—participation in a school
play or football team might provide enough excitement for a child.
If a child finds healthy excitement in life, he will not have to turn
to alcohol or drugs, both of which are especially dangerous to
teenagers by permanently altering the balance of chemicals in their
brains.
If children are disappointed in an adult, it is our task to build up
their trust in grownups again. However, when a child is
disappointed in one adult he might not be willing to talk to another
grownup either. In that case, it may prove useful to involve an
older student and ask him to approach other children and try to
talk about their problems. It is easier for children to speak about
their problems to someone close to their age. Here again, our task
is to try to help children see the happier side of life and find
solutions to their problems.
Both children and parents expect a lot from the teacher, who is
under immense pressure – he has to be clever and well-educated,
he is supposed to remain kind, relaxed and understanding no
matter what happens. However, a teacher is just a human being
with his ups and downs. I remember the time five years ago—I
had just returned from the funeral—my classmate had died of
cancer at the early age of 39. And then, there were still the lessons
to give, the knowledge to share and the problems to handle. As we
all know, the teacher’s profession calls for a lot of energy.
Children seem to perceive extremely well when we are exhausted
and then they subconsciously tend to cause more trouble than
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usual. I still remember the feeling – being depressed after the sad
event. I kept repeating to myself: I have to stay calm and I must
stay in control. Finally, the very long forty-five minutes were over.
However, I do realize that under these circumstances I could have
very easily reacted in the wrong way.
Both parents and teachers need a lot of patience until their children
grow up. It has been said that a teenager is the cleverest person in
the world (at least that is what he thinks). Here we can once more
refer to Mark Twain who said, “When I was a boy of fourteen, my
father was so ignorant I could hardly stand to have the old man
around. But when I got to be twenty-one, I was astonished at how
much he had learned in seven years.”
So, we have to do our best to be good role models for youngsters.
When we do see some of our peers fail as role models, it is our
task to try and fill in the gap – it is our task to be there for the child
if s/he needs someone’s shoulder to cry on or to share his/her joy
or sorrow. You just have to listen to your heart to do your job.
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Devra Parker
Current Teaching Assignment: Junior English, College
English, Creative Writing
Past Teaching Assignments: Freshman and Sophomore
English, Speech, Forensics

Planting the Moral Seeds of Tomorrow
The young man obnoxiously approached my desk for the third
time that hour. I could feel the heated tension forming on my
forehead as he plopped his notebook down on top of the paper I
was grading.
“What do I write next?” he stammered, as if I was to bow down to
his every request.
“What exactly do you mean, John?” I softly cooed with as much
patience as I could muster. “Do you need help with word choice or
ideas?”
He was writing a poem—I was pleased with that. But, why did he
have to choose this subject matter, I thought to myself.
Let’s see. “I enjoy my dad when we share a beer—Do you really
share a beer with your father?” I stammered before I had time to
realize I was articulating my astonished thoughts!
“Yea, all the time. We like a cold one after we work in the yard.”
I hope the dumfounded look on my face wasn’t as visually
apparent as it was in my mind. How could a parent of a 16-yearold find it appropriate to share alcohol with his underage son? No
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wonder John acted like he did at school—apathetic, disruptive,
non-compliant. Ugh! I thought to myself. Could I tell him to use
Not on the right path of life to steer for the next line of his poem?
Teachers across America experience similar episodes every day.
Too many adults fail to become adequate role models for their
children, asking other adults and teachers to fill in the void they
leave in a young person’s life. As a proud educator in America’s
public school system, my responsibilities go way beyond the
classroom. In fact, because I am a teacher, I am required to
become the appropriate role model for children by planting seeds
that their parents or other adults do not.
One of my favorite aspects about teaching is having the
opportunity to know my students as people. I teach high school
juniors and seniors who run the gamut of backgrounds and
lifestyles. Yet, too many educators in my shoes shy away from
learning about kids because it is too difficult, takes too much time,
or won’t do any good anyway. Regardless of who they are or
where they have come from, I cannot teach my students unless I
know them.
Randy was one of those difficult kids to get to know. His home
life was discouraging and did not prove to be helpful in assisting
him to find success. Having a father who was declared disabled
meant that Randy had to help with the financial support of the
family. He tended to be late to first hour and rarely had his
homework finished. His biggest drawback was his body odor,
which could become repulsive some days. How could I overcome
the lack of appropriate adult leadership in his home when so many
chips were against Randy?
Well, at first I didn’t accomplish my goal well. I was turned off
from talking to Randy because he smelled, and his failure to
comply to classroom rules only added to the tally against him.
Then, when a fellow educator pointed out to me that she could
hear the disdain in my voice when I spoke to Randy, I knew I
needed a slap in the face. Randy was difficult to get to know
because of obstacles no one, including me, had tried to overcome
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with him before. I began my crusade to replace the ineffective role
models in Randy’s life with friendship.
Kids like Randy need and desire a confidant—someone who will
listen and appreciate their voices. I began by asking if we could
meet for a coke somewhere beyond the schoolhouse doors. He
agreed. We talked about his father, his frustrations and his dreams.
Then, in the months to follow, Randy began to come to class on
time and prepared, and best of all, he began to talk to me about
stuff unrelated to school but completely related to him. His body
odor, still present, seemed to lesson in its severity as we became
friends. I even looked forward to seeing him each day.
Had any other adult ever taken time to know Randy, he/she might
have learned a valuable lesson about life. Sometimes all it takes is
a small gesture to turn a kid around, or to turn around a
preconceived notion we as adults often place on undeserving kids.
We must expand beyond our comfort zones as educators to seek
out the understanding of students we want to dislike. I often tell
special kids that they’ve chipped away at a fragment of my heart
and they are floating around inside of my soul forever. Even
though at one time he was the last student I would have thought of
being positively affected by, Randy continues to drift into my
mind and will so forever.
The biggest crime I think educators commit in this area is the
belief that, especially by the age of high school, too much damage
by unconcerned adults has been done and they cannot make a
difference. To this idea I say that nothing since Moses’
commandments has been written in stone. Anyone can make a
difference in someone’s life, no matter the situation.
Many different opportunities to plant new seeds in children exist.
It can be as simple as the telling of a story. I am known to interject
personal stories within the body of every lesson I teach. How I
received this skill is unbeknownst to me, but I have witnessed it
making an impact on the learning in my classroom. For example,
we were discussing writing about holiday stress the other day in
my creative writing class. I asked my students how they would
react if they were shopping at Wal-Mart and the cashier
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accidentally forgot to ring up one of their purchases. In the parking
lot, would they celebrate because they received something for free,
or would they immediately return to the store and reveal the error.
They make enough money at that store anyway! They screwed
up—it wouldn’t be my fault I got it for free and I’d be thrilled that
I could spend my money on something else were common
responses. Now, I took full advantage by teaching a life lesson
inside my writing lesson. I told the class that if everyone reacted
like them, how could Wal-Mart survive? Honesty means honing
up to any mistake, whether it was our error or someone else’s.
They seemed to catch on. The class jumped into ideas about the
cashier losing her job because of the error and linked my example
to what they knew of their classmates at their part-time jobs. They
shared that kids steal from their jobs all of the time without a
guilty conscience. Best of all, they saw that this was wrong.
This diversion took five minutes out of my writing lesson yet
made a profound impact on their relation to society. Since then, a
number of students have come to me, sharing personal examples
of honesty they committed because of our discussion in class. I
succeeded in planting a small seed that day, one that I hope many
of my students will remember throughout life.
Nevertheless, making up for poor adult role modeling can be more
than story telling. Some students live with turmoil I can barely
imagine. In these situations I try to find some way to be an
unconditional role model. It’s a difficult task. Often I have no idea
if a child has come to school hungry, lives in a home with no
indoor plumbing, or has been abused by a parent who loves his/her
bottle of alcohol more than the child.
As mentioned before, one way to show good modeling is to make
sure I know every child on a personal level. Each week I make it a
point to talk to every child about something unrelated to school. I
need to show an appreciation for that which I do not like or
understand. For example, if a young man tells me he loves drag
racing, I need to take advantage of the opportunity to learn all I
can about drag racing from him. This shows him I care what he
does beyond the school grounds.

142

My biggest challenge is those teenagers like John who I alluded to
earlier. His parents saw nothing wrong with giving him a shaky
foundation and I believe it is my moral responsibility to attempt to
set the record straight.
“Did you tell your father that you are not old enough to legally
drink, John? I asked.
“Are you kidding? He knows that, Mrs. Parker, but he doesn’t
care,” he snapped back at me.
“Well, I care, John. I cannot tell your father how to parent you,
but I can tell you that drinking alcohol can only lead to trouble.
John, if you do drink, please do not ever get behind the wheel of a
car or place yourself in jeopardy. I want you to know that I’ve
seen the words you put to paper. You are a poet, John, and the
verses of your life are begging to be written in joy and safety. I
would just hate to see you hurt.”
I am planting a seed that I can only pray will grow to some
fruition. As a proud teacher who knows her job as a role model, I
must take every step to help teenagers find their places in the real
world. I must provide them with the skills to recognize improper
situations and hopefully, they will even act in a proper way against
them. Kids are a rare commodity; if tended carefully, even the
most neglected can be given a new chance at life. As one of
America’s proudest public educators, I gladly accept my
responsibility to plant the seeds that others neglect and then relish
in the opportunities to watch them grow!
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X’ernona Woods
Subjects taught currently: Grades 9 -12
Creative Writing, Biology, Anatomy & Physiology
Consumer Economics
Community Youth Development Institute
Chicago, Illinois

Morality
The only gift is a portion of you. ~Ralph Waldo Emerson

If not me, then who will embrace the heart of the world’s present
and future youth? We should go above and beyond as educators to
focus upon each individual’s power and learn to listen with our
hearts rather than our ears. When one begins to listen to the
concerns of others, he learns the underlying reasons why a
person’s potential to live in excellence is blocked; excellence that
is reached by living a life that allows the person to capture
seemingly impossible “successes.”
The allowance of vulnerability will awaken the infinite
possibilities in their lives. As educators we target the student, but
we must realize that we should go to the center of the
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circumstances. The target is the caregiver of the pupil. There are
several venues to help enroll people in the vision to live
responsibly. The meaning of living responsibly is embracing the
opportunity of an ordinary human being doing extraordinary
wonders in the lives of students and schools across the nation.
When you view the overall concept of enrolling other people to
become role models, one must view their own lives in order to
build bridges and fill gaps of involvement with concern,
commitment and dedication. The power that we invoke within our
spirit and souls is reflected as a mirror image to the world.
Everyone in the world is a role model whether they are aware or
accept it. Someone is watching you whether you are behaving
“well or badly.” We as humans imitate. We are all walking
advertisements, allowing people to make a choice, whether or not
to buy who we are. It is up to people to promote themselves.
Focusing on a person’s refusal to be a role model will only build
an obstruction to a better tomorrow. We will never see the light at
the end of the tunnel by trudging through the murky waters of selfdoubt…. When we give to the world, the world gives us more
back. …
We as humans carry a rhythm of care deep within our hearts. We
owe each other the responsibility to honor great moral
standards…. The mere question of “What Do We Do When
Adults refuse to be Good Roles Models?” brings to mind the
question, “What do we, as individuals, do to inspire the role of
being good to mankind?” The question gives me the inspiration to
cease worrying about the “how” when we enroll people in our
vision to build a circuit of connected, loving, and caring human
beings. Through the implication of sheer desire to build a better
tomorrow full of limitless dreams and passions, we can help others
reach their full capabilities.
George Washington Carver was a great man who took one peanut
and discovered a vast amount of resources from one seemingly
useless object. The beauty and essence of a simple peanut was
taken to a new plateau…. It is better to be the giver than the
receiver…. It is when we become vulnerable and…stop worrying
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about ourselves…that
breakthroughs. …

we

encourage

others

to

make

The answer to the question “Who do we need to be in order for the
adults who refuse to surrender and extend a helping heart to
everyone” lies within us. It is a domino affect within society. If
one fails, then others fail too….
“We drop out and cop out, thinking that because we can’t do
everything we can’t do anything.” ~ Dr. Ernest Fitzgerald
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Angela Bean Bolton
Current Teaching Assignment:
Alcoa Elementary School, Alcoa, Tennessee

The Right Thing
When I began teaching, my mother gave me a framed copy of
Dorothy Law Nolte’s ...

Children Learn What They Live
If a child lives with criticism, He learns to
condemn.
If a child lives with hostility,
He learns to fight. ...
If a child lives with acceptance and friendship,
He learns to find love in the world.
This poem compels good moral citizenship through reinforcing
love. I had often read those lines as I sat in my own elementary
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school classes. I had dreamed of the world rid of criticism,
hostility, ridicule, and shame. Now, I was going to be the one
challenged to help my students become responsible, educated,
moral citizens. As a result I wanted to be a good role model who
demonstrates integrity, dependability, respect, responsibility,
humility and compassion. And now I wonder…why adults are not
being good role models and what can be done about it.
Even though parents have the greatest impact on a child’s growth,
I know my role as a teacher is a significant one. During the years
when I taught in a multiage setting with kindergarten through fifth
grade in the same space, I felt I had the most impact. The children
rose through those grades with the same set of teachers, so we
were a big family. We became connected with the parents. The
children knew who their teacher would be each year, and we were
able to see the children progress all along the way. I even felt more
comfortable starting each year because I knew my students and
their parents trusted and supported me.
Our school has a couple of programs where retired members in the
community and high school students help fill the void. The
programs with retired workers are especially successful because
retirees usually have more flexible time on their hands, are very
committed and dependable, have a wealth of experience and are
not threatening to children. I hear testimony from our Camp
Grandbuddies, a weeklong summer program, that the adults gain
as much personally from working with the children. Some
Grandbuddies even join their buddy during the school year for
lunch. High school students receive credit for helping at our
school. Elementary students look up to the high school students,
but it seems to be difficult to keep a regular schedule. Consistency
is vital to building these mentor relationships.
Another aspect of tackling the problem is to integrate the issues of
moral behavior into the curriculum. Children must be given
choices and learn that consequences come from the decisions they
make. Parent conferences are necessary to involve parents in the
process of establishing and demonstrating moral standards.
During the conference, children could set goals and later be given
support in achieving them. Where resources and education are
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needed, schools could offer parenting classes. Within the academic
curriculum students could make gifts for the mentors to encourage
their dedicated service. For instance, children could use measuring
skills to bake goods, write letters during language arts, design
works of art, and (especially at our school with the technology
resources, studio, and our cable channel) could provide a service
to help publish or videotape a few special life stories of their adult
mentor. How exciting and beneficial it would be for the
community to hear their stories! Furthermore, children need time
to discuss moral standards in school. Children need to be given
phrases to use to help them communicate and resolve conflicts
peacefully.
Environment contributes to what one will be like and his chance of
survival. In fact, many psychologists believe that approximately
50% of personality is genetic, established prior to birth (nature),
while the other 50% is caught through experiences with one’s
environment (nurture). Since it is harder to alter a child’s thinking
beyond nine years old, a key to making a difference is to begin
teaching appropriate behaviors in the early grades. We can not
leave out the component of one’s will, or what a person chooses to
create for themselves. So, children could be challenged to consider
What do I want to become?
Children need to be taught at a young age to respect and care for
people and possessions. They need to develop a sense of purpose,
where attention is taken off of themselves and onto helping others.
In fact, most children would benefit from caring for a pet. To keep
students from becoming destructive, they need to be shown tools
to use to help them stop and think before they act out in anger. In
generations past, guns were probably more accessible, but past
generations established in their children the proper use of and
respect for guns. If guns were not so easy to get to today, there
would be a reduction in violence, but it would not resolve the core
problem of a society that glamorizes violence and establishes role
models in popular media acting violently with guns
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Required Reading

The Moral Intelligence of Children
by Robert Coles, Penguin Ballantine 1997 (Plume edition 1998)
A Tribe Apart
by Patricia Hersch, Ballantine Publishing 1998 (Fawcett
Columbine Book)
Lost Boys
by James Garbarino, Simon & Schuster 1999 (Free Press edition)

WHY CHILDREN TURN VIOLENT
by Geoffrey Cowley

(Newsweek, April 6, 1998 - p25)
Small-town shooting sprees attract a lot of attention, but individual
hits in the inner city are the most routine kid-on-kid murders.
Urban poverty fosters powerlessness, and the rage that goes with
it. The juvenile murder rate among blacks, who are more likely to
be poor, is typically nine times higher than the rate among whites.
Urban black males make up slightly more than 1 percent of the
population, yet they commit 30 percent of all homicides. Princeton
criminologist John DiIulio Jr. believes the real curse of life in the
inner city is "growing up without loving, capable, responsible
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adults who teach you right from wrong" or, worse yet, 'growing up
surrounded by delinquent and criminal adults…[in settings] where
self-respecting young men literally aspire to get away with
murder.' In a 1991 survey of inner-city kids under the age of 19,
researchers at the University of Alabama found that four in 10 had
actually witnessed a homicide.
'Moral poverty' isn't confined to urban ghettos. A lack of parental
involvement places any child at risk-especially if the television is
running all day. No one pretends that kids are doomed to re-enact
or simulate every atrocity they see on TV or in video games. But
experts agree that a constant diet of mass entertainment can warp
children's sense of the world. When violent action is all they see,
says University of Michigan psychologist Leonard Eron, 'the
lesson they learn is that everybody does it and this is the way to
behave.' When 14 year-old Michael Carneal coolly shot down
eight of his classmates in Paducah, Ky., last December, he'd been
watching actor Leonardo DiCaprio enact the same fantasy in 'The
Basketball Diaries.'
It's possible, of course, that young boys have always nurtured
bizarre revenge fantasies but lacked the means to carry them out.
'Without access to guns, these kids might break a couple of
windows,' says Geoffrey Canada, president of the Rheedlen
Centers for Children and Families, in Harlem. 'It would be a pain,
but it wouldn't be mass murder.' Unfortunately, kids do have
access to guns. Americans own nearly 200 million of them,
according to the National Institute of Justice. More than half of
these guns are stored unlocked; 16 percent are both unlocked and
loaded. And though school yard shootings don't happen every day,
a 1995 federal survey found that nearly 8 percent of high school
students had carried a gun during the pat 30 days. Andrew Golden,
the 11 year-old implicated in last week's assault, had long boasted
to friends that he could get to his family's weapons any time he
wanted. He wasn't kidding.
Shot of banishing guns, can we hope to prevent such tragedies in
the future? Experts say many kids could be diverted from killing if
parents and teachers simply paid more attention to what children
say. 'Many kids give clear indications,' says University of Virginia
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psychologist Dewey Cornel, 'but they aren't taken seriously. We
need to take violence threats as seriously as we take threats of
suicide.' Caretakers and peers should intervene when they see a
child withdrawing, or exploding in rage over everyday
frustrations. Most important, experts say, we can teach children
how to resolve conflicts peacefully. 'When I ask kids how their
dispute started, they tell me somebody dissed them,' says Kathleen
Heide, a University of South Florida criminologist who has
worked with 100 young murderers. 'I get them to see the
disrespect as being less about them and more about the guy
showing it. And I stress communicating feelings directly, with
words like 'don't like' and 'don't want'-as in 'I don't like it when
you diss my girlfriend'. Straight talk-a simple step toward solving
a complex problem."
********

INSIDE THE TEEN BRAIN
by Shannon Brownlee
(U. S. News & World Report - August 9, 1999, p.45-54)
"The shootings in Littleton, Colorado focused the nation's
attention on aberrant adolescent behavior, but most teens never
come close to committing violent acts. Still, even the most
easygoing teenagers often confound their elders with behavior that
seems odd by adult standards.
For most of this century, the assumption has been that teenage
sturm und drang, the insolence and the rages, are all directed at
parents. Teens turn against authority figures, went the
conventional wisdom, in an effort to define who they are and to
assert their independence-a view that spawned the teenage rebel,
that quintessential American icon. The alternative explanation was
that the hormones, those glandular bringers of sexual stirrings and
pimples, were to blame.
The true source of teenage behavior lines north of the gonads. It's
that 3-pound blob of gray and white matter known as the brain.
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Yes, teenagers do have brains, but theirs don't yet function like an
adults. With the advent of technologies such as magnetic
resonance imaging, neuroscientists have discovered that the
adolescent brain is far from mature. 'The teenage brain is a work in
progress,' says Sandra Witelson, a neuroscientist at McMaster
University in Ontario, and it's a work that develops in fits and
starts.
Until the past decade, neuroscientists believed that the brain was
fully developed by the time a child reached puberty and that the
100 billion neurons or nerves, inside an adult's skull-the hardware
of the brain-were already in place by the time pimples began to
sprout. The supposition was that a teenager could think like an
adult if only he or she would cram in the necessary software-a
little algebra here, some Civil War history there, capped by
proficiency in balancing a checkbook. But the neural circuitry, or
hardware, it turns out, isn't completely installed in most people
until their early 20s.
And just as a teenager is all legs one day and all nose and ears the
next, different regions of his brain are developing o different
timetables. For instance, one of the last parts to mature is in charge
of making sound judgments and calming unruly emotions. And the
emotional centers in the teenage brain have already been revving
up, probably under the influence of sex hormones.
This imbalance may explain why your intelligent 16-year-old
doesn't think twice about getting into a car driven by a friend who
is drunk, or why you formerly equable 13-year-old can be hugging
you one minute and then flying off the handle the next.
Indeed, the brain inside a teenager's skull is in some ways closer to
a child's brain than to an adult's. Still being forged are the
connections between neurons that affect not only emotional skills
but also physical and mental abilities. That means that it might be
unreasonable to expect young teenagers to organize multiple tasks
or grasp abstract ideas. And these still-developing neural links
leave a teenager vulnerable: Depression in adolescence may set up
circuits in the brain that will make it much harder to treat the
illness later in life
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But these changes aren't all for the worse. The brain's capacity for
growth through adolescence may also indicate that even troubled
teenagers can still learn restraint, judgment, and empathy.
"Adolescence is a time of tumultuous change in the brain," says
Jay Giedd, a child psychiatrist at the National Institute of Mental
Health in Bethesda, Maryland. "Teenagers are choosing what their
brains are going to be good at-learning right from wrong,
responsibility or impulsiveness, thinking or video games."
If there's one thing that drives parents nuts about their teenagers,
it's moodiness. "It's hot and cold, nasty and nice," says Vicki
Sassom 34, the mother of 13-year-old Angelo a ninth grader from
Staten Island, N.Y. "One minutes loving me, one minute hating
me." Don't blame Angelo; blame the parts of his brain that process
emotions and make decisions. His prefrontal cortex, where
judgments are formed, is practically asleep at the wheel. At the
same time, his limbic system, where raw emotions such as anger
are generated, is entering a stage of development in which it goes
into hyperdrive.
Brain police. The limbic system, located deep in the brain's
interior, is associated with gut reactions, sparking instant waves of
fear at the sight of a large snake or elation at a high SAT score. In
adults, such emotional responses are modulated by the prefrontal
cortex, the part of the brain that lines just behind the forehead and
that acts as a sort of mental traffic cop, keeping tabs on many other
parts of the brain, including the limbic system.
Indeed, the brain works something like a loosely organized team,
with various parts carrying out different tasks and more or less
cooperating with one another. The prefrontal cortex, says Karl
Pribram, director of the Center for Brain Research and
Informational Sciences at Radford University in Virginia, is in
charge of 'executive functions.'"
These include the brain's ability to handle ambiguous information
and make decisions to coordinate signals in different regions of the
brain, and to tamp down or prolong emotions generated in the
limbic system. In an adult, for instance, an overheard insult might
arouse a murderous rage, until the prefrontal cortex figures out
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that the comment was meant for somebody else and tells the
limbic system to pipe down. As Pribram puts it, 'The prefrontal
cortex is the seat of civilization.'"
Something very different happens in teenagers, according to
Deborah Yurgelun-Todd, a neurophsychologist at McLean
Hospital in Belmont, Massachusetts. In recent experiments,
Yurgelun-Todd and graduate student Abigail Baird showed adults
and teenagers photographs of people's faces contorted in fear.
When the researcher asked her subjects to identify the emotion
being expressed, all of the adults got it right. Many of the teens,
however, were unable to correctly identify the expression.
Then the researchers used functional magnetic resonance imaging,
a technology that takes a picture of brain activity every three
seconds or so in order to see which parts are being used during
processing. Adult brains, the scientists discovered, light up in both
the limbic areas and the prefrontal cortex when looking at
expressions of fright. In teenagers, however, the prefrontal cortex
was almost dark while the limbic system lit up.
These results suggest to Yurgelun-Todd that kids may not be as
good as we think they are at interpreting facial expressions, in part
because the prefrontal cortex is not yet lending the limbic system a
hand. Teenagers are not adept readers of social signals, such as
facial expressions even if they seem to do nothing but socialize.
'You have to actually learn how to read emotions,' says YurgelunTodd. 'We may think anger is pretty obvious to our kids, but they
may not.'
Yurgelun-Todd's research reinforces other new findings
suggesting the average teenager's prefrontal cortex isn't ready to
take on the role of brain CEO. At NIMH, Giedd and colleagues are
using another type of MRI, which captures brain structure rather
than activity, to chart for the first time normal brain development
from childhood through adolescence
Since 1991, Giedd and his colleagues have mapped the brains of
nearly 1,000 healthy children and adolescents ranging in age from
3 to 18. Each child must lie inside a claustrophobically narrow
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tube surrounded by the giant, humming machine, holding perfectly
still for 10 minutes at a stretch while a computerized brain image
is built.
The researchers expected to find that after puberty, the brain looks
like an adult's. Instead, they found that the prefrontal cortex
undergoes a growth spurt at around age 9 or 10, when neurons
begin sprouting new connections, or synapses. Most of these
connections subsequently die off, starting at about age 12, in a
process called 'pruning'-a sort of use-it-or-lose-it system for
ensuring that the brain nourishes only the neurons and synapses
that are useful. Pruning, which occurs in different parts of the
brain at different times, also appears to allow the brain to think
more efficiently.
Until the prefrontal cortex has been pruned, most young teenagers
don't yet have all the brain power they need to make good
judgments. Researchers suspect that the excess of synapses means
the young adolescent mind can't easily keep track of multiple
thoughts, and it can't gain instant access to critical memories and
emotions that allow grownups to make judicious decisions.
'Good judgment is learned, but you can't learn it if you don't have
the necessary hardware,' says Yurgelun-Todd. An unfinished
prefrontal cortex also means that young teenagers may also have
trouble organizing several tasks, deciding, for example, which to
do first: call a friend, wash the dishes, or read the book for a report
that's due in the morning.
The teenage tendency to leap before looking is compounded by the
fact that adolescence is a time for seeking out new experiences,
including some that are dangerous. 'I think all people do stupid
things sometimes. It just seems like teenagers do it more often,'
says Racnael Fisher, an 18-year-old senior from Lakewood,
Colorado. That's an understatement. Driving without a seat belt,
getting tattooed, smoking cigarettes, shoplifting-the list of foolish
things kids do is longer than most parents really want to know.
Parents can relax a little, says Lyn Ponton, a child psychiatrist at
the University of California-San Francisco and author of The
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Romance of Risk. 'Risk taking is normal.' But not all of it, she
adds, is safe. Other research suggests that about 60 percent of a
teenager's tendency to act impulsively and misjudge potential
danger is genetic, a trait that is shared with other family members
and is probably the result of differences in brain chemicals among
individuals.
Mental mosh pit. Researchers also think that new experiences tap
into a teenager's so-called reward system, a set of neurons that link
emotional centers to many other parts of the brain and that can
produce feelings of intense pleasure. This is the same set of
neurons affected by certain illicit drugs, such as cocaine, that
release dopamine, one of the brain chemicals, or
neurotransmitters, that are responsible for arousal and motivation.
Marvin Zuckerman, a professor of psychology at the University of
Delaware, and others suspect that thrills-like sneaking out at night
or jumping into the mosh pit at a heavy-metal concert-stimulate
the teenage brain's dopamine system, for reasons that are not yet
fully understood. The result, however, is clear: Teenagers are far
more interested in novelty than children or adults are, probably
because it makes them feel good. Other research has shown that at
the same time, levels of another neurotransmitter, serotonin,
appear to decline temporarily in most adolescents, making them
more likely to act impulsively.
Added to this brew of neurotransmitters are the sex hormones,
which not only turn on an interest in sex but also change the
brain's architecture. Giedd and his colleagues recently reported for
the first time that, in both sexes, surges of testosterone at puberty
swell the amygdala, an almond-shaped part of the limbic system
that generates feelings of fear and anger. (Girls' bodies make
testosterone by breaking down estrogen, while boys' bodies
transform testosterone into an estrogen-like hormone called
'estradiol.') This blossoming of the amygdala is especially
pronounced in boys, but it may account for the rise in
aggressiveness and irritability seen in both sexes at adolescence.
Increased levels of estrogen at puberty are responsible for the
sudden growth of the hippocampus, the part of the brain that
processes memory. The larger the hippocampus, the better the

158

memory, at least in animals. The hippocampus in girls grows
proportionally larger than it does In boys, a finding that may help
explain why women are better than men are at remembering
complex social relationships and are likely to suffer less from the
memory loss that accompanies Alzheimer's.
Estrogen and testosterone may not alter the brain at puberty so
much as flip neurological switches, which were set by hormonal
levels while a child was still in his mother's womb. Once flipped,
these switches have a profound effect on a teenager's sex drive and
moodiness.
Shifts in prenatal hormones also affect mental skills in ways that
may not become apparent until later in life. Testosterone, for
example, appears to shape centers in the brain that process spatial
information. Evidence for this comes from a study of girls with
congenital adrenal hyperplasia, or CAH, a condition that causes
their adrenal glands to pump out excess androgen, a testosteronelike hormone, during prenatal development. Once the girls are
born, they are given cortisone, to keep the body from producing
too much androgen.
Their brains, however, have already been molded. Sheri
Berenbaum, a psychologist at Southern Illinois University medical
school, and others have found that as teenagers, girls with CAH
report they are more aggressive than their sisters, and they have
better spatial skills the ability to rotate an object in their minds, for
instance, or to imagine how pieces of a shape fit together. They are
also more interested than their sisters in becoming engineers and
pilots, traditionally masculine professions. But researchers don't
yet know precisely how testosterone molds the brain's ability to
imagine all the facets of an object, or why it would make girls (or
boys, for that matter) want to become engineers.
One of the last steps in making an adult brain is the coating of
nerves in white matter, fatty cells that spiral around the shaft of
nerves like vines around a tree. The white matter, also known as
myelin, acts like the insulation on an electric cord, allowing
electrical impulses to travel down a nerve faster and more
efficiently. This is one reason a toddler is less coordinated than a
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10-year-old. It now appears that many of the nerves connecting
different processing centers in the brain don't finish myelinating
until the early 20s.
Some of the nerves that become sheathed during adolescence
connect areas of the brain that regulate emotion, judgment, and
impulse control. Francine Benes, a neuroscientist at McLean
Hospital, says that these nerves myelinate in girls earlier than in
boys, which may help explain why teenage girls seem more
emotionally mature than boys, whose myelin levels may not equal
girls' until age 30.
The myelination process also has been implicated in
schizophrenia, which often becomes apparent in late adolescence.
Benes believes the faster transmissions overload defective nerves
in schizophrenics. 'If the circuit starts to have too much
information coming in too rapidly, it may become overwhelmed.'
Laying foundations. Researchers feel they have only begun to
probe the workings of the adolescent brain, but their findings
already offer some new ways for parents to deal with teenagers.
During adolescence, many higher mental skills will become
automatic, just the way playing tennis and driving do. Kids who
exercise their brains, in effect, by learning to marshal their
thoughts, to measure their impulses, and to understand abstract
concepts, are laying the neural foundations that will serve them for
the rest of their lives.
'This argues for doing a lot of things as a teenager,' says the
NIMH's Giedd. 'You are hard-wiring your brain in adolescence.
Do you want to hard-wire it for sports and playing music and
doing mathematics or for lying on the couch in front of the
television?' This hard-wiring also provides yet another reason for
teens not to take drugs or alcohol, because they may permanently
alter the balance of chemicals in their brains.
Parents can take comfort in knowing that searching for new
experiences is a normal part of growing up. The trick, say experts,
is helping kids find healthy sources of stimulation. For on child,
being in the school play or volunteering in the community may
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provide plenty of excitement. For another, it could take hanggliding lessons. The problem, of course, is that safe risks are not
always available to the kids who need them. 'Middle-class kids can
go skiing and scuba diving,' says the University of Delaware's
Zuckerman. 'But for many kids, there's just crime, sex, drugs, and
rock-and-roll.'
The best news for parents is that the vast majority of kids will
make it through adolescence with few permanent scars, except
perhaps the occasional hole through a belly-button. New research
shows that most children emerge from adolescence physically and
emotionally intact-although their parents will probably never be
the same. Mary Scott, 48, of Port Jefferson, N. Y., is a veteran of
teenage wars: She's the mother of two adolescents and a 22-yearold. 'Occasionally they do things that are so incredibly selfish, it's
unbelievable,' she says. On the other hand, Scott adds, 'If they
didn't drive you crazy, they'd never leave [the nest].' Maybe
adolescence is nature's way of forcing children to grow up."
************

THE MORAL INTELLIGENCE OF CHILDREN
by Robert Coles
(Penguin Putnam, Inc. Copyright 1997 )
[A 6-year old boy who loved looking through his telescope]
page 103
"'Those stars, he told me, are moving fast, even if it looks like
they're not moving one inch.' I nodded. Then he decided that I
needed to know more: 'A friend of mine said that God is keeping
them from bumping into each other, but I told him no, God isn't
like that. He lets things happen-he doesn't keep interfering! He
made everything, and then everything is on its own, and people,
too. In Sunday school, they say it's up to you, whether you'll be
good or bad, and it's like that with the stars: they keep moving, and
if they go off track, that's because something has gone wrong-it's
an accident, it's not God falling asleep, or getting made, something
like that!'
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He stopped to see whether I was following him. Yes, I was-and I
nodded to indicate as much. He decided to complete his
presentation: 'Here it's different-there are people here. We're the
star with people! That's why we could mess things up. The stars
could hit each other-one star gets in the way of the other. That
would be bad luck for the both of them! But we could do
something bad to this place, this star-and it would be as bad as if
another star hit it, worse even!'
Now I was looking at him more intently, as he noticed. I was
wondering why he was bringing us close to such an apocalyptic
moment-what had prompted this direction of fantasy, of
speculation, of narrative exposition? He knew I wanted to hear
more from him. He looked up at the sky for a moment, then
returned earthward with his eyes, which cam to rest on the
television set in the kitchen. I immediately wondered what he had
recently seen on that screen, what program may have stimulated
this direction of our conversation. He told me without any
prompting on my part: 'I heard the man on the news say that there
was a lot of bad stuff that got into the air.' The nuclear accident at
Chernobyl had taken place a week earlier. 'If people don't learn the
right thing to do they could get everyone in trouble, and that
would ruin the earth. God might be upset, but I don't think He'd
interfere. It's up to us to learn how to do things right-you can pray
to Him, but you're the one who has got to find the best way, the
right way to behave.'
We had gravitated, as it were, downward from those other planets,
made more accessible to sight by the telescope, to this earth, so
troubled by forces and impulses sometimes even harder to be here
than those at work on, say, far-distant Mars or Jupiter. Still, this
boy was by no means blind to all of that, to the relationship,
actually, between God and man and the planetary bodies, no small
world to encompass intellectually and morally. In his own
unpretentious, unassuming way he had let me know that no matter
the "deep down" reasons for looking so intently at what is so far
away (and no matter my reasons for looking so intently at his
reasons), there was another line of inquiry for us both to pursue,
one to which he, artful teacher that he was, eventually initially
brought booth of us: the matter of right and wrong, good and bad,
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as it arises anywhere, everywhere in our lives. A boy seemingly
detoured by intellectual inclination (and, I was speculating, by
emotional inclination as well) from this planet's problems in favor
of an abiding interest in other planets was quite interested in
addressing the biggest questions confronting all of us human
beings who live on this earth: how our behavior might influence
the very nature of existence of life as it exists here.
For me, that time of reflection with an elementary school child
became more instructive than I imagined would be the case. He
had taken me, courtesy of his telescope, on one kind of long
voyage, but he had also enabled me to travel further into his mind
his life, and thereafter, into the thinking of other children than I
had thought possible or desirable. I had been told by a boy then in
the second grade that the abstract worlds of astronomy, theology,
social ethics, and psychology were no unapproachable mysteries
for him; that he was very much able to ponder the question of
God's will, the matter of man's destructive possibilities, and to do
so concretely, searchingly, suggestively, even if some adults might
call his effort (sometimes dismissively) a passing interest or a
season's whim or regard his concerns as evidence of 'sublimation.'
In point of fact, this encounter taught me to be more generous to a
particular child, and with his help, to other children with whom I
was talking-to allow for their capacity to be ethically introspective
citizens, at six or seven even, of this country, of the whole world.
The conscience is the voice within us that has really heard the
voice of others (starting with our parents, of course and so
whispers and sometimes shouts oughts and naughts to us, guides
us in our thinking and our doing. The conscience constantly
presses its moral weight on our feeling lives, our imaginative life.
Without doubt, most elementary school children are not only
capable of discerning between right and wrong, they are vastly
interested in how to do so-it's a real passion for them. At three or
four, after all, a child has learned to oblige the world in important
ways: has learned to care for himself, control herself, eat on his or
her own, and with reasonable care and consideration for what
others call manners; has learned to speak intelligibly and with
proper respect for others without which a two-way conversation
won't long take place. All of the above, years in the making, has to
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do with an unselfconscious kind of character development,
resulting in a child who has learned to go by the rules of the house,
to 'behave' himself or herself, mostly-a 'good' child, at home and in
the neighborhood."
[A U. S. history lesson in a 4th grade classroom] page 117
"'I was wondering if the Pilgrims, once they were aboard the ships,
and once they were out to sea, if they thought to themselves: we
did the bet thing, we made the right decision.'
Now the class caught fire-they had all been as stymied by that
word 'happy' as I had been! One girl said yes, emphatically, and
then explained: 'When you do something you know is right to do,
you feel glad that you made the right choice, and you're going to
be happy, even if the result is a lot of pain and trouble. My mom
says, the worst thing, it's when you do something, and you know
it's wrong, but you go ahead anyway.' A boy across the aisle
agrees by nodding as she talks, then picks up after she's stopped,
as if he were her alter ego: 'You feel worse, even though you've
probably made your decision thinking it would make you feel
better! You know what my dad says? He says, 'The easiest way
out can end up being the hardest, and vice versa'-you can make a
tough choice and then you're so glad, real glad you did it!'
Across the room, another voice offered another angle of vision.
'The way I look at it, those people were probably scared, real
scared. I don't see them sitting there and bring happy that they did
the right thing. I see them being afraid that they made a mistake,
and look what happened: they were going 'nowhere,' you could
say! They left this life they had, and they didn't know what to
expect, and they were out there on the ocean, and the trip would
take forever-we forget how long it took-but even so, they'd made
the decision, and they weren't going to turn back: no way. So, they
worried, but they knew what they did, and why they did it, and
they were 'happy' that way: they'd decided.'
More silence, and I think we've exhausted this subject. I prepare to
be the formal teacher and get into details of seventeenth-century
American history-but another boy's hand has gone up and I nod to
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him, and he speaks: 'I don't think they thought one way or the
other about the rough trip, or the troubles they could have when
the ship pulled into some harbor. I think they'd done what they
knew they had to do-they were courageous. In Europe, no one
complimented them-people criticized them for what they believed.
But they knew what they should do; they had this idea of how to
worship God, and they weren't going to surrender to other people,
their idea of how you should [worship God].' He stops, and I
decide to speak, though as I do I realize he may well have more to
say, that I may be interrupting a train of thought: 'That's your
definition of courage-doing what you have to do?" He is quick to
reply: "Courage is when you believe in something, you really do,
so you go ahead and try to do what your beliefs tell you [to do],
and if you're in danger, that way-well, you're not thinking 'I'm in
danger.' You're thinking, this is right, this is important, and I'm
going to go ahead and that is that.'
Now there is a flurry of hands raised, not to get permission to
speculate on the emotions or beliefs of the Pilgrims and Puritans
but to talk about courage, how one behaves in response to one's
beliefs or values. These nine-year-old boys and girls are all fired
up, ready to declaim, really, about what matters and how a person
ought to prove a loyalty to what for him or her does matter. 'If you
believe something,' another boy says, 'but you won't risk
anything—nothing!—for what you believe, then do you really
believe in what you're saying [you do]? I don't think so! I think it's
a lot of talk, then; but it's not believing—the person isn't
believing.' A girl in front of him shakes her head as she talks, and
she waves her hand urgently: 'It's not fair to say you have to cross
the ocean and you could die in the boat, or when you get there-to
prove you're really believing something! I mean, you could
believe in something, but that doesn't mean you have to jump over
some rope to prove you do. The proof: it's for you to decide, what
you'll do to show your believe is-is true. Maybe you don't have to
do anything, or show anyone anything. Why should you have to
prove yourself by doing something? Why not just have your belief
and it's your business, and no one else's?'
Much more discussion as the children attempt to clarify their sense
of what a belief is, and how or whether it has truly taken hold in a
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given life. Another girl defends the boy who spoke of courage as
connected to action and brings us back to the Pilgrims by saying
this: 'Look, it's not whether you do something. It's that those
Pilgrims said it meant the whole world to them that they practice
their religion the way they wanted to-and if they'd given up on
that, wouldn't it mean that they weren't so into their faith?
Wouldn't it? With us, here, you can have your ideas. But those
Pilgrims had to prove themselves to God! I'm not saying you have
to go do something, if you're going to have beliefs. I guess it
depends on what the beliefs are. If the beliefs are-if you have to do
something because of the beliefs, and you don't do it, because
you're scared, so you don't practice your religion the way you
believe you should, then I think you are not really living up to
your beliefs. If you do live up to them, and you have to face a lot
of trouble, then you're courageous, that's how you are. I don't think
you believe in courage; I think you become courageous, you act
courageous, because you really do believe something, and its not
just a lot of talk; you're not pretending, fooling yourself and other
people too.'
I am enormously impressed. I glance at my tape recorder to see if
the telltale light is on, a sign that I really want what I've just heard
to be on the record; a sign, too, that I am so in awe of what I've
heard that without that voice on tape I wonder whether I'll be
scratching my head in incredulity! An elementary school child
shows a capacity for probing moral analysis that encompasses the
very nature of a belief, a value as it connects to a lived life. In this
case, the value is courage, the capacity to put oneself on the line
willingly, with apparent carelessness (no matter what takes place
deep within oneself) on behalf of what one believes, what one
wants to protect or ensure as possible for oneself and for others.
The point, we have been told, is not the establishment of a kind of
means test for courage, a rating system; the point is to understand
what the issue is for each person-what sets of beliefs or values are
at stake, and thus, how a person's courage might be manifested.
The Pilgrims, we all agreed, had made their particular daily,
weekly, religious practice the heart and soul of their lives, so to
cross the ocean in pursuit of such a possibility took courage, that
is, a full commitment to a set of ideals, of desired practices as an
expression of those ideals. Courage, we were learning, may be
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defined as a determination, no matter the obstacles or dangers, to
live up to one's values rather than a capacity per se to face danger
with apparent self-assurance. In other words, that girl, and with
her the entire class, was intent on going beyond-beneath-the
demonstration of a kind of behavior to approach the sources of its
inspiration at least some sources.
We had not yet gotten into a realm of psychology that would entail
discussion of behavior connected to, say, foolhardiness or
vengefulness prompted by outrage or loss, states of mind that can
prompt what can certainly come across as courageous behavior.
When I did ask the class, in a good-bye to the discussion (the
clock was running out) what other beliefs or values might prompt
courage such as we'd been discussing, a chorus of suggestions,
interestingly, descended on us-children speaking out directly,
rather than raising their hands, politely waiting their turn: love of
parents for children and children for parents came up in various
forms of expression as did love of country, loyalty to friends.
These children had in effect declared their conviction that ties to
family, friends, and country matter; that such bonds can or ought
to or do command enough loyalty to enable the appearance of
courage under various sets of circumstances. Put differently,
courage became for this class a virtue that is prompted by other
virtues-quite a contemplative exercise for all of us to have
experienced!
I mention the above to indicate what young school-age children
are able to muster collectively and individually in the way of
moral reflection-not that we puffed ourselves up by attaching such
a phrase to an informal and unexpectedly vigorous, and rewarding
free-for-all. In that regard, we did well to stumble along, to let the
casual, unpredictable rhythm of a classroom discussion rule the
day. My hunch is that if I had asked more formally for an
examination of courage, its antecedents, its sources in life, in the
lives of one or another group of people, the children might have
appeased my didacticism, but might also have been far less
forthcoming in their approach to this historical moment, one to
which they managed to find such a personal connection. So many
younger schoolchildren are eager to embrace the imaginaryindeed, their minds are often afire with it. Given a choice, they
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will leap into one or another scenario, be it historical or
contemporary, factual or fictional, and bring to it their very own
moral or intellectual assumptions. Teachers have to control and
regulate that tendency to help the children distinguish between
themselves (as readers, as discussants) and the topic at hand. But
such distinction too strongly emphasized or enforced can stifle the
willingness of boys and girls in a class to immerse themselves in,
say, the life of seventeenth-century London from which the
Pilgrims were embarking, and their willingness as well to think
personally, confessionally—to level with themselves and others
with respect to their own experiences as they give shape to a
particular sense of what others once did, and why.
All the time, during these first school years, one hopes children are
learning what is requested of them, how they must behave, what
they must do, and one hopes, accordingly, that they come to
school having already learned at home what is desirable, what is
impermissible, what is utterly beyond the pale, and why. Under
such circumstances, they are more interested in matters of right
and wrong, virtue and vice, than we sometimes might
acknowledge, either as parents or as teachers. They ache
sometimes for a chance to sort out all of that, the mandates and
warnings, the applause and the chastisement they have at various
moments received. Moreover, that they have heard read to them,
what they have learned to read, both at home and at school, has
only encouraged them to wonder even more about ethical issues.
Cinderella, Robin Hood, David and Goliath, Jack (of the
Beanstalk), Goldilocks, the Pied Piper of Hamelin, Little Red
Riding Hood and those dogs and bunny rabbits, cats and chickens
and frogs whom, anthropomorphically, various storytellers have
handed over to young listeners and readers-all of them struggle for
the good, contend with the bad, amid their adventures, the times of
danger and peril that confront them. Moreover, parents, especially,
make up their own stories to tell children, usually as they put them
to bed, and in so doing commonly draw on family traditions and
anecdotes, with no small resort to a cautionary lesson here, a sage
of moral triumph there.
All of those times, in a bedroom or dining room or living room or
kitchen, in a classroom, out in the playground, are often moral
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moments, however, unacknowledged: opportunities for us adults
to make yet again this or that point about how things go in the
world, how they might go, how they should go. It is similar with
history's moments, as demonstrated above. To offer another
example from my classroom teaching. I still remember how the
simple fact that Presidents Abraham Lincoln and John F. Kennedy
were assassinated got to my class, to my own children. Both of
these American leaders stand for so very much, the former as the
one who took on the institution of slavery, the latter as a very
young and explicitly hopeful idealistic president who initiated the
Peace Corps and gave national voice yet again to the pain of this
nation's more vulnerable people. Why, so many children ask, were
those two men cut down at the height of their power and
influence? What is one to make of such tragedies? For that matter,
what is on to think of the assassins, John Wilkes Booth and Lee
Harvey Oswald, who almost exactly a century apart did similar
deeds: a gun aimed, fired at a president? Here historical
fatefulness can become a highly charged drama that deeply
engaged a child's developing moral sensibility. Here, a parent or a
teacher, calling upon his or her own moral interest and, yes, sense
of the dramatic can help a child or a group of children think about
their own moral situation as they try to understand that of another,
a president, an assassin."
[A Film as a Moral Moment: A Bronx Tale] page 18
"The film takes the viewer to the streets of a working-class Italian
neighborhood in the Bronx, where a bus driver, Lorenzo Anello,
lives with his wife and his son, Calogero, known as C. The father
is a hardworking, honorable, humble man who has no intention of
succumbing to the authority of a local mobster, whose iron hand
strikes fear into just about everyone. The boy, C, witnesses a
murder committed by the mobster, but won't tell the police
anything, and so earns the murderer's gratitude. A complex
friendship now develops, so that C soon enough has two fathers:
his honest, ethically demanding biological one, and the man whose
work, whose business, is obviously outside the law. The mobster
can be kind, generous, even wise, hence the moral power of the
film: we link arms in our hearts, or guts, with this youth, who is
torn by various attachments, loyalties, desires, and yearnings, and
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who lives in a world where good and evil can't be utterly, neatly,
conveniently distinguished, in individuals and in social situations.
Race enters the narrative, too the youth is attracted to a black
schoolmate even as it is so much a presence in the lives of those
who live in similar working-class communities of the Bronx,
Brooklyn,
Queens
and
across
the
nation…"

[Comments of a 16-year-old boy]
"'You can feel the pull you can agree with the father, that once
you give in and get connected by those people, the Mafia, you're
through. I mean, you may make more money than you'd ever made
otherwise, but you've given up something that's more important:
you are not free. You're a prisoner; they own you. The bus driver,
he owns himself. That's the difference. You let people buy you off,
and you lose all respect for yourself. You stand up for what you
believe that way, you can look yourself in the mirror, and you
don't need to run and hide.
'That Mafia guy, though the picture was great, because you begin
to realize how lonely he is. He didn't have a family. C became his
son. You go back and forth, you agree with his father, but you
think this Mafia guy, he's got a lot of good things to say to the kid.
It's not black and white, all good and all bad and the same with the
black and white people, there's plenty of fear to go around, and
hate. I was going back and forth, back and forth, all during the
movie. When it was over, I kept thinking of the father and what he
said, and the gang-guy, the Mafia guy, and how he had a good side
to him but he was no good."
The boy went on to say, 'I thought there was a whole lot in that
movie to ask yourself. What do you believe? Could someone 'buy'
you? Why do people get mean and nasty, and the result is they're
in trouble they don't have anyone they can trust? Why can't people
'live and let live,' like our priest says we should, and not be
looking for fights, the black people and us, like in the flick? You
see what can happen you leave a show like that, a movie, and your
head is all turned on!'
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I could see, that he had been prompted by a film to become a
moral witness of sorts, quite stirred to contemplate this life's rights
and wrongs, not always so distinctly, conveniently, categorically
differentiated, the one from the other. While watching the movie
he had begun to look inward and, thereafter, to pay close attention
to the world around him. The film and the contemplation it
prompted became for him a moral moment in his life. In his own
philosophical words, 'You get to wondering, about how you're
going to live, how you should [live].' I suppose it can be argued
that a boy of sixteen who can use a film such as A Bronx Tale that
way become wholeheartedly engaged with its moral energy, so
that it becomes his own is already well on his way to becoming a
good person. Still, as that same boy was savvy enough (and, yes,
modest enough) to remind me, 'You can lose your balance
sometimes, and you say something or do something, and you
know you're making a mistake, and you feel bad so, you have to
keep reminding yourself, keep telling yourself what's the right
thing to do, and what's wrong, or you'll make more and more of
those mistakes, and pretty soon, you're in deep, deep water, you're
over you head.'
This boy had let me know that he, a moral witness to his own
growing struggle to learn how to live a reasonably good life, had
figured out how continually we are challenged morally. We don't
conquer this world's mischief and wrongdoing and malice once
and for all, and then forever after enjoy the moral harvest of that
victory. Rather, we struggle along, even stumble along, from day
to day, in need of taking stock yet again, with the help of a story, a
movie, not to mention the experiences that, inevitably and not so
rarely, come into our daily lives. The good person is the alert
witness not only of others, but to his or her own ethical tensions as
they flash their various signals, warn of conflicts ahead or of
ambiguities not so easy to resolve, or of mixed feelings and
temptations and the rationalizations that justify them. This is the
stuff of A Bronx Tale, the stuff of your life and mine."
[Suggestions for Teachers ] p22
"A fourth-grade teacher says, 'I tell my children [on the first day of
class] that we've got our lessons to learn, and our behaving to
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learn.' This bright, alert, middle-aged woman makes a frank
distinction: 'I prepare each day's lesson very carefully, even
though I've been teaching here for fifteen years. If the kids give
me trouble that's when I'm sometimes unprepared! The other day a
boy started talking with another boy. That's happened a million
times, but each time is different for me. This boy was pushing his
gift of gab on the kid sitting across the aisle, and the other kid
clearly did not want to reciprocate. He knew it was wrong, and I
saw him nervously looking my way. I felt a surge of anger rise in
me! Then I wondered what that [first] boy wanted, and I saw that
he was looking at the other boy's paper on his desk they were all
writing an 'in-class' composition for me. I knew he wasn't actually
cheating, but in a way, he was: he was distracting his neighbor,
probably because he himself was having a hard time writing. What
to do? What should I have done? What was the best thing to do?'
This fourth-grade teacher is one of seven teachers with whom I'm
sitting in a school conference room. We are discussing the kinds of
questions this book is meant to address: How does one do a good
job of helping children become good and how does one stop them
from becoming bad? As this teacher said, 'That boy was actually
very smart. He's too smart for his own good. He loves distracting
other people, getting them to slow down, getting them in trouble
then he can slip away, and come up roses. He can write wonderful
papers. He's the brightest boy in the class, and there he is, not a
very nice person. I appreciate his mind and I can't stand his heart
or his soul! My husband says they're a dime a dozen like that in
the fancy universities [where he teaches], so that's how it all
begins, and if only we could nip it in the bud [this early tendency
of some students to be insensitive, manipulative, all too selfregarding, self-serving], but I don't know how you do it[how you]
intervene in a class as a moral agent, I guess you could call me, in
a way that really makes a difference. I mean, I can shout, I can
punish, I can say this is wrong or bad but my words sure go in one
ear and out the other, I sometimes think.'
She stops, then continues, 'I could have told the class that we had
to put aside everything, because nothing mattered more than how
we behave, how we act toward one another. I could have
challenged the whole class: How do we do better, how do we
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avoid the trap? I could have put it to them: What should a teacher
do when she sees one of her students trying to get someone else
into trouble, or trying to cheat, or whispering, and in that way
bothering others? Let's talk about it! Let's write a composition
about it! Let's read some of those compositions aloud! Let's let me,
or better, let that boy who got us into all this, let him write on the
blackboard: 'Misery Likes Company.' A psychological lesson! A
moral lesson! A warning to us all!'
We had all been moved by her; she got us going with further
suggestions, meant to highlight a particular moment, turn it into a
very hard-to-forget (maybe unforgettable) moment, a moral
experience for the entire class that had a substantial life and
import. Nor need the class have been diverted from its intellectual
activity, its valuable and scheduled task: the writing of an
impromptu composition. Those children would have written their
essays, all right and, maybe, remembered long and hard the
messages they contained, or so we dared hope. To be sure, 'There
are no guarantees,' as another teacher, putting a break on our
collective enthusiasm, reminded us. Still, we had come up with
our 'curriculum plan' one way of turning a morally connected
episode into an experience for everybody in that class: write an
essay about it.
The teacher told us that she had this final afterthought: 'Maybe I
should have shared something of myself with the class, told them
of a time, an event, in my life, an incident that resembled this one
we'd been discussing. It can really 'get to the kids,' I've noticed,
when you stop being 'holier than thou' and join in with them. Oh,
you've got to be very careful. You have, and you need to have,
your moral authority. They don't need you, and they don't want
you (even if for a minute they think they do) to 'sink,' to be a
constantly confessing wrongdoer! They should look up to you. But
there comes a time, every once in a while, when you can let them
know that what they're struggling with well, it's their humanity.
When you remember your own mistakes, and let them know that
you have thought about them, and you understand what you did
and why it was wrong, and you regret it, you're sorry, and you've
tried not to let something like that happen again: that's what you
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want them to do, so you're teaching them by using yourself as a
'case study,' and you're really putting yourself on the line!'
In a little over a half hour we had covered much territory, had
begun to consider the question of questions: how to move from
knowledge or awareness to action, how to connect one's moral
concerns, and objectives to one's obligation as a parent and
teacher, how to impart values to the young in such a way that
those values mean something to them, mean enough so that they
help shape children's daily lives. We continued this discussion for
another hour and a half, each of us, interestingly, talking about our
personal experiences. I held back in that regard, because the others
wanted so very much to connect moments in their classroom life
to what we had all heard from the first teacher to speak that
evening. Toward the end, though, we took up the matter of
empathy, and the lack of it: the way some children really try to
figure out how others are feeling and respond to them, whereas
other children do not.
Again and again, the Golden Rule, the biblical ideal, came up:
empathy as practiced in each day's encounters with those 'others'
whose role is to help us define our own moral life, our values as
they are put to the test of another's needs and vulnerabilities. So,
what about a child who seems to have little or no understanding of
that rule, a child who has, by deed, adopted another kind of rule, a
penny-ante rule whose essence is "Think of yourself all the time,
and let others worry about themselves."
[Tolstoy's Story, What Makes A Good Person] page 10
[Here is] a brief but powerful story by Leo Tolstoy, one that can
be read together or taught to anyone at almost any level, from
elementary school through high school and college to the various
postgraduate schools. The story is called

The Old Grandfather and the Grandson
The grandfather had become very old. His legs wouldn't go, his
eyes didn't see, his ears didn't hear, he had no teeth. And when he
ate, the food dripped from his mouth.
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The son and daughter-in-law stopped setting a place for him at
the table and gave him supper in back of the stove. Once they
brought dinner down to him in a cup. The old man wanted to
move the cup and dropped and broke it. The daughter-in-law
began to grumble at the old man for spoiling everything in the
house and breaking the cups and said that she would now give
him dinner in a dishpan. The old man only sighed and said
nothing.
Once the husband and wife were staying at home and watching
their small son playing on the floor with some wooden planks: he
was building something. The father asked: "What is that you are
doing, Misha?" And Misha said: "Dear Father, I am making a
dishpan. So that when you and dear Mother become old, you may
be fed from this dishpan."
The husband and wife looked at one another and began to weep.
They became ashamed of so offending the old man, and from then
on seated him at the table and waited on him.
[The author's conversation with a young boy regarding
teachers.] page 126
"'A teacher is supposed to say yes or no, not maybe!' 'Oh?' I say.
'Yes,' he says. 'All teachers?' I say. 'Yup,' he says. 'Well, I've met
some teachers,' I say, 'who subscribe to 'maybe' every once in a
while.' Then a most startling answer: 'I don't always like this yes,
no, people give you.' 'People?' I ask. 'When I'm home, they say,
'It's either right or wrong, and there's no in-between.' The same
[goes] at school. I get in trouble with them if I don't agree.'
The important gist of our talks was that this boy had been taught at
home and at school to think only one way, in a clear-cut decisive
manner: either/or, yes/no, without resort to qualification,
emendation, supposition, speculation. Tim's 'rebelliousness' had to
do, significantly, with a failure on his part to learn by example, to
take in without protest what he'd seen and heard and make it his
own. Most children do exactly that, watch how their elders
behave, hear what they say, and follow suit. This boy was having
trouble doing so[He became] quite difficult the next school day
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with a teacher who, by his own description, kept telling the class
that she wanted 'law and order' at all costs, and anyone who denied
her that blissful state would be severely punished. 'All I did was
raise my hand,' Tim remembered, 'and she went ballistic!' After
some conversation between us, he also remembered that the
teacher had been discussing grammar, the rights and wrongs of it,
had told the class she wanted 'no ifs, ands, or buts,' simply
compliance with the rules she was about to promulgate. But he had
a 'but' in his mind a big one: he was hoping to ask 'who made
those rules,' and so started waving his hand all too resolutely in the
air, even as the teacher began her disquisition. The two had
already had several showdowns resulting from a pupil's reluctance
to accept certain matters on faith, and this time the teacher lost all
her patience. 'When she banged that book she was holding down
on the desk,' the boy recalled, 'I thought she was going to explode
and she did: she came and got me and pulled me out of my seat
and then out of the room, and she told me I had to stand there for
ten minutes. When I told her I didn't have a watch, so how could I
know, she got all red, she just went inside the room and slammed
the door so hard, you would have thought that someone fired a
gun!'"
[Excerpts from a conversation between the author and a
Harvard student.] page 180
"Marian had taken a course on the Holocaust, its origins, its
ultimate nature: mass murder of unparalleled historical proportion
in a nation hitherto known as one of the most civilized in the
world, with a citizenry as well educated as that of any country.
Drawing on her education, Marian put before me names such as
Martin Heidegger, Carl Jung, Paul de Man, Ezra Poundmen who
were brilliant and accomplished (a philosopher, a psychoanalyst, a
literary critic, a poet), and who had consorted with the hate that
was Nazism, fascism, during the 1930s. She reminded me of the
willingness of the universities to do likewise in Germany and
Italy, of the countless doctors and lawyers and judges and
journalists and schoolteachers and, yes, even the clergy, all of
them able to accommodate themselves to murderous thugs because
the thugs had political power: morality bowing to that power all
too readily, and no doubt with clever rationalizations. She
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pointedly made mention, too, of the Soviet gulag, that expanse of
prisons to which millions of honorable people were sent by Stalin
and his brutish accomplices staffed, commonly, by psychiatrists
who were quite eager to call these victims of a vicious totalitarian
state an assortment of psychiatric names, then shoot them up with
drugs meant to reduce them to zombies. She put this tough,
pointed, unnerving question to me: 'I've been taking all these
philosophy courses, and we talk about what's true, what's
important, what's good. Well, how do you teach people to be
good?' Then her amplification: 'What's the point of knowing good,
if you don't keep trying to become a good person?'
[T]he study of philosophy, say, even moral philosophy or moral
reasoning, doesn't by any means necessarily prompt in either the
teacher or the student a daily enacted goodness; and the further
irony that a discussion of that very irony can prove equally sterile,
in the sense that yet again one is being clever with no apparent
consequences, so far as one's everyday actions go.
How to address the matter of how we teachers might encourage
our students (encourage ourselves) to take that big step from
thought to action, from moral analysis to fulfilled moral
commitments? Rather obviously, community service offers us all a
chance to put our money where our mouths are, and of course such
service can be connected to reflection, can even liven it up: a
reading of Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man (literature) or Elliot
Liebow's Tally's Corner (sociology and anthropology) or Erik
Erikson's Childhood and Society (psychology and psychoanalysis)
takes on new meaning after some time spent in a ghetto school or
a clinic. By the same token, such books can prompt a reader who
is a volunteer in one or another service program to stop and think,
by which I mean think not only in the abstract, but concretely:
How might Ralph Ellison's wisdom, say, worked into his fiction,
help shape the way I get along with the children I'm tutoring
affect, that is, my attitude toward them, my understanding of them,
the things I say to them, do with them? I might ask him to become
a mentor, might try hard to call upon his earthy common sense and
humorous canniness in my teaching life.
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Classroom discussion, then , can be of help in this matter, the
skepticism of that student of mine notwithstanding. Marian pushed
me hard, to the point that her story, the ironies she noted while
cleaning those dormitory rooms ad attending particular college
courses, really hit home. In my college classes I started making
reference again and again to what she had observed and learned
and my students more than got the message. Her moral
righteousness, her shrewd eye and ear for hypocrisy, hovered over
us, made us uneasy, goaded us. When all of us in a seminar
devoted to moral introspection (courtesy of St. Augustine and
Pascal, Tolstoy and Bonhoeffer, and, yes, Emerson) took ourselves
to a nearby elementary school to work as tutors with certain boys
and girls, we had Marian as well as the writers and thinkers to
thank, a final irony: her intellect, energized by that "work-study"
experience in those dormitory rooms, became an encouraging,
goading instrument for us, an intellectual provocation that became
a spur to activity. I suppose that we had at last figured out (the
intellect at work!) that such activity was the only 'correct answer'
to the moral problem being posed."
[The famous psychologist, Erik Erikson, speaking to the
author] page 194
"'It's a long haul, bringing up our children to be good; you have to
keep doing that, bring them up, and that means bringing things up
with them: asking; telling; sounding them out; sounding off
yourself; teaching them how to go beyond why. You have to learn
where you stand, and by God, you won't budge from there. You
have to make sure your kids learn that [where you stand]
understand why and soon, you hope, they'll be standing there
beside you, with you, and it'll be patience that gets them there,
day-by-day work, the patience to do it: moral work, based upon
speaking those moral sentences that you hope your kids will learn
from you, for themselves their own version, though!'"
*********************

A Tribe Apart
by Patricia Hersch
(Balantine Publishing Group, 1998)
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[What kids need] page 135
"In the effort to save kids from negative behaviors, the spirit of
middle schoolers is often crushed. Just when creative outlets for
their robust appetites are so necessary, their avenues for
expression become more limited. 'Through early adolescence, up
to and including ninth grade, there really needs to be more of an
emphasis on exploration,' says psychologist Peter Scales of the
Search Institute. 'Young people need to have the chance to sample
a lot of content, a lot of different subjects and topics and themes
and activities to find out, 'What in the world am I good at? What
do I like to do? What talents do I have, what interests do I have?'
And along the way finding out, 'What values do I have?' Instead,
the invitation to explore is more often drowned out by the
demands to behave. The integrity of early adolescence as a
developmental pathway is ruptured for this generation. The kids,
at a fragile stage of development, have before them wildly
contrasting definitions of what it means to be an adolescent. These
seventh graders face a revolution in their bodies, their minds, and
their environment. In their classes, their self-concept is tossed
around by highly divergent ways of relating: in one class they are
treated like babies, with rote learning, mindless projects, spoonfeeding; another class is a sarcastic free-for-all where kids chew
gum, jump around, sass each other and the teacher. Some teachers
treat them with respect and creative challenges, others with
distrust and rigid discipline. Most of the kids want to please and
do well. But who they are and what is expected is a mystery."
[ A favorite teacher] page 241
"Steve Lundy's secret is that he likes young adolescents. He not
only finds them fun and interesting to be around, but also believes
in their ability to learn. 'People keep saying these kids are on a
plateau intellectually and they don't learn anything in seventh and
eighth grade, they are all into emotions. That is a bunch of
garbage. They may be putting it into a somewhat different context
because of their interest in social behavior, but if you include
socializing in what you are doing, you will get them to learn a ton.
If you push them along into things, they just might get engaged.'
His approach works.
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[values and goals] page 247
"Boys and girls want to be together at this age, but society fails to
create enough safe developmental social opportunities that catch
on. The unit in health class that catches Chris's attention is on
values, and only because his teacher, William Bryant, engages
them in the process. 'When he asked us to define our own personal
values and goals, it made me think," remembers Chris. "I never
saw them front of me like that.' It takes days. With great ceremony
they are typed out for signature by parents and teacher, then placed
in individual picture frames. Values resonate with Chris because
they confirm his instincts about what matters."
**********************

Lost Boys
by James Garbarino,
(Simon & Schuster 1999 -Free Press edition)

Preface
"I have seen and heard a lot about violence in my work in the last
25 years. as a representative of UNICEF, I interviewed Kuwaiti
children in the wake of the Gulf War in 1991 and heard about the
Iraqi atrocities they witnessed. In the Middle East during the late
1980s, I listened to Palestinian kids talk about how the street
soldiers in the Intifada threw rocks at Israeli soldiers and how they
all had to deal with the rubber bullets and tear gas that came back
at them. But the litany of violent experiences I hear from some
boys in America still staggers me. They have participated in drugrelated kidnappings, both as victim and as perpetrator; they have
been the target of drive-by shootings, and they have retaliated with
drive-by shootings of their own. Some of them have committed
numerous armed robberies. Many of them have scars on their
bodies from beatings administered by mothers, fathers, uncles,
stepfathers, drug bosses and neighborhood rivals. Some of them
have been beaten up by the police
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In this book I introduce some of the boys I came to know. I rely
upon my knowledge of child and adolescent development as a
psychologist to provide a context for their first-person accounts,
which come from face-to-face interviews conducted from fall
1996 to fall 1998. I have changed the boys' names and enough
details of their stories to protect their identities without altering the
meaning and significance of their accounts.
As a father and stepfather of boys myself, I was able to recognize
both the everydayness of the interviewed boys' self-doubts and
concerns (e.g. about popularity and image) and the differentness of
the challenges they faced: handling humiliation and rejection at
home and at school, earning respect as a drug dealer, encountering
lethal violence on every corner, making do without sufficient adult
monitoring."
[Dr. Garbarino believes there is an acute need to change the basic
materialistic values of troubled boys. The Harry Singer
Foundation is especially interested in this proposal because it has a
program to encourage people to discover non-materialistic values.
Exchange proposals require people to think long and hard about
what they value besides money. They are asked what, besides
money would be an incentive for them to do certain things in their
community. The whole idea behind leaving money out of the
Dream Machine project is to provide an oasis from materialism.
The Foundation recognized what your work has proven, that
young people need something to counter the materialism that is
rampant in our society. The Foundation project recognizes the
need for human beings, especially young people, to develop and
recognize other values in their lives.]
[Recividism] page 211
"Many boys are re-arrested within six months of their release. That
was the case for Jose (a boy whose seventeenth birthday wish was
that he live to see twenty-five). As sweet as he was in the
interviews and as sincerely as he insisted that he had learned his
lesson, he was back in jail four months after his release, on a drug
charge that sent him to adult corrections. Although Jose completed
the program offered by the juvenile detention center where he was
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housed, he went right back to the world he had come from and
soon was back with the same group of drug dealers he associated
with before his initial arrest. It is important for understanding the
needs of incarcerated boys and the challenges of reclaiming them
to know that in the interviews completed just before he was
released, Jose's love of material things had not changed. He went
on at length to describe all the equipment he would need to adjust
to being back in the world: expensive shoes and boots, new
clothes, jewelry, and a car. It was clear that his mother would not
be able to meet these needs. 'Who will pay for all this?' he was
asked. 'My friends,' he replied. They did. But the deal was that in
return they expected him to rejoin the business of drug dealing. He
did. To me, Jose's story indicates the importance of changing the
basic materialistic values held by violent and troubled boys as the
basis for detaching them from the call of the materialistic wild. It
is certainly a tall order but one that is not out of reach if we know
how to go about the process of deep personal transformation."
[Paraphrase of pages 217 to 232 regarding ten facts of life for
violent boys; principles for successful rehabilitation programs]
#1-Child maltreatment leads to survival strategies that are often
antisocial and/or self-destructive.
#2- The experience of early trauma leads boys to become
hypersensitive to arousal in the face of threat and to respond to
such threats by disconnecting emotionally or acting out
aggressively.
#3- Traumatized kids require a calming and soothing environment
to increase the level at which they are functioning.
#4- Traumatized youth are likely to evidence an absence of future
orientation i.e. have no motivation to invest time preparing for a
future--like no reason to go to school, learn new skills or delay
gratification. Eat drink and be merry for tomorrow we die attitude.
#5- Youth exposed to violence at home and in the community are
likely to develop a distrust of an adult's capacity and motivation to
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ensure safety, and as a result believe they must take matters into
their own hands.
#6- Youth who have participated in violent drug economy or
chronic theft are likely to have distorted materialistic values.
#7- Traumatized youth who have experienced abandonment are
likely to feel life is meaningless.
#8- Issues of shame are paramount among violent youth. These
boys are ashamed of who they are inside, and their efforts to
compensate for that shame drive their violence. It may be buried
under layer after layer of protective bravado or it may be worn like
a badge on their sleeves. It may take hours of listening to a brash,
tough inner-city kid to finally hear him admit, "I'm afraid of God's
judgment" or "Nobody really cares about me" or "I want to be
somebody."
#9- Youth violence is a boy's attempt to achieve justice as he
perceives it.
#10- Violent boys often seem to feel they cannot afford empathy.
They depersonalize others.
[Paraphrasing page 229; being "dis-respected"]

"Kids often retaliate by killing those who disrespect them or their
friends or family members.
Dr. G: These boys find ways to compensate for the shame of being
nobodies and the scorn of their peers. Because shame plays such a
central role in instigating and sustaining violence, it is up to us to
communicate respect in our dealing with them and to provide
opportunities for them to respect themselves. Kids have real ideas,
often good ideas, about how to manage things, and they should
play a role, with guidance and supervision. It means providing
them with academic, vocational and social opportunities to
succeed. One of the finest experiences I've had in my work in
youth prisons was attending an awards ceremony where boys who
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had completed their high school equivalency requirements were
honored and the leaders in every academic subject taught in the
prison school were acknowledged. There was genuine pride there both in the voices of staff members who delivered the awards and
in the faces of boys who received them. The goal is always to
convey acceptance as an antidote for shame and to build a
justifiable sense of pride and responsible and appropriate selfesteem among boys who have been looking for love and
acceptance in all the wrong places."
[Boot-camps for delinquents] page 232
"These programs usually mimic military basic training: a lot of
shouting, a lot of threats, powerful leaders who dominate new
recruits through the force of their personality, and implicit (and
sometimes explicit) violence.…I think it is most unsuited to
violent boys, given where they come from psychologically and
who they are developmentally and spiritually. The boot camp
model typically violates many, if not most, of the ten principles I
have just presented. It violates much of what we know about the
developmental histories of violent boys. Psychiatrist Bruce Perry
was one of the first to point this out. For starters, he directed our
attention to the fact that the very last thing a boy with a traumatic
psychological history needs is someone getting in his face and
screaming at him. This may sound crazy, but I would substitute
monastery for boot-camp. A monastery emphasizes contemplation,
reflection, service, cooperation, meditation, and peace instead of
confrontation, dominance and power assertion. Troubled youth
need the safety of a secure setting within a caring community with
the therapeutic support of cognitive-behavioral programs to teach
them new social skills. They need the deeply spiritual practice that
a monastery-like setting can provide[the monastery concept
comes] Partly from interviews with the boys and observing that
peace proceeds when adults practice peace with kids instead of
declaring war on them. It comes from my own spiritual
development and my efforts to make sense of myself and my
relationships with the world. It also comes from a passage from
Peace Is Every Step by world-renowned Zen Buddhist master and
Nobel Peace Prize nominee. Tich-Not-Han The following passage
is entitled Blaming Never Helps:
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When you plant lettuce, if it does not grow well, you don't blame
the lettuce. You look into the reasons it is not doing well. It may
need fertilizer, or more water, or less sun. You never blame the
lettuce. Yet if we have problems with our friends or our family, we
blame the other person. But if we know how to take care of them,
they will grow well, like lettuce. Blaming has no positive effect at
all, nor does trying to persuade using reason and arguments. That
is my experience. No blame, no reasoning, no argument, just
understanding. If you understand, and you show that you
understand, you can love, and the situation will change.
In many ways it is as simple and as hard as that. 'Love thy
neighbor as thyself.' 'Judge not lest ye be judged.' 'The
unexamined life is not worth living.' 'If you begin a journey of
revenge, start by digging two graves, one for your enemy and one
for yourself.' Like all the great wisdom of the ages, the simplicity
of Tich -Not Han's words is as awesome as the challenge of living
by them in our efforts to reclaim violent and troubled boys.
Knowing what we know about the lives of these lost boys, I think
we can find ways to embrace the wisdom and translate it into dayto-day reality in the institutions we support to reclaim them.
Martin Luther King Jr. spoke often of the power of 'soul force' in
meeting the challenge of dealing with violence. We need to
harness that soul force in the transformation of violent and
troubled boys, and there are efforts to do so. I am part of one such
effort.

185

186

Questions and Answers
Regarding
The Required Reading
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Questions Regarding the Required
Reading

Q1—Comment on the 6-year-old with a telescope and his interest
in abstract ideas. How unusual was he? Have you encountered
students with similar focus and reasoning abilities? Discuss.
Q2—Were you surprised to read that young children may be
“ethically introspective citizens”? Discuss.
Q3—Do you agree that morality can be taught in all kinds of
classes. Give examples from experience.
Q4—What was meant by the phrase encountered in you required
reading: “We are all moral witnesses”? Describe an instance in
the classroom when you were a good moral witness.
Q5—Define courage. Tell of a youngster who has had the courage
to stand up for his/her beliefs/values.
Q6—Comment on the discussion on Courage that took place
during a 4th grade history lesson, as outlined in the required
reading. Share an experience where your class spontaneously
engaged in a moral analysis.
Q7—How is a good person described at the end of the required
reading involving A Bronx Tale?
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Q8—What should a teacher do when she/he sees a student trying
to get another student in trouble or somehow disrupting the class?
Q9—The Harry Singer Foundation pilot project, Dream Machine,
White Hats and Problem Solvers are based on the premise that
students have the capacity to act responsibly, interact with adults
in the community and make mature decisions. In light of the
article by Shannon Brownlee regarding the development of the
teen brain, do you think the Foundation may be giving teens too
much credit?
Q10—Will you and a group of your students participate in one of
our pilot projects? Please explain.
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Answers To Questions Prompted
By The Required Reading
Q1- Comment on the 6-year-old with a telescope and his
interest in abstract ideas. How unusual was he? Have you
encountered students with similar focus and reasoning
abilities? Discuss.

"The six-year-old only shows unusual characteristics if we
consider the famous maxim 'out of the mouths of babes.'
Sometimes our smallest minds contribute the wisest messages. He
simply shares the message that we need to learn from our mistakes
and realize our abilities to grow both physically and mentally with
every day we live. Even though his line of reasoning may not have
been completely accurate, he found the right words to glean the
strongest message.
A past student once taught me a lesson I will never forget. She
left a note after class one day that provided me with suggestions
for toning down two disruptive classmates. She implied that a
new seating arrangement (I generally allow high school students to
choose their own seats.) and a new manner of verbal approach
might make the entire room a better learning environment. Now, I
am the one who had been to college, yet she was the one to
provide the wisdom. Initially, I wanted to throw her note in the
trash, but as I gathered myself together, I realized what a gift this
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was I’d been given. I took her advice, implemented it, and found
success with my discipline procedures. Who says we cannot learn
from those who we are supposed to be teaching!'''
Devra Parker, Medicine Lodge, Medicine L.odge, Kansas
"My students teach me at least as much as I teach them. They
keep my mind open and, in so doing, maintain some degree of
youthful optimism in my world view. Such was the case with the
boy with the telescope. The role reversal of teacher and student
was mutually beneficial. Such moments highlight a teacher’s
career.'''
Michael Reilly, Joliet Central High School, Joliet, Illinois
A child's interest in the abstract is nothing unusual at all, because
most children think only in the abstract and must be trained to
think in the concrete. Or they mix the two as the boy did with his
star observations. An adult may see the stars as some metaphoric,
symbolic representation of the human relationship to the divine,
but children see such things as realities with no symbolism
attached. A more common, and far clearer, example is the
monster-under-the-bed syndrome in which children cannot
distinguish between the workings of the mind and the workings of
physical reality, even when their own sense of logic tells them
they are imagining something. Even the boy's focus on the
heavens as an expression of his focus on God was not surprising.
What is more often surprising and even a bit disheartening is the
adult inability to move freely between the abstract and the
concrete as moments of the same reality. Even the interviewer
was surprised by what he learned from this boy. The greatest gift
he gave this boy was the time to listen to his story and his
explanation. The time to see and hear is what ultimately separates
childhood from adulthood. For that one brief moment, the little
boy gave it back to Robert Coles.
Phillip Belmont Jr., Dakota Ridge High, Littleton, Colorado
“Six-year-olds are my specialty as I have been teaching this age
group for 8 years now. I have met many very imaginative sixyear-olds who can discuss any number of subjects including such
abstract ideas as expressed by the child in the article. However, I
have found left to their own devices, that most are content to keep
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their imaginary worlds very simple, what is fun to them, rather
than delve into the deeper meanings of life and goodness. With a
little prompting and honesty from trusted adults , on the other
hand, these same children can and will search for and find more
depth in their talk, interests, work, and play. They are so moldable
and willing to break new ground if only prompted by caretakers.
Children of this age certainly have the capacity to be introspective
and ponder more than their toys and friends. They simply need a
push to get there, and that is where educators, parents,
grandparents, mentors, ADULTS, come into the picture.”
Julie Hays, Alcoa Elementary School, Alcoa, Tennessee
“I was surprised by the comments on the six year old with the
telescope based on the brain development article. “Still being
forged are the connections between neurons that affect not only
emotional skills, but also physical and mental abilities.”
“...unreasonable to expect young teenagers to...grasp abstract
ideas.” (Brownlee 3) However, I have encountered students with
similar focus and reasoning abilities. Basically, if a student has an
intense interest in an area, like one of my students does in history,
s/he displays reasoning abilities beyond years of age. Because of
the extensive exposure to media today students, if their interest is
sparked may display this ability.”
Patricia Fuhrman, John F. Kennedy School, Mr. Angel, Oregon
“The 6-year old in Robert Coles’ account wasn’t at all unusual.
Childhood is a period of intense wonder, when our minds are
mutable and wide-open to everything we experience. Given a
stimulating environment, most children will focus intensely on
what is around them, connecting ideas and stating the most honest
of observations.
“The 6-year old with his telescope reminds me of Nick, a 5-year
old I once met who was fascinated by dinosaurs, earth science and
astronomy. Nick had an acute ability to not only absorb what he
learned about his interests, but to connect them to his questions
about the beginning of life on earth. He guided me through a
picture book on the subject, opening first to a page about the Big
Bang and explaining, “This is where it all began.”
Rachel Weimerskirch, Family Academy, PS 241, New York, NY
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“Children’s thoughts are so clear, honest, and unconcerned with
being ‘politically correct.’ During a puppetry program about the
dangers of smoking and using tobacco products, a Hispanic child
new to our school kept asking “So why do they keep making
tobacco products if they are so harmful?” His questioning
continued because he never got a convincing answer. I thought
wow, that’s a loaded question.”
Angela Bean Bolton, Alcoa Elementary School, Alco, Tennessee,
“Princeton criminologist John DiIulio Jr. in ‘Why Teens Turn
Violent’ claims that the ‘real curse of life in the inner city is
‘growing up without loving, capable, responsible adults who teach
you right from wrong.’ This would suggest that teachers could
become the force to negate this curse by teaching right from
wrong and by modeling loving, capable responsible behavior.
Reading #2 (‘Inside the Teen Brain’) states, ‘The brain’s capacity
for growth through adolescence may also indicate that even
troubled teenagers can still learn restraint, judgment, and
empathy.’ This statement also affirms that teachers can make a
difference in their students’ lives.
Robert Coles in ‘The Moral Intelligence of Children’ gave
anecdotal evidence to prove his thesis that even at six and seven
children have the capacities to ‘be ethically introspective citizens.’
He makes the following statements in the section of the excerpt
dealing with conversations with teachers. ‘They don’t need you,
and they don’t want you (even if for a minute they think they do)
to sink, to be a constantly confessing wrongdoer! They should
look up to you. But there comes a time, every once in a while,
when you can let them know that what they’re struggling with
well, it’s their humanity. When you remember your own mistakes,
and let them know that you have thought about them, and you
understand what you did and why it was wrong, and you regret it,
you’re sorry, and you’ve tried not to let something like that happen
again: that’s what you want them to do, so you’re teaching them
by using yourself as a case study, and you’re really putting
yourself on the line.’ This is another affirmation of the potential
teachers have to be role models and to fill a void in the lives of
their students.
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In the same excerpt, Coles quotes Erick Erickson, a psychologist,
‘It’s a long haul, bringing up our children to be good; you have to
keep doing that, bringing them up, and that means bringing things
up with them; asking, telling; sounding them out; sounding off
yourself; teaching them how to go beyond why. You have to learn
where you stand, and by God, you won’t budge from there. You
have to make sure your kids learn that (where you stand)
understand why and soon, you hope, they’ll be standing there
beside you, with you, and it’ll be patience that gets them there,
day-by-day work, the patience to do it: moral work, based upon
speaking those moral sentences that you hope your kids will learn
from you, for themselves their own version, though!’ Teachers on
a daily basis have the opportunity to bring up issues of morality
with their students. They, furthermore, have an obligation to push
students to go beyond shallow thinking into the deeper questions
of the nature of right and wrong.”
Dea Podhajsky, Kiona-Benton High, Benton City, Washington
“I think that this type of student is less common that most teachers
would hope. Although, by parents and teachers discussing moral
values and current events with their children, even a six year old
can carry on this type of intellectual discussion. Often times,
parents shelter their children from what’s going on in the world, or
do not even bother to discuss important things with them. The
little boy in this article proves that children are listening to us. We
might as well fill their minds with important, thought provoking
ideas, rather than plop them in front of a television for stimulation.
I have had the pleasure of having a few of these students myself
here in Lake Forest. These are the students who make connections
with the things that you are discussing in class to things that are
happening in the news and in their home lives.”
Jodie Moss, Everett School, Lake Forest, Illinois
“Many first and second grade students can and do think about
God, morality and ethics. They are more likely to discuss these
ideas in simple terms such as good and bad. They already have
developed a strong feeling for fairness. Of course, they don’t
always act on what they know to be best. I had the opportunity to
watch a videotaped lesson with a wonderful first grade teacher and
her wonderful students. With the teacher’s guidance, a lively
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discussion took place, with many children contributing, about
respect. The ensuing assignment was to cut out pictures of people
being respectful, from magazines, and paste them in a booklet.
The children worked in small groups, sharing ideas, materials, and
the book. At least, that was the idea. The video camera zoomed in
on a small group of students who had contributed strong ideas
about sharing. The teacher had teamed these ‘readers’. They forgot
to respect each others’ ideas and let one very determined and
intelligent young lady determine every picture to be put in the
book. She also cut and pasted every picture. Of the group of four,
one other student continued to the end to try and participate but the
stronger child took over every time. The teacher was shocked but
enlightened by the video. She reflected and developed another
lesson to help the students extend their thinking and practice
again. Children need to practice what they seem to know in the
abstract.’
Margaret Bryant, Northwest Elementary, St. Petersburg, Florida,
“In the exert selected from ‘The Moral Intelligence of Children,’
by Robert Coles, he references a 6-year old with a telescope and
his interest in abstract ideas. The little boy was not unusual. It
seems that in every class there is at least one child that is
interested in abstract ideas. What is different here is Coles’s
attention to the matter. Children are sensitive and aware of adults
and how attentive they are. The little boy knew that Robert Coles
was actively listening to him as he explained his universe and
connections to human behavior. With the right lead questions and
his sincere devotion to the 6-year old boy, Coles was able to make
his own observations and learn more about the child. He said his
voyage ‘enabled him to travel further into his mind, his life, and
into the thinking of other children,’ (8) Coles made connections to
good and bad in every day life. As teachers and mentors, we need
to listen more attentively to better understand each other.
The 6-year old student reminded me of a child I had in my third
grade classroom many years ago. He used to sit by himself at
recess and watch the other children play. I would often watch him
from a distance and try to comprehend his actions. One day I sat
down next to him and asked him if he wanted to join a group of
students in a game. He said that he really enjoyed watching the
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others play, because he was inventing a game and was learning
more about what kids enjoy by observing them. He then went on
to explain some of his inventions. Most of them were based on
abstract ideas, but his games reflected who he was. His games
involved all of the children and were fair with the rules. I had
interpreted them as a reaching out to those children who had
excluded him. In his games, everyone had a part. He never wanted
to share any of his games with his classmates however. My
attentiveness to his words helped me to plan more activities in the
class, where he was a part of a group. I felt good about my active
involvement.”
Jill Piantedosi, Parker Middle School, Reading, Massachusetts
“This child was a wonderful example of what I see to be the
inherent curiosity, reasoning abilities, and morality of all children.
In my short tenure as a teacher, (having only taught for two years,)
I have met many children with similar interests and reasoning
abilities. The instance that comes immediately to mind involves
my class discussions on the morning of September 13, 2001. Of
course, all previously planned lessons went in the G-file as we
prepared for our students’ return to school after the devastation of
September 11.
I spent the morning with my classes letting them direct the
discussion. They spoke about the nature of good and evil, the
insanity of terrorism, bias, tolerance, and personal pain. They
questioned the relevance of religion, in light of the many forms of
worship of God, and the devastation carried out in His name by
fanatics. They grappled with their beliefs and with the pain we all
felt as a nation. They pondered the existence of a God in such an
insane world, and unanimously came to the conclusion that Man
perverts the message of love sent by God, and the acts of a few
mad men cannot be used as evidence to decry the existence of a
loving Creator.”
Teresa Fauvell, Orwin, Altman Middle School , Floral Park, NY
“Instead of considering the student unusual, let us consider the
adult teachable in that he realized that as Tolstoy would say, ‘A
child can be the father of a man.’ This teacher listened to the child
and realized the truth that the child was saying. Children may be
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more uninhibited than some adults in discussing such abstract
ideas as we find here, but no child will verbalize the thoughts
unless someone exists who will listen to the thoughts and consider
the impact of those thoughts. Every student that I have and have
had teaches me some insight about life–whether that insight relates
to me, to my surroundings, or to the cosmic world. What makes
the thought profound is that I leave that experience with the
student as a better individual. I may not realize for some time how
my life has been touched by that student’s presence, but a contact
has been made. I am a better person because of that touch. One
incident that I recall now occurred when our church congregation
lost one of our stable male leaders two days before Christmas.
Edgar was a key individual within the community. His final illness
and death came within a week’s period of time. His funeral was
two days after Christmas. The following Sunday, Bret, a five-yearold, told his Sunday school teacher, Edgar’s wife, that Edgar was
enjoying Jesus’ birthday party. Edgar had a privilege that Bret did
not have. A week later, I used this example in a funeral oration
that I gave in another community for a superintendent of schools
who had unexpectedly died. The key point in my funeral oration
was that God uses children to speak words of wisdom and comfort
to us as adults when we need that touch. The family found comfort
in that thinking since their deceased family member had devoted
his life to working with children.”
Galen Boehme PhD, Kinsley High School , Kinsley, Kansas
“While the 6-year-old was unusual, his comments and ideas are
not. Everyday children are looking for answers as to why
something happens and why things are the way they are. They are
very inquisitive and question EVERYTHING. Children are very
observant and able to generalize on a certain plane. They can
apply their prior knowledge to a certain extent. They are exposed
to more and more each day and they take the information in and
how it’s process depends upon the child’s world and how he or she
perceives it.”
Ramona Hall, Archild School, Little Rock, Arkansas
It seems perfectly natural to me that youngsters would reflect on
moral issues and that their unique experiences will educate us.
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Many years ago I had the privilege of learning from such a wise
young woman.
As a recent immigrant, she sought help on written assignments.
She was one of those gentle, hard working, intelligent students that
it is a delight to assist. By her demeanor, I would never have
guessed the horrors she had faced escaping Vietnam as a child
with only a slightly-older sister to cling to for emotional support.
In a vivid essay, she described how at nine years old, she had held
her sister's hand as they sat below deck. Water crept up to knee
level. Human waste from the crowded top deck trickled down
through the cracks in the wood. Her family had been able to afford
only the two places, so they had sacrificed to send their beloved
daughters out on the treacherous sea hoping for safety and
freedom.
The girls survived to be rescued, placed in a refugee camp, and
relocated to separate foster homes in the United States. She
explained how she and her sister were both doing well in school
and how they planned to graduate and earn enough money to
search for their missing family members one day. Her essay
mentioned that sometimes classmates laughed at the way she
spoke or lacked awareness of social customs; she was eager to
improve her cultural knowledge.
I was shocked at the thoughtless behavior and suggested that she
might allow peers to read her moving story. Her answer was a
quiet no. She wasn't afraid that they would be insensitive. On the
contrary, she seemed quite sure that they would be touched.
However, she said that some might feel bad for what they had said
or done. After all the harsh circumstances of her own life, she had
chosen a course that would inflict no pain on anyone else. Despite
the concrete realities of fear, she seized the abstract concept of
love as her sustaining force.”
Sheryl Lee Hinman, Galesburg School, Galesburg,Illinois
“The story of the boy and his telescope illustrates the true wisdom
and gifts of a small child. His conversation, with its
straightforward analogies, reflects a simple truth unobstructed by
the filters of experience which often cloud our perceptions as we
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age. Wonderful as the school experience may be for a child, it
often acts as a funnel into which we pour our children, full of
ideas, insights, and understanding. As they age we teach them “the
right way” to do things, traditional means of thinking such as boys
don’t cry. Like the funnel’s bowl, students’ fields of vision narrow
as the years pass until their thoughts and actions become a narrow
stream, standards of thought that conform to those of their elders.
We rejoice when this happens, considering their educations a
success, not realizing the potential cures of deadly diseases,
prospects of peace, and discoveries that may have been sacrificed
in the process.
Although not evident in all children of this age, I have witnessed
their ability to think abstractly often enough to believe that it is an
inherent quality; that its expression may lie in the listener’s ability
and willingness to draw it out. So often our hurried lives cause us
to be complacent with regard to our listening skills, accepting
what has been said without asking “why” or becoming actively
involved in the discussion. The marvels that can be experienced
when we do take the time, though, are clear, as can be seen in the
following.
A behavioral incident involving a particularly aggressive boy had
occurred the previous day, necessitating my talking with a female
classmate who had witnessed the event. Although unhappy with
what he had done, she said she thought he had a good heart. When
asked why, she replied that the ‘outside of a pineapple is all
prickly, but when it’s peeled it tastes really good inside.’”
Pam Lenz, Northwestern Elementary School, Albion, Pennsylvania
“In the excerpt from The Moral Intelligence of Children Robert
Coles relates his experience of being enlightened by the reflective
thoughts of a young child. As I read, I thought how fortunate he
was to experience one of those special moments. Those moments
do not happen every day. The gift is being able to see the moment
when it occurs. Those times are the "through the eyes of a child
moments" that should make every adult take time to appreciate the
contribution every age makes.
On a typical day most young children are consumed with thoughts.
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Will the weather be warm enough to play outdoors? Will my best
friend be able to play today? Are there any banana-flavored
popsicles left in the freezer? But...I believe that every child has
moments of deeper thought.
We are all victims of a ‘hurry up society’. We rush to work or
school. We hurry through reading because it is time to start math.
We are constantly glancing at clocks to be sure we are not late for
our next activity. Our evenings are often as rushed as our days.
How many times does a quick shower replace a relaxing bath
before bedtime? How often do any of us allow for time to just
think...to daydream?
Children, like adults, occasionally have those quiet moments
where the opportunity arises to just think and reflect. The triggers
for deeper thought are different for each individual. Possibly it is a
story in the news, a program on people in need, concerns for
family troubles, concerns for friends, or the need to understand the
why behind a situation.
The times I have been blessed to "see through the eyes of a child"
have come at the most unexpected times. They don’t always come
during a discussion of current events. Sometimes it is when the
child who is sitting out of P.E. due to an injury has my one-on-one
attention. Sometimes it is the child who has chosen to stand next
to the teacher during recess instead of playing with the others one
day.
Young children often seem to have a great sense of what they
believe to be right or wrong. The joy of really listening to their
words is that the words of a young child have not been tainted by
experience. They can still see things how they should be. Adults
are subject to criticism for being too idealistic, for being too much
of a dreamer. Thank goodness we expect children to be dreamers.
During a private moment a student may comment on the behavior
of another classmate. ‘You know...James seems to be mad at the
whole world. I think he needs somebody to be his friend.
Everybody needs friends.’ Moments like these always cause me to
pause for a second in awe of the wisdom of a child. The words are
often so simple and yet so true.
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I have been so busy trying to help James choose appropriate
behaviors and guilty of assuming that the other students expect me
as "the adult" to handle the situation. I made the mistake of
thinking I was the only one giving deeper thought to James’
troubles. The words of a young child once again make me see how
things ought to be.”
Patty Chiles, Douglas Alternative School, Springfield, Illinois
“I was impressed with the six year old. I do not have experience
teaching children this young so I don’t know how unusual his
insights might be. The child struck me as a good listener--as
someone already capable of taking in information and then restating it in a manner that made sense to him and that made his
audience understand what he was feeling. He also struck me as
someone who could take something fearful and make it concrete,
who could make abstract ideas tenable. I don’t know a lot of adults
who can do that. I wish I had more of an ability to do that. I can’t
remember a time in my classroom where I witnessed a student
with a similar talent.”
Carla Panciera, Burlington High, Burlington, Massachusetts
“I find the young boy with the telescope quite unusual in the
coherence and consistency with which he addressed both concrete
things (stars for instance) and the abstract/symbolic workings they
might seem to represent. I have rarely encountered students able to
move so easily and spontaneously between such varied fields
(astronomy, current events, theology) all the while returning to a
consistent theme, in this case global ethics. While I have
encountered students with similar reasoning abilities, I find myself
returning to this boy’s age and apparent spontaneous presentation,
along with his continuously viewing his subject through the lens of
the cosmic impact of ethics in our own lives.”
Lita Blanchar & Jay Frenzel, Winthrop High, Winthrop, Maine
“The six year old with the telescope is interesting, but not
necessarily unique. Kids of all ages are able to focus and reason if
given the right circumstances and the right prompting. The six
year old had a telescope, which is an indication of the importance
his family puts on education and exploration. This emphasis
obviously carried over to other areas of interest to the child. The
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example in the reading illustrates the point that if children are
given the right environment and nurtured they can develop an
interest and a desire to examine the world around them.”
Glen David Young, Petoskey High, Petoskey, Michigan
“I don’t believe the abstract ideas and interests that the 6-year old
with a telescope exhibited are unusual. Children have a natural
innate curiosity about the world around them and tend to develop
exquisite philosophies to explain it. The problem is that too many
adults stifle this curiosity and creativity; the result is students that
simply wait for adults to tell them what they should know and
believe. I occasionally come across students that still have this
natural desire to find explanations, but they unfortunately are few
and far between by the time they reach high school.”
Tara Ganse, Quartz Hill High School, Quartz Hill, California
“The 6-year-old student with the telescope is usual for his age.
Many young children ages 12 and below are bold with inquiry
about life and people. I recall that my six graders would often raise
their hands to answer or ask questions with zeal, but as I taught
grades 7-12 I noticed that students didn’t have a zeal for learning.
In fact, they seemed to be utterly bored, overwhelmed or turned
off by it. The upper grades, with few exceptions, see learning as
an imposition and demand, whereas the younger grades experience
learning as a delight. Incidentally, the few students who love
learning are forced into a low-key interaction by the dominant
culture of apathetic students. Should the motivated students openly
express their knowledge or zeal they will be ridiculed, shunned or
antagonized by the dominant culture.”
Sandra Dee Nixon, Grace Dodge High School, Bronx, New York
“Children, as a rule, are inventive and show inherent curiosity. It
often happens that the youngest children are the ones who convey
the smartest ideas. In this sense, the child with the telescope was
another reminder of the fact that teaching really is a two-way
process.”
Krista Ummik, Miina Harma Gymnasium, Tartu, Estonia
“My perspective of the six year old was that he was quite
enchanting and a profound thinker. He obviously has embraced
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his childlike faith and ability to comprehend concepts about life.
He was able to convey his ideas that challenged an adult’s thought
process. The six-year-old interests allowed me to drift into a
childlike state of mind that allows acceptance of people for who
they are. Yes, I have experienced students with the capacity to
reason and who have a similar focus as a six year old. One of my
students was somehow able to connect how the stars and the
atmosphere will be ends to our destruction.”
X’ernona Woods, Youth Development Institute, Chicago, Illinois
“Coles suggests that we ought to permit children to be ‘ethically
introspective citizens’ and suggest we not disregard what they
have to say about the dilemmas and contradictions of being
human. As a sixth grade teacher, I’ve found that kids enjoy moral
and philosophical discussions. It seems that this type of expression
is not allowed for much in schools and we ought to give children
more time to express themselves this way. Insight, as Coles points
out, comes at an early age. The six-year-old boy has a mature
understanding of God as a force which lets us use our free will.
He already seems to have a solid moral foundation.”
Dennis Donoghue,Salisbury Elementary,Salisbury, Massachusetts
“The 6 year old exhibited unusual metaphysical thinking. I can’t
recall an incidence of this depth, but I do know that students, when
allowed to freely express their thoughts, show keen reasoning.
Recently after my class read Oedipus the King, a student
commented how mankind still has not rid itself of many wrong
doings. Man still exhibits the same weaknesses. He went on to say
that the Greeks abhorred incest as we do. We have today,
however, made such a crime more possible, unknowingly to the
culprit as was Oedipus situation, through the advancement of
artificial insemination and adoption. ‘Isn’t it ironic,’ he said, ‘that
scientific advancement has created a greater pitfall for mankind
while also creating a sociological advancement. Progress seems to
place man in more moral and ethical dilemmas.’”
Frances Nelson, Coshocton High School ,Coshocton, Ohio
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Q2- Were you surprised to read that young children may be
“ethically introspective citizens”? Discuss.

"Absolutely not. Children have the basic capacity to know right
from wrong, good from bad, and so on. In fact, they are less likely
to be corrupted by some of society’s pressures and dictations;
therefore, a child may be able to share ethics gleaned from honest
thought better than some adults. Robert Coles gives us each a
lesson to remember in our daily lives, especially for those of us
who see children on a day-to-day basis.'''
Devra Parker, Medicine Lodge, Medicine L.odge, Kansas
"It’s not at all surprising that young children may be “ethically
introspective citizens.” Adults could often benefit from the ethical
views of children. Thoreau praises their willingness to speak the
“rude truth.” One might argue that what we call maturity or
growing up is, in some ways, lessening of this “ethical
introspectiveness.” The shrill voice of “the real world” often
drowns out the adult conscience.'''
Michael Reilly, Joliet Central High School, Joliet, Illinois
“Why would children being "ethically introspective" come as a
surprise? Children are introspective about everything. Being
introspective simply means "I don't know." Adults have to know;
children do not. If children speculate about colors and flavors and
animals and monsters and all the great mysteries, why would they
not ruminate about the ins and outs of right and wrong? What
adults most often find challenging is that the introspections these
little minds go through are often attempts to understand adult
behaviors which so often contradict the spoken word. Granted,
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many, if not all, children think about their own actions and the
results of those actions, but more often than not the central issue of
their thought processes is the "fairness" of what has been handed
to them by the adults in their lives. One of the more frightening
trends in contemporary western society is the tendency for adults
to remain locked in this "fairness" criterion as the sole standard for
their own behaviors and their responses to the behaviors of others
around them. "Fairness" is an infantile way of saying "I am the
center of the universe--worship me." Adulthood looks at what is
fair and what is right. Children have to be introspective to work
this out, but they will never come to a good conclusion if the only
adults they know and see and hear are no more mature than they
are.”
Phillip Belmont Jr., Dakota Ridge High, Littleton, Colorado
“I am not surprised at all as I have been a witness to it throughout
the years. I say this, and yet each time I see it happen in my
classroom, I feel incredulous and renewed because it is so
touching to watch. Six and seven year olds have a built- in need
for justice, and believe me, do their fair share of tattle-telling to
achieve it! This is the perfect age to have moral discussions to
begin fine-tuning what is already there. They are not mature
enough to fully understand all the abstract ramifications of
behavior or to communicate such in an adult manner. However, in
their own way, if we are truly listening and watching, they show
us that they want and need what is right, and seek it out in others.”
Julie Hays, Alcoa Elementary School, Alcoa, Tennessee
“Although I was a bit surprised, I have had experiences where
children ‘knew’ things beyond their years. Early trauma to several
of my foster children produced this result. Vickie knew much
more about being ‘at choice’ then I did. She also learned about
boundaries earlier than I.”
Patricia Fuhrman, John F. Kennedy School, Mr. Angel, Oregon
“Children absorb the ethical issues that surround them—In the
news, in adult discussions and through their own questions about
fairness and justice. Though young children are in an egocentric
stage of development, they are beginning to question what is fair
and what is right about the way they move through their days,
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especially when something touches their lives and appears to be
wrong or unfair.
During my first year as a third grade teacher, I taught an extremely
insightful child, who was as aware of ethical issues as she was of
her multiplication tables. Ruth became known as our class
problem-solver, since she would often judiciously help to manage
issues from pencil ownership to fist fights. Early in the year, I was
attempting to line up my class for lunch. I was frazzled. My
systems and routines were brand-new and inconsistent. I was on
the verge of tears. Ruth was standing at the front of the line, twofingers up (our symbol for quiet), casting a disapproving glance to
her peers who were not yet in line. In the midst of her quiet
whispers to her classmates to get in line, she noticed my emotional
state. She turned to me and asked, “Is it hard to be a teacher?”
I answered, ‘Sometimes, Ruthie, but it’s never hard to be your
teacher!’ She replied, ‘Well, you should get paid as much as a
movie star. That’s not really fair.’ What an ethical reflection on a
fact that our society accepts with little questioning.”
Rachel Weimerskirch, Family Academy, PS 241, New York, NY
“I am not surprised that young children may be ethically
introspective citizens. My daughter is four years old. She evaluates
her own actions often, recognizes misbehaviors and will offer
apologies or rationales. She tries to sort out why people do what
they do. She asks many questions, and usually repeats my
responses to herself twice. I am surprised by how much she hears
and can repeat when I don’t even know she is listening.
Furthermore, once when I was covering a primary teacher’s class,
I read Max Lucado’s You Are Special. Wooden people all carved
by the same craftsman give each other stars for good qualities and
dots for imperfections. After the story, these first and second
graders honestly offered vivid examples of how they give each
other stars and dots.”
Angela Bean Bolton, Alcoa Elementary School, Alco, Tennessee,
“There would be no reason that an older member of the
community also could not fill this void on the basis of reading
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number one, two and three. Additionally, Coles talks of the value
of community service in moral education. An older retiree is a
model of this service to the community.”
Dea Podhajsky, Kiona-Benton High, Benton City, Washington
“No, this does not surprise me. Having worked in education for
the past eight years with all types of children, I have encountered
many types of students. Some that reiterate what you say word for
word, and others that really ponder what is said in the classroom. I
think that if we place more emphasis on process rather than
product in today’s classrooms, we will be able to see more
children utilizing this ethically introspective ability. This also
reminds us that we should set high expectations for our students
and teach them that the ‘why’ is just as important as the correct
answers.”
Jodie Moss, Everett School, Lake Forest, Illinois
“I believe that young children are very interested in the world and
the way it works. They want to know about good and evil. They
want to know why people fight, how to be safe and why their
animals die. Not every child has the language or the experience to
express their ideas in a grownup way. My students have very
lively discussions about their beliefs, whether it is about God,
Santa, or the tooth fairy. Even more importantly they can extend
their thinking and listen to each other. Often the most direct way
to solve a conflict in the classroom is to ask the involved students
to think about others’ feelings.”
Margaret Bryant, Northwest Elementary, St. Petersburg, Florida,
“I have always observed children to be ethically introspective
citizens. I agree with Coles, ‘that the conscience constantly presses
its moral weight on our feeling lives, our imagination life.’(9)
Traditional literature from early times portrayed children as good
citizens, displaying honesty, integrity, and loyalty. Their
conscience was evident in their deeds. The children of ancient
communities often modeled moral lessons and worked together to
create harmony. Most children understand what Goldilocks did
wrong and who the villain in Little Red Riding Hood is. Children
know about the value system in which they live.”
Jill Plantedosi, Parker Middle School, Reading, Massachusetts
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“Of course children are ‘ethically introspective citizens.’ They just
do it on a different scale than adults do. One of my students last
year wrote an essay about her friends. She wrote what a true friend
was and what a true friend does. I was most impressed, however,
about her discussion of what a ‘false’ friend engages in. She spoke
about the child you haven’t spoken to all year, coming up to you
with flowery hello’s and gushing sentiment as you stand towards
the front of a long line at the snack machine in the lunchroom. She
recognized and was able to verbalize very effectively the
insincerity of someone who has ulterior motives for their
outstretched hand. How insightful of this twelve-year-old! She
will encounter many such faux friends in her lifetime; haven’t we
all? But I rest assured knowing that she will know how to handle
them.”
Teresa Fauvell, Orwin, Altman Middle School , Floral Park, NY
“No! Even though the mental capabilities of children may be
limited as far as physical and emotional development may be
concerned, children speak verbal as well as non-verbal words of
wisdom that we as adults need to appreciate. The word ‘ethically’
suggests rightfully that children have an understanding of what is
right and what is wrong. The word ‘introspective’ suggests that
children reflect upon their actions to determine the appropriate
ethical way of handling a matter. …young children can be
‘ethically introspective citizens’ in that they can easily put away
anger, revenge, falsehood, deceit, and selfishness and cloak
themselves with honesty, integrity, simplicity, and love. In
cloaking themselves with these traits, these children teach us as
adults the beauty of living a life of peace and simplicity. These are
some of the traits of the ‘ethically introspective citizens.’
Galen Boehme PhD, Kinsley High School, Kinsley, Kansas
“Absolutely not. By mere definition ethical means ‘being in
accordance with the accepted principals of right and wrong….’
and the root introspection means ‘contemplation of one’s own
thoughts, feelings and sensations.’ Together they define being
aware of and knowing the difference between what is right and
what is wrong. From parents and teachers, children are being
taught right and wrong or what is acceptable and what is not
through rules and morals. They are learning how to be ‘ethically
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introspective citizens.’ Everyday children are showing us that they
know right from wrong through the form of tattling. If you are the
parents of at least two children you’ve experienced one child
running to tell you that the other child hit them. At my school the
students are given common language commands such as ‘Hands at
home,’ ‘Fix your feet,’ “Rocks on ground,’ “No kicking,’ “Use
inside voices’ etc. Since the students are taught that their hands
are to be at home, they will come to the teacher and tell if a
student hit them. Hence, they have learned that hitting is wrong.
Children are also learning how to “ethically introspective citizens”
through sympathy. If one of my students is crying, another child
will come and ask why he or she is crying. Once given an
explanation, they will pat the child and sometimes say it is ok and
ask the child to play with them or they will let the child play with
one of their toys. They are learning about feelings and emotions so
that they will develop morally.”
Ramona Hall, Archild School, Little Rock, Arkansas
“Children understand right from wrong. I've seen that even in the
most dire circumstances. In the summers of 1970 and 1971, I
worked in Belfast, Northern Ireland. I was there to assist with
playground supervision in some of the areas which faced the
mounting traumas of religious-based strife.
The second year, I was working with international volunteers
when rioting broke out near our playground. Gangs of teen
hooligans broke into some of the nearby stores and looted goods.
Toward evening, one of the children showed up at the door of the
dorm where the volunteers were housed. Sweet and intelligent, she
was a favorite among the group. That day, however, we knew that
the candy she had brought with her was part of the spoils of the
raid. I can remember watching her face as she walked to various
volunteers offering a chocolate bar. Each person said a simple ‘No
thank you.’
One of the volunteers entered from the men's section having just
awakened. When she offered the candy, one of the other people
said, ‘Maybe you'd could explain to Victor how you got the
sweets.’ Shamefaced, she explained that it came from the
wreckage of a nearby sweetshop owned by an elderly couple.
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Victor didn't berate her. He said, ‘I don't think that candy bar
would taste very good to me, do you?’
‘It doesn't taste good to me either,’ she answered. She took the
chocolate to a wastebasket and threw it away. Very quietly, the
group had helped her make an ethical decision: Vengeance is not
sweet.”
Sheryl Lee Hinman, Galesburg School, Galesburg,Illinois
“I think meeting such children is extremely rare because young
children, at least the ones I have encountered, have limited abstract
reasoning abilities. This child made a comparison between the
irregular motion of stars and human behavior! I would be
impressed if an adult spoke as figuratively as the boy did, so for a
six year old to do it simply astounds me.
Sometimes teachers meet students who remind them of
themselves. Sadly, Mike reminds me of myself when I was in
college, not a senior in high school! Although philosophy is not
taught in public schools, Mike utilized me in class and after school
to discuss some ideas he had thought or read about in one of his
books. Over the course of the year we’ve had conversations about
Platonic forms, relative idealism, identity, God, ethics, forgiveness, and evil. He so enjoyed reading Crime and Punishment in
class that he went out and bought The Brothers Karamzov and
read that. I never told Mike what he should think about each topic
he raised but encouraged him to keep an open mind and not to feel
he had to figure everything out before he was twenty. That was
unnecessary. Some people have a black and white/good or bad
moral perspective. Mike’s mind welcomes the grayness his ideas
and readings create for him. That impresses me and is the quality
I most admire in him.”
Gregory Greenleaf, Winslow High School, Winslow, Maine
“Having talked with many children of all ages, I have come to
appreciate and look forward to their inherent curiosity, insights
regarding ethics, and perceptions concerning a myriad of other
issues. Listening to them has been a wonderful learning experience
in the wisdom I have gained about how they view and interact
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with the world; information which has helped me better relate to
them and their needs.
Recognizing that children possess the desire and ability to reflect
on such issues should really come as no surprise. Consider the
young child who is always asking her parents “why,” hoping to
please the teacher by doing the ‘right thing,’ accepting without
question the existence of Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy; this is a
child whose mind is not yet cluttered by the mundane routine of
daily tasks, one who is willing to think creatively, examining and
accepting that which is not readily apparent.
As with many things, perhaps the issue lies not with children’s
ability to be ethically introspective citizens, but with adults’
willingness to allow them to think and act in such a manner. This
concept is wonderfully illustrated in the children’s book, The Art
Lesson, by Tomie dePaola. Tommy loves to draw and does so
with great abandon, making glorious use of color with his set of
sixty-four crayons. In school he greatly looks forward to lessons
with the new art teacher until, upon her arrival, he is given only
one sheet of paper and told to copy what the teacher has
drawn…with his eight-pack of school issue crayons. As role
models and teachers we must take great care not to limit children,
to reward them for copying only what we tell them; but to let them
create and re-create using all sixty-four colors.”
Pam Lenz, Northwestern Elementary School, Albion, Pennsylvania
"’A child of five would understand this. Send someone to fetch a
child of five.’ - Groucho Marx
I was not surprised to read that young children may be ‘ethically
introspective citizens.’ What does surprise me is the occasional
adult who does not realize the depth of spirit within each child.
Verbal skills are developing; vocabulary is building, life
experiences await, the things that shape our ability to express our
thoughts are just beginning in a child. Lack of ability to eloquently
express ones thoughts does not mean a lack of thoughts exists.
Sometimes a child’s thoughts are expressed with so many bits and
pieces the listener loses the message. Other times the child’s
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thoughts are expressed so simply that the magnitude of the
statement takes a moment to sink in.
Life’s lessons are invaluable. Good or bad we learn from them and
grow as individuals. These lessons shape our opinions, how we
react, how we express ourselves. The joy of young children is that
they have so few life experiences to hinder their thoughts. A
young child will stare in awe at the ability of the wind to move a
tree. A young child can fill a day with "why questions". Those
who believe that young children are not ethically introspective
citizens have not taken the time to speak with a child.
As an educator I am always trying to help my students become
more responsible, to behave in a more ‘adult like’ fashion. I want
my students to mature and learn to make good choices. We all
benefit from a society of responsible adults. In the process of
becoming responsible adults I hope none of us lose the
introspective inner child. May we always be in awe of a beautiful
sunset or amazed that the rivers endlessly flow. May the child
inside of all of us never quit asking why.”
Patty Chiles, Douglas Alternative School, Springfield, Illinois
“Children are great absorbers and they have a strong sense of what
makes sense. When they say, ‘But that Isn’t fair,’ many times they
mean, ‘But that isn’t the right thing to do.’ I think one reason why
adolescence is so difficult is that teenagers still have strong ethics,
a strong sense of what’s fair, and yet they begin to battle against
the status quo. For example, try explaining to students why
teachers don’t get laid off based on competency. They won’t
accept tenure as an answer. They see what is ethical: This teacher
works hard, this one doesn’t. Why dismiss the committed person
and keep the slacker?”
Carla Panciera, Burlington High, Burlington, Massachusetts
“I have often observed young children engaged in some level of
ethical introspection. Much of the “teachings” that adults
consciously strive to deliver are concerned with “good and bad”
alternatives that children are often trying to process. In addition,
children are trying to sort out the various behaviors of both peers
and adults that they observe, often through the prism of “good and
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bad.” They do not take this issue for granted, as adults often will. I
agree strongly when Coles points out the relevance here of many
stories we read or tell our children as well. The Bible, Robin
Hood, and various myths and fables form a conceptual framework
of ethical concern that my daughter, for instance, continues to
engage as she moves toward middle school, one that I continue to
engage as my hair continues to thin and go gray.”
Lita Blanchar & Jay Frenzel, Winthrop High, Winthrop, Maine
“I was not completely surprised to read that young children may
be “ethically introspective citizens.” As the father of a nine year
old son and a seven year old daughter, I have seen the ethically
introspection of children. My children have gone with me when I
have worked with my students on their community service
projects.… My kids have seen me work with Habitat for Humanity
and they have said that the work Habitat does is ‘nice for people
that do not have their own houses.’”
Glen David Young, Petoskey High, Petoskey, Michigan
“I was not surprised at all! In my experience most children are
‘ethically introspective.’ While young children may not be
experienced enough to always make ‘ethically’ appropriate
choices, they are experienced enough to consider the moral
implications of their own and others choices and behaviors.”
Tara Ganse, Quartz Hill High School, Quartz Hill, California
“Seemingly good, nice or sweet people who would curse, lie, or
betray other people would often dismay me. As for children, when
I was teaching in Catholic school two students hoc-spit into some
lunch food and offered it to me, which I ate and was later informed
by other students of the deed. I was stunned by the student’s
misconduct, for I didn’t have a negative exchange with them or
other students that would warrant such evil. Now, four years later,
last week I heard on the news about a teenage student putting a
formaldehyde heart of a frog into a substitute teacher’s coffee,
which she drank and became ill. Upon inquiry, a fellow student
revealed that the teacher was a good person and didn’t warrant that
evil act. What do we say about the wicked students?
Sandra Dee Nixon, Grace Dodge High School, Bronx, New York
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“As a teacher of young children, I was definitely not surprised.
Children are basically good when they are born. It is mostly due to
their surroundings and upbringing that some of them change for
the worse.”
Krista Ummik, Miina Harma Gymnasium,Tartu, Estonia
“As human beings, the capabilities of man never cease to amaze to
me. Our children learn in part by vision, sound and touch.
Generally, at birth children are able to differentiate sounds, lights
and emotions. Our children are born learning and teaching
simultaneously.”
X’ernona Woods, Youth Development Institute, Chicago, Illinois
“I’ve found that children have a large capacity for ethical
introspection. My students are busy all the time sorting out right
from wrong, especially during recess and other less structured
times when they have opportunities to join in or stand away from
unruly behavior. Every day after lunch they want to talk about
who did what to whom, how they brokered peace, how they
distinguished themselves in case I hear otherwise from one of the
recess mothers. The pull and sway of right and wrong, wanting to
follow the correct path even if it means being talked about by their
peers, seems at certain times an urgent priority for six graders.”
Dennis Donoghue,Salisbury Elementary,Salisbury, Massachusetts
“Not at all. Children of all ages exhibit introspection about ethics.
They willingly participate in all types of projects that prove this:
recycling of paper, saving cans for recycling, collecting food for
the Salvation Army at Christmas, giving blood to the Red Cross,
collecting money for endangered animals. The list is endless. I
find that children have not become cynical and do believe they
have a responsibility to do what is right, not only for themselves
but for others and for future generations.”
Frances Nelson, Coshocton High School ,Coshocton, Ohio
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Q3- Do you agree that morality can be taught in all kinds of
classes? Give examples from experience.

"Morality can be taught anywhere and at any time, no matter what
type or age-level of class we instruct. In fact, my pre-school son
can learn the same types of lessons my seniors learn. In a recent
lesson, my son was asked to reconstruct the bones of a skeleton
using a model. He proudly found the skull and backbone, and to
the amazement of his teacher, counted the rib bones he needed to
finish his picture. But the lesson he learned went much further.
Eli finished early, and his teacher said he could find a toy to play
with. Instead, he asked if he could help his friends get finished.
Then, he showed his classmates the process instead of telling them
what to do.
I ask my senior writers to do this same process when writing a
paper. They exchange completed writings and peer edit, showing
one another grammatical or structural errors that need correction
before my grading. The four-year-old and 18-year-olds all learn
the same, valuable lesson here. ‘Be responsible for your neighbor’
means to these children help others and, at the same time, help
yourself. Morality centers on each of us being good role models
for one another; this lesson can be learned no matter what age we
are."'
Devra Parker, Medicine Lodge, Medicine Lodge, Kansas
"Teachers, whether they choose to or not, teach morality every
day. Regardless of the level or subject area, our words and actions
teach ethics far more often and with a greater impact than many of
us realize. These lessons can be part of normal class discussion or
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communicated by the teacher’s attitude toward his students,
specific social issues, and life, in general. Kids are smart. They
have a keen sense of right and wrong. Fairness is very important to
them. Hypocrisy is fatal to credibility."'
Michael Reilly, Joliet Central High School, Joliet, Illinois
“Sure, morality can be taught in all classes if morality is defined as
a fundamental set of rules needed to govern the smooth operation
of a given society. Even the rightness and wrongness of certain
behaviors can be dealt with regardless of the formal subject matter
of the class. The implication of the question is a dangerous one,
however, because it assumes that morality, like math or language
or any other school subject, is a learned skill but unlike the other
learned skills, will be learned by all equally. This is an
oversimplification of the problem. Morality and behavior are often
equated and that too is an oversimplification. A prime example is
the reaction of Europeans to the nakedness of Polynesian women.
They were often viewed as sex objects or as ungodly when the
reality of their culture and the location of their islands made bare
breasts and genitals both beautiful and practical. European
‘morality’ did more harm than good in many cases of cultural
confrontation. Just as it did with the ‘morality’ of the Holocaust.
The question being asked here really should be worded ‘Can
behaviors be taught in all classes?’ True morality, ‘the voice
within us that has really heard the voice of others,’ to quote the
article, like music or food, can only be interpreted by the listener
and not everyone hears well or willingly.”
Phillip Belmont Jr., Dakota Ridge High, Littleton, Colorado
“I believe opportunities to teach morality arise in all facets of life.
A classroom is a busy place with people who differ greatly in
their backgrounds, skin color, beliefs, customs, strengths, and
weaknesses. This naturally creates moments of conflict. Those
moments must be used to instruct, not just punish. Feelings have
to be expressed verbally and children of all ages have to be shown
how to express such feelings. I have used various curricula to
teach morality and character with my students, and they have been
useful. But, I tell you, the moments where real conflicts arise are
indeed the most instructive. Students have an investment in these
moments because they are involved personally. They are more
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attentive, more serious about understanding what has taken place,
and ultimately remember those much better than contrived
situations.”
Julie Hays, Alcoa Elementary School, Alcoa, Tennessee
“Definitely. Literature is a perfect medium to discuss morality and
writing provides another avenue for this. Debates, putting literary
characters on trial—like Macbeth—provide a forum for teaching
morality. On 9/11 and in the following days we wrote definition
essays discussing heroism from multiple points of view. We used
the definition essay to discuss terrorism. We discussed War from
multiple points of view, using editorials. We collected blood for
the Red Cross.”
Patricia Fuhrman, John F. Kennedy School, Mr. Angel, Oregon
“Any academic subject can serve as a catalyst for young people to
suddenly connect with a question that is nagging their sense of
morality. It can be triggered by something written in the 1500’s or
by a math problem about a population comparison between third
and first world countries. The teachable moment emerges in every
subject and a student’s question, based on a moral issue, can serve
as the meat of a brilliant class discussion.
One of my most promising experiences has been my literature
class this year. After reading Mac Beth, the class translated the
play into modern language and set it in present day Harlem. The
universality of the issues hit us all. While reading Romeo and
Juliet, my students found that they grapple with the same struggles
of the Capulets and Montagues. Were Capulet and Montague solid
moral leaders for their children? How are they like the gangs in
my students’ neighborhoods? A student in this class recently
brought up the issue of equitable housing. Why housing projects
are called the projects? The student asked, ‘Is it an experiment or a
project to see if poor people can survive?’ These questions
emerged from a scene study of the Capulet ball.”
Rachel Weimerskirch, Family Academy, PS 241, New York, NY
“Yes, morality can be taught in all kinds of classes. I teach
principles of right and wrong in behavior all day long because a
basic set of rules have to be followed for our class to run
smoothly. General examples include encouraging children to do
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their best work, not cheat on a test, complete homework
assignments on time as instructed, follow teacher directions, pay
attention, show respect to teachers and to other children, and to be
safe. One student in my class made an observation the other day.
He said ‘children usually know that a behavior is wrong if they try
to hide doing it’.”
Angela Bean Bolton, Alcoa Elementary School, Alco, Tennessee,
“The National Association of Secondary School Principal’s
magazine Leadership has devoted issues to the role high school
students can play in elementary schools in developing leadership
and positive values. Using high school students not only benefits
younger students, it also benefits the high school student by
providing opportunities for community service. The article ‘Inside
the Teen Brain’ has information on growth and development that
should be considered in creating the environment for teens to help
younger students. These considerations would include the teens'
tendency to moodiness, for risk taking, and inability to assess
emotional connotations of body language. After considering these
factors, I still believe working with younger children would be
beneficial for both the older student and the younger child.
However, I think most older students would not be as effective at
filling a void left by an absent adult in their life as a teacher or
other adult.”
Dea Podhajsky, Kiona-Benton High, Benton City, Washington
“I agree that morality can be discussed in all schools and in most
subject areas. Morality can be taught, modeled and practiced, but
it is often hard to judge how successful the teaching has been.
Students can be taught [these] skills within the confounds of a
character education program, or they can be incorporated into
most subject areas. While discussing a language arts story, the
teacher can ask questions such as, ‘Did Johnny do the right thing
here? What would you have done?’ Math problems can also be
created to be morally subjective. After doing the basic
computation, students can be asked questions about the ‘morality’
of what the question implied. Economics and social studies are
also great areas [for] morality discussions.”
Jodie Moss, Everett School, Lake Forest, Illinois
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“I absolutely believe that children can be encouraged to practice
appropriate behavior in every classroom. I believe that groups of
children can develop rules and guidelines for behavior that
emphasize kindness, respect, and honesty. I also believe that
students need adult guidance to do this efficiently, especially if
that guidance is absent from the home. Every year I ask my
children to develop ground rules for our classroom. We discuss
why we are at school (to learn) and what we need from each other
in order to learn. Invariably my primary children want to be
treated fairly by others, expect to be respectful of others and know
that fighting and name calling is wrong. By thinking about
behavior and feelings, children begin to develop a moral code that
is often reflected in the idea of treating each other the way that we
want to be treated.”
Margaret Bryant, Northwest Elementary, St. Petersburg, Florida,
“There are numerous opportunities to teach morality to students in
all kinds of classes. Every day brings new teachable moments.
Each subject offers a new opportunity to teach values. When
teaching history or social studies, teachers can discuss morality
through the content of the subject. Were citizens treated fairly
throughout history? The topics of slavery, the Holocaust,
elections, child labor, and the terrorist attacks, are all topics that
could focus on values and morality.
When I teach literature, I always include questions in our
discussions that are centered around morality. I have written
several literature units based on values. I use the novel Shiloh by
Phyllis Reynolds Naylor to discuss honesty and integrity. Students
read and reflect in their writings about these subjects. The focus
questions help them to give evidence from the story to support
their answers. When you support your statements with facts from a
story, it gives you a deeper understanding of its conflicts.”
Jill Plantedosi, Parker Middle School, Reading, Massachusetts
“The greatest lesson in morality that can be taught, not only in all
classes, but also in every interaction with a child, is tolerance. I’m
not just speaking about religious or racial tolerance, although of
course those are discussed and taught continuously. I am speaking
about tolerance for all differences we, as unique individuals,
possess.
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The best way to teach tolerance is in small group work. In these
settings, I stress to children the importance of ‘multiple
intelligences,’ as described by Joseph Gardiner. I use myself as an
example. I tell them that I was always ‘good at’ reading and
writing, so, I tell my students, I became an English teacher!
However, one of my lesser abilities is in the field of artistic
endeavor. I tell them that I ‘stink’ at art, and so was always
grateful when I was grouped with artistic students. Likewise, more
athletic children might be capable of doing dances and other
means of physical activities in a project. I tell, and demonstrate to
my students that we all have things to offer; it’s just a matter of
finding your own strengths.”
Teresa Fauvell, Orwin, Altman Middle School , Floral Park, NY
“Morality definitely can be taught in all classes. One is teaching
morality even when he thinks he is not teaching morals. When I
first began my teaching career, I attended a seminar where the
presenter stressed that we as teachers can lead a ‘double’ life – a
life following one set of morals within the classroom and a life
following another set of morals outside the classroom. The two
sets of values could be totally opposites. Perhaps that individual
felt that he could since he lived in a large metropolitan community
where more anonymity exists. In the rural area where I teach (a
community of 1800 individuals in a county of approximately
4,000 people), it is impossible to lead life of double standards and
be a worthy public servant. Since we the people know each other
very well, we are held accountable to one another in a very direct
way. I have seen teachers removed from the public school system
because of their double standards. I have seen the local press cause
the public to remove an individual from office because of a life of
double standards. So the best way that I teach morality within the
classroom is by living a life of high integrity not only within the
classroom but also outside the classroom. In Harper Lee’s classic
To Kill a Mockingbird, Miss Maudie Atkinson tells Scout the
reason why Scout’s father Atticus has been chosen to defend Tom
Robinson: ‘We’re so rarely called on to be Christians, but when
we are, we’ve got men like Atticus to go for us.’ The community
knew where Atticus stood on the racial matter. He lived that
quality of life within his home as well as within his community.
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Besides living a life of integrity within as well as outside the
classroom, how else can I as a teacher stress morality in my
classes? For me, morality relates to my personal convictions about
myself and about the people that I serve. I see those people
around me as gifts of God; we are here to serve one another in a
way that will produce constructive growth and respect wherever I
am. I demonstrate this set of morals by how I handle students, by
how I represent the administration, by how I represent the public.
Most of all, I reveal my standards by how I conduct myself. The
students know how sincere I am; students can sense through my
actions my level of sincerity. The students are my best sources for
determining how genuine of an individual I truly am. In short, I
live an open book to the public.
Among the many personal examples that I could give comes this
one relating to Ben who experienced difficulty passing the English
12 class. He needed the class to meet graduation requirements.
Ben was not a good speller. Three weeks before graduation, I
noted that Ben’s spelling suddenly had improved. I also noted a
different writing style on the papers that carried his name. The
principal and I met with Ben and his mother where Ben confessed
that not only was he plagiarizing the assignments but he was also
using a ‘cheat sheet’ to take the spelling exams. During the visit,
Ben shared with me that one of his goals in life could be to
become a truck driver. We then discussed which trait would cause
a truck driver to lose his business: The improper use of spelling or
the lack of personal integrity (here, stealing or misrepresenting
another individual). Ben confessed that he can compensate for the
poor spelling, but to retain his customers, he has to be an
individual of integrity. Becoming that person must begin in the
classroom by doing his own work. His mother summarized the
visit by saying to me, ‘We may forget some of the principles of
English that you teach, but we can’t forget the moral lesson that
we learned today.’”
Galen Boehme PhD, Kinsley High School , Kinsley, Kansas
“Yes. Morals are being taught to children every day through
various means. Our morals are either a lesson that we are taught
about life or it can refer to how we conduct ourselves.
Throughout the day in schools children are taught history and of
the actions of those before them. We teach our children that we
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must learn from the mistakes of our ancestors. Many Disney
movies are teaching our children morals. In the true story movie
Remember the Titans Coach Boone played by Denzel Washington
is an African-American football coach during a high school’s first
integration. While at football camp, he takes them on a run to the
Gettysberg’s war site. With both African-American and white
students, he reminds them of the war casualties and its fight over
hatred of the color of a man’s skin. He tells them that they must
learn from their ancestors who died fighting the same battle that
they are fighting. Recently, my preschool students viewed the
Disney movie Pinocchio. We know that Pinocchio’s nose grew
every time that he told a lie. Through this cartoon children are
learning that telling a lie is wrong and there are consequences of
lying.”
Ramona Hall, Archild School, Little Rock, Arkansas
“This question irritates me. I initially wanted to plead innocent to
the charge of teaching morality. It scares me to think I do this
because it makes me feel rather arrogant. I, Gregory Greenleaf,
will teach you right from wrong. Sounds easy, right? Well, racism
and homophobia and classism and all the other phobias and isms
are learned prejudices Although I would like to think I am not a
prejudiced person, I know that I am. And I should teach morality?
Yet, in some way or other we all have prejudices, whether we
acknowledge them or not. I acknowledge mine, and I work hard to
corral my prejudices. Maybe it is because I have acknowledged
my prejudices to myself and to my students that qualifies me to
teach morality. I teach morality with humility.
And what exactly do I teach? One lesson I teach tries to help
students acknowledge their own prejudices. This is not an easy
task because the vast majority of students do not believe they
possess any type of prejudice. We begin by reading the novel
Yoruba Girl Dancing by Simi Bedford. Set in the late forties and
early fifties, it is a story about a girl, Remi, who leaves her
Yoruban culture at the age of six and travels to England to attend
school. The story offers many examples of racism, and students
react passionately against the way Remi is treated. One scene in
the story that prompts a lot of discussion is when Remi travels to a
clothing store to buy her school uniform. When Remi tells the
sales-assistant the name of her school, the sales-assistant looks up
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in her records the school’s uniform color. Remi is informed that
she will have to purchase a uniform in the color ‘nigger brown.’
My students were shocked to discover that a shade of brown was
once commercially described in such a way and it was acceptable.
One of the post reading projects my students do is take a test that
measures a person’s prejudicial inclinations. It is a test that can be
taken through the Southern Poverty Law Center’s website. This
psychological test compares a person’s subconscious feelings
about two groups of people. For example, students can check their
attitudes about people who are fat or thin, gay or straight, white or
black, young and old, and a number of other categories. The
majority of people who take the white versus black test usually
end up scoring like I do and the majority of Americans do, even
blacks. We have ‘a strong automatic preference for white people.’
Once my students discover this about themselves, many are quick
to deny the result. Some even retake the test several times to try to
get a score that is less troubling. After the test we talk about the
ways we acquire prejudices and what we can do once we
acknowledge our own prejudices. We also read and discussed Why
We Hate from Psychology Today.
I once team taught a unit about the Holocaust with a history
teacher. He taught the history of the Holocaust, and my students
read The Diary of Anne Frank. One of our final projects was to
build a bulletin board memorial using photos of children who were
killed in the Holocaust. Yes, morality can be taught in all types of
classes. I know I do in mine.”
Gregory Greenleaf, Winslow High School, Winslow, Maine
“Considering that morality is as much a part of our daily living as
breathing, we can’t help but teach it in the classroom. Even when
teaching something as routine as double digit addition, a moral
element is always present. From the example set by the teacher as
he works with the child who ‘just doesn’t get it’ to the youngster
who is tempted to “borrow” her neighbor’s answer, morals are
interwoven in every fiber of the class’ texture.
Going back to the relationship between breathing and morals,
while the former is something we do without ever having been
taught (much to our advantage!), our every action, reaction, and
interaction is learned through life experience and instruction, both
directly and indirectly delivered. Consider the teacher who
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patiently works with the confused child; supporting, using a
variety of strategies, and encouraging along the way. Contrast this
with the instructor who is impatient to get on to the next lesson,
whose audible sighs of frustration and sarcastic comments convey
his unhappiness to all who are present. While both may have
taught the same subject matter, their actions have communicated
very different lessons about respect and working with others.
Although what we do often speaks louder than what we say,
there are also many opportunities for direct instruction of morality
throughout the curriculum. Literature often serves as a springboard
for the study of moral issues. This is illustrated by the first grade
class who discussed humanity and organized a school-wide benefit
for the local food pantry after reading a story about the less
fortunate. In my own music classes we often discussed issues such
as ethics related to copyright laws and the courage to participate in
musical endeavors despite peer pressure and the perception of
sports as being the ‘cool’ thing to do.
These examples are but a few of the possibilities for the study of
morality throughout the grades and in various fields of study. The
key to unlocking their potential is the teacher with a vision, the
ability to recognize that which is possible, and a willingness to
listen and encourage.”
Pam Lenz, Northwestern Elementary School, Albion, Pennsylvania
“Many people will declare that it is not the school’s place to teach
values. It is not the school’s place to teach morality. These people
believe that it is the parent’s right and responsibility to teach
values and morals at home. I respectfully disagree with these
individuals. As an educator, it is NOT my place to encourage
students to believe in the religious doctrine that I believe to be
correct. It is NOT my place to try to shape children’s beliefs to
mirror my own. I believe it is the responsibility of every adult to
teach morals.
In a perfect world every child would have loving parents who
are nurturing and kind, parents who consistently instill good moral
values. The reality is that the world is not perfect.
Even a child from a wonderful family will at some point in his or
her life encounter an adult who does not make good moral choices.
This is why it is so critical that all adults seize the opportunity to
teach morality.
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In math or science the opportunity may arise with a discussion of
how people with ideas ahead of their time were persecuted. The
ethical implications of certain science experiments can be
questioned. History and literature lend themselves to moral
questions of choices made. Writing assignments can sometimes be
exercises in "What choice would you have made?" Being
respectful and cooperative are components of good sportsmanship
in P.E. The opportunity to teach morality is present in every
subject area.
I think most educators would agree that it is not always the
planned lesson where the opportunity to teach morality occurs.
Students are not engaged in on task academic learning 100 percent
of the school day. A large portion of the school day is composed
of moving from class to class, changing activities, and social
interactions. The manner in which we treat others is a prime
opportunity to teach morality.
A teacher may pull a student aside to praise him or her for kind
actions. A situation at school may bring about an impromptu
discussion of the need to be respectful and tolerant of others.
Negative behaviors might be the reason to assist students in
finding ways to peacefully resolve a conflict. Situations to teach
morality surround us in every setting, every day.
I feel the most important question is not SHOULD WE, but
HOW DO WE teach morality. Adults teaching morality might
have the best intent, but sometimes the wrong approach. Children
do not want to be preached to. Adults don’t want to be preached
to. A lecture on what YOU did wrong and how you SHOULD
have done something leaves the recipient feeling hurt, ashamed, or
on the defensive.
In the quest to teach morality, as with any skill, it is important to
model the desired behavior. Helping students make good moral
judgments should engage the children in active learning. Telling
children what the right choice is will not be as effective as
assisting children to process their own personal responses.
The examples in the required reading were powerful because the
educators guided the students through the reasoning process. The
students were active participants. Students were given the
opportunity to personalize the moral dilemma. These students
learned to appreciate the courage it took the pilgrims to make the
voyage, they learned from The Bronx Tale to reflect on the good
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and bad in each person, but they learned something even more
important. They learned of using the ability to put oneself in
another’s shoes. They received a gift. The gift of the first stepping
stone. Moral maturity is a path of many stepping stones
throughout our lifetime. We should all be helped to take that first
step.”
Patty Chiles, Douglas Alternative School, Springfield, Illinois
“I am an English teacher. In my discipline, morality is an easy
topic to discuss. Does Hamlet have the right to avenge his father’s
death? What statements were the Romantic poets determined to
make by flouting the moral standards of their day? Morality is
fodder for discussion in any classroom despite the curriculum
when one also considers that teachers are forced to address nonacademic topics all the time: the death of classmates and teachers,
a world event, the financial ramifications of tax cuts on schools. I
remember one of my elementary teachers sending a child on an
errand then reprimanding us for our behavior towards him, making
us see how cruel our teasing had been. In a middle school social
studies class, we play-acted a scene in court between laborers and
factory owners. Those of us on the side of labor were forced to
give voice to the oppressed.”
Carla Panciera, Burlington High, Burlington, Massachusetts
“I strongly agree that morality can be taught in all kinds of classes
(though I prefer to say that morality can be “discussed” or
“engaged” rather than “taught.”) As an Alternative and Special
Education teacher, I have taught a wide variety of subjects in
which ethics often surface in our discussions. In Health class, for
instance, I structure the class around what I call the Five Gates:
Emotional, Physical, Mental, Spiritual, and Interpersonal. The last
two, especially, often bring up ethical issues, along with the most
authentic participation from students. Examining literature of the
Holocaust or Civil Rights Movement often leads to widespread
discussion of prejudice and the morality of our own behaviors. In
writing class, I sometimes have students write about ethical
dilemmas wherein there may be no clear-cut moral choice. For
instance, we may take a scenario wherein you have witnessed a
peer break a school window and you are questioned about it. You
are torn between the ethical value of honesty about what you know
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versus loyalty to your peer. Which becomes primary? I will ask
students to generate their own moral dilemmas to discuss or write
about. This often leads to deeper student participation, often
around the ethics of friendship and relationships. History is rife
with events that seem to cry out for moral examination: the
African slave trade, treatment of Native Americans etc. Similarly,
Ecology often leads to moral issues around industrialized society
and the environment. I try to bring these subjects into the students’
own backyards as much as possible: Moral discussion is often my
agenda but I do not force my viewpoint upon students or demand
ethical statements that they are not inclined to give.”
Lita Blanchar & Jay Frenzel, Winthrop High, Winthrop, Maine
“Morality can be taught in all manner of classes. My sophomore
students are required to complete community service projects
when they read To Kill A Mockingbird. They have to identify a
local social problem, formulate a plan to address the problem, and
then do something about it. They have to document their work and
report to the class. A colleague regularly asks students to
complete a ‘box’ project. Students ‘adopt’ a family in the South,
and then find out what daily items the family need. Students fill
their boxes with the items and send them to their adoptive family.
Students in both my class and my colleague’s classes come to see
the value of doing something for someone else.”
Glen David Young, Petoskey High, Petoskey, Michigan
“Morality is a quality that can be taught through example at any
time in any situation. I do not necessarily feel that instructional
time should be set aside to ‘teach’ students about morality (and
besides, I’m not sure it can effectively be taught in any way but by
example), but a teacher should seize any opportunity in the
classroom that presents itself to demonstrate and/or discuss
appropriate morality with his or her students. One instance where
this topic typically comes up in my class is over the concept of
cheating. I believe that students consider their behavior in this
regard more completely when a teacher engages the class in a
discussion of why copying homework or sharing answers on a test
are inappropriate versus just telling them that they will get in
trouble if they are caught.”
Tara Ganse, Quartz Hill High School, Quartz Hill, California
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“Again, the teaching of morality depends on the philosophical,
political, and/or religious belief of the teacher and his or her
personal life experiences. Morality cannot be taught like the
various subjects. A teacher need not believe in science, math or
English to teach those subjects. He or she is simply presenting
facts and discussing them. However, morality is another matter
entirely. How can a teacher teach that a lie is morally wrong when
he or she may lie often, even to the students? How can one teach
that profanity is wrong when that same teacher curses often, even
to the students? How can one teach that to kill is wrong when that
same teacher utters cutting remarks that kill student’s spirits?
Finally, morality has to be lived so that it can serve as an example
to teach.”
Sandra Dee Nixon, Grace Dodge High School, Bronx, New York
“Morality can be taught and is being learned outside of classrooms
each and everyday. The virtue that we reflect to others is being
mirrored. For example, I have taken my students on various field
trips. On this particular excursion, the students and myself were
treated quite condescendingly. Dare I say the person made us
blatantly aware that she did not enjoy our presence because of our
skin color? My students became perturbed as well as myself by
her disrespectful comments. Several students desire to engage in a
brawl with the young lady. I immediately gathered my students
and told them I too was irritated and that I would handle the issue
at hand. I asked the young lady to step to the side, to converse with
her. I told her that my experience of her was that she was showing
an unpleasant disposition, but I saw perhaps she was having a bad
day. I reiterated what she had said and allowed her to analyze her
actions towards my class. She immediately apologized and shared
that she was feeling under the weather. I hugged her and expressed
my concern about her health and our tour was pleasant thereafter.
My students could not hear the conversation, but they did
experience my heartfelt concern to correct the circumstances and
how I didn’t react based from another person’s distorted image
about people of color. The students observed me connecting with
the young lady to understand the underlying reason why she was
behaving in such a manner. After a few minutes, they saw me
extend my vulnerability and love. In their eyes, the tour guide was
a stranger. Yet, to me, she was a person who was handed down the
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message of hate and was taught this negative image about people
of color. They observed me live by my words. Everyone needs a
hug.”
X’ernona Woods, Youth Development Institute, Chicago, Illinois
“Morality can be taught everywhere to everyone. At school,
morality is taught both during and outside the lessons. It is always
more fruitful to teach by providing a good example than by
lecturing. Here, a teacher’s role is most significant – it is in our
power to influence a huge amount of young people by developing
our own personality and becoming better citizens. ”
Krista Ummik, Miina Harma Gymnasium,Tartu, Estonia
“One way I work morality in my daily schedule is to have students
write a page in their journals about a moral dilemma I’ve written
on the board. I have them read aloud what they’ve written. They
rest of us sit still and listen. Sometimes we ask questions or
engage in a discussion prompted by what we’ve heard. Some
topics I’ve presented: Would you rat on your best friend if you
saw him/her stealing a CD? What kinds of things do you do to
assist other people without being asked? How can you make our
school a more welcoming place? What do you need to do so your
parents will trust you alone in the house?”
Dennis Donoghue,Salisbury Elementary,Salisbury, Massachusetts
“One day while my seniors were taking a test, I received an
emergency phone call. ‘Students,’ I said, ‘I have to go take this
call. I trust you to not help each other on the test.’ When I
returned and collected the test at the end of the period, the students
said to me ‘That wasn’t fair.’ I asked, ‘What do you mean?’ They
said, ‘you set us up not to cheat by assuming we were honest.’
Expectations have a lot to do with morality. I always tell my
students when I return a test that after we go over it if anyone
thinks I did not give them proper credit on an extended answer tell
me, and I will review the answer again. After reviewing several
answers and noting that yes the student did give the correct
answer, and I give the student the credit on the grade, I notice that
some students, in turn, will show me where I did not count their
wrong answers wrong. Modeling brings results.”
Frances Nelson, Coshocton High School ,Coshocton, Ohio
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Q4- What was meant by the phrase encountered in you
required reading: “We are all moral witnesses”? Describe an
instance in the classroom when you were a good moral witness.

"Being a moral listener means that as members of this nation, land
and world, we are each responsible to take advantage of our
heart’s messages. Too often, we allow our conscious to take
control of our actions. We fail to truly ponder the consequences
we might face when committing an immoral action. In our hearts
we know the right way to act or the best words to say, but we
ignore those tugging strings and listen to an impulsive mind.
Knowing in our hearts the most beneficial way to witness—to
ourselves and to others—is the first step of being strong moral
witnesses. When we act on this heart-felt impulse, we win the
morality game.
Students who fail to pass my class usually fail to complete their
work. It is my moral obligation as an educator to find every
avenue in which these slackers can travel to success. Recently,
three 16-year-old boys stayed with me for three hours past the
school bell on the day before the Christmas holiday. I had taken
each aside and showed them their incomplete work in my grade
book. 'If we spend a little time when everyone else is gone,' I told
them, ‘we can do this and you will pass the semester.’ Those three
hours were not necessarily pleasant for any of us, but the pride I
felt when they left ranks right up there in the highlights of my
teaching career. Three boys who would have flunked and possibly
dropped out of school found success in my classroom. Morality
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means making others see the goodness of life—on this day, I and
my students did just that."'
Devra Parker, Medicine Lodge, Medicine L.odge, Kansas
"In a productive classroom, teachers and students feel comfortable
in speaking out as ‘moral witnesses.’ My students and I frequently
share our ethical successes and failures as they relate to the
literature we study. These witnessings often focus on the conflict
between thought, word, and action. We all know that talk is cheap.
Emerson said, ‘God will not have his work make manifest by
cowards.’ Courage is overcoming your fears and doing what you
know is right, regardless of the consequences."'
Michael Reilly, Joliet Central High School, Joliet, Illinois
Being a ‘moral witness’ means two things—seeing the morality of
others and being a moral presence at the same time. A fully
functional member of any society should be doing both of these by
definition. In the middle of last year I received a new student in
one of my classes who obviously felt like the proverbial fish out of
water. He was Hispanic in a school that prides itself on being
almost 90% white. He had many difficulties adjusting to this
environment which has some very subtle and not so subtle ways of
making people feel unwelcome. I knew he was a bright and
creative young man, but I also knew that his poor work needed
some attention. During a class devoted to just writing I sat with
him to look at his rough draft and talk about what was going on
and I was appalled to learn that he had become the brunt of some
rather vicious ethnic slurs. I asked him why he hadn't let me know
or reported it since our school and our district have strict policies
against such behavior. His answer made me angry. ‘Why should I
report it--nothing will happen and I can take care of myself.’ It
took me two more times to convince him that we needed to fight
this and that I was right beside him. He didn't believe me until he
learned I had made the promised report to the administrative team
and they called him in for an interview. I truly doubt much did
happen, but I sensed a trust and appreciation I knew were genuine.
He told me he knew at least one person in the school who was
serious about helping him. The administrative team thanked me as
well since they were having to learn about moving a school out of
homogeneity and into diversity. My reward? My student was in
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our very popular food services/cooking class on his way to
becoming a master chef and I was one of the few chosen to sample
his final exam—a complete Mexican dinner. And he passed my
course.”
Phillip Belmont Jr., Dakota Ridge High, Littleton, Colorado
“It means to me that being a moral witness is how we adults give
back to the world which gave to us as children and youth. It means
that morality matters and begins with us. We have the obligation
to plant the seed in those children we nurture. As a teacher, I have
had some unique opportunities to share personal heartache with
my students because my oldest daughter became disabled at the
age of four. Her interactions with children her age have been
difficult at times. Though I believe these children have empathy
for Johnsie, they do not know how yet to show it, and let go of
peer perception, fear of the unknown, or their need to be popular.
This has been particularly evident through Johnsie’s Middle
School years. There was an instance where Johnsie volunteered to
read the morning announcements in Middle School via the local
television station. Because Johnsie has lost the left peripheral
vision in both eyes, she must turn her head sideways to read
anything. Likewise, Johnsie is unable to read cursive handwriting
because of its abstractness. When presented with the announcements written in cursive that day, Johnsie stumbled and required
help from her school’s principal to complete her task. She was
made fun of by several students. She witnessed students in the
hallway mocking her appearance on the program. It was very
painful. I shared this experience with my class and we discussed
what may have been going on with these kids. We talked about
Johnsie’s feelings and what may have prompted them to behave
so. I must admit to you that I cried throughout our conversation
out of genuine pain for my beloved daughter. But the children
were not put off by this show of emotion. Indeed, it rallied them
to Johnsie’s defense and they were very put out with the behavior
of these students. We concluded our conversation with a “What if”
scenario. What if they are faced in the future with a similar
situation and must choose between going with the crowd or
standing up for what is right? They all vowed, of course, to do the
latter. I know realistically that they all won’t do the latter. But I
also know that they will pause for thought and remember our
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conversation because it was real and honest talk from an adult they
respected. This perhaps will impact their actions and decisions.”
Julie Hays, Alcoa Elementary School, Alcoa, Tennessee
“Basically it means we must walk our talk, being moral, living
with integrity. In my classroom one of my students was giving a
speech on tolerance for his religion—he ‘shakes’ when he
witnesses and this sometime occurred in the hall. After his speech,
I gently reminded him that he needed to display that same
tolerance for homosexuals ( a group he had been deriding) I could
see the lesson click in his eyes.”
Patricia Fuhrman, John F. Kennedy School, Mr. Angel, Oregon
“The phrase ‘We are all moral witnesses’ serves to remind us that
we are connected. Injustice, lack of moral leadership, poverty and
other moral issues may not strike my individual life, but I am
affected by the struggles of others in my world community. We
can all choose more happiness if we attempt to live as Emily
Dickinson described, with this idea: ‘If I can stop one heart from
breaking/I shall not live in vain.’
In my classroom, I have been a moral witness by building a
community. My students feel safe within my class, despite
circumstances of their lives in a neighborhood challenged by
violence and a city recently challenged by terrorism. We think
about the way we speak to each other and they way we connect to
each other. They know the depth of my commitment to them is not
based on personal satisfaction, a fact that is clear to them because I
haven’t left mid-year despite the health issues in my family.
Writing about our class community, one of my eighth graders
explained, ‘I feel that if I am on the community team, I will get the
greatest award—not the noble prize, not a trophy, I’ll get a
community…. To have a helpful community is to be human and
living life to the fullest.’ Reading this student’s essay, I know that
I am not the only moral leader who helped him find these words,
but I am with him each day, helping him to actualize these seeds
of thought into his future actions.”
Rachel Weimerskirch, Family Academy, PS 241, New York, NY
“Every person can testify or give evidence of the right and wrong
behaviors of others and of themselves. We find out what really
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matters as we look inward and as we pay close attention to the
world around us. Each year I share stories from my childhood as
they relate to topics we are studying. For example, I took matches
to school in second grade to prove that I knew the political person
on the cover and got in trouble. Today I would be suspended.
Yikes!
I am forced to examine my own behaviors more now that I have
children of my own watching, imitating, and questioning my
moves. For example, my daughter can recognize and read speed
limit signs now. She checks to see whether I am driving over the
speed limit. I am proud that she knows her numbers, but it holds
me more accountable. Driving more slowly had never been a
priority, now it is.”
Angela Bean Bolton, Alcoa Elementary School, Alco, Tennessee,
“According to the reading, it takes caring, responsibility, a highly
developed moral code, and patience. It also takes respect, listening
and hard work.”
Dea Podhajsky, Kiona-Benton High, Benton City, Washington
“I think that the term ‘moral witness’ refers to our ability to look
at or listen to a situation and be able to contemplate right from
wrong and the consequences that a situation may cause. I think
that as a teacher, I am constantly being asked to be a moral witness
to student problems. I try to listen to both sides of the ‘dilemma’
and help the students problem- solve the best solutions. Many
students come to see me when they are having difficulties with
friendships. Maybe a new person moves into the classroom and
the old friend is having difficulty sharing her friend with the ‘new’
friend. I try to have them discuss how the ‘new’ friend must feel,
being in a new environment, and how nervous the ‘old’ friend
might be to lose a good friend. By discussing how other people
feel, students are more able to make appropriate choices.”
Jodie Moss, Everett School, Lake Forest, Illinois
“The boy in the reading was a “moral witness” to his own life. He
was watching others and comparing his life to theirs. He
understood that every person has to take risks, sometimes
uncomfortable risks, in terms of living a good life. He was
thinking about his own morality. He had enough insight to realize
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mistakes can be made which can test goodness and morality.
People do not usually encompass all goodness, or all evil. It may
be necessary to stand up for an unpopular belief by yourself. It
may be by aligning yourself with a person or group; you discover
you have been unwittingly supporting negative ideas or practices.
Being a moral witness means that we must continually watch
ourselves for the highest moral and ethical behavior.
Unfortunately, many of us have heard a teacher in the lounge tell a
racist joke. We must have the moral fortitude to speak up and
stand against that kind of humor. I know a teacher who works in a
school where the principle has declared all lunches are to be silent
in the cafeteria because it is ‘easier’ to supervise the children that
way. This teacher has raised her voice in opposition to this
practice because she feels (and I agree) that this is unethical, and
not in the students best interest.”
Margaret Bryant, Northwest Elementary, St. Petersburg, Florida,
“‘We are all moral witnesses’”, refers to the experiences that
everyone encounters as they work to sort through their struggles in
life. Coles refers to ‘The Bronx Tale’, as a moral moment. The
comments of the sixteen year old boy reflects his responsibility to
understanding about being a moral witness to his own growing
struggles to learn how to live a reasonably good life. He reminds
everyone how continually we are challenged morally. Cole says
that, ‘we don’t conquer this world’s mischief and wrongdoing and
malice once and for all, and then forever after enjoy the moral
harvest of that victory.’ (13) He talks about how we struggle along
every day and need the help of a good story, movie, or experience,
to connect to in our daily lives. Teachers spend much of their day
observing behavior and reacting to what they see. Being a witness
means that we have an opportunity to learn from our observations
and decide what we think is right or wrong. When we see behavior
that is inappropriate or immoral, we need to react appropriately
and model for our observers. Morality begins with good decision
making. We need to be strong moral witnesses whenever we have
an opportunity to do so.
I had an opportunity to be a good moral witness one day while
actively participating in a literature discussion group. My students
were off -task and gossiping about another student and an incident
that had happened during lunch. I listened to their comments and
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then had them pretend that the student they were talking about was
a member of their own family. I asked them to take a few minutes
and free write in their journal about the situation. When they were
alone with their thoughts and not feeding off of each other, their
comments were kinder. All of them did not want anyone to talk
about a family member or loved one. I had an opportunity to then
relate the incident to a character in the book that they were
reading. The character Bradley in the book, ‘There’s A Boy in the
Girl’s Bathroom’, was portraying a bully and talking about other
students. After discussion, students were able to make connections
to their own lives through the characters in the book. Many of
them felt bad about what they had said about the student.”
Jill Plantedosi, Parker Middle School, Reading, Massachusetts
“The required reading defines the phrase ‘moral witness’ as one
who is ‘stirred to contemplate this life's rights and wrongs, not
always so distinctly, conveniently, categorically differentiated, the
one from the other.’ If we do not all become moral witnesses, we
have indeed lost ourselves. As the child in this excerpt so aptly
recognized, if you give in and refuse to see the evil in a situation,
you become owned by that evil; you no longer belong to yourself.
I categorize this idea of being a ‘moral witness’ with having the
courage to say and stand up for what you believe. I am a good
moral witness in my classroom and in my life. I never listen to
ethnic or racial “jokes” or slurs without making my displeasure
known. These things are not funny, and are perpetuated because
people like me, who despise them, say nothing. So I say
something, as unpopular as that may be.
One child in my class last year made a remark to another, calling
him ‘Turban.’ Now, since this second boy’s name was ‘Tobin,’ the
name ‘Turban’ could have been seen as merely a bastardization of
the pronunciation of the child’s correct name. But, since the child
was of Middle Eastern descent, I saw it also as a racial slur. I made
sure to tell my student, kindly, yet in no uncertain terms, that my
class is one where all of our differences are not only tolerated, but
valued; and that no negative comments related to any of our
differences would ever be allowed in my class or in my presence.
The class understood the lesson. I had no such incidents for the
remainder of the year.”
Teresa Fauvell, Orwin, Altman Middle School , Floral Park, NY
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“If I have engaged the students in a provocative activity (whether
it be within or outside the classroom), the activity is designed to
challenge the students to think, to respond, to reflect. With that
situation, each student participating brings with him/her a set of
values, of morals. We define morals here as how each individual
feels each one should respond to the matter at hand in order for
positive growth and understanding to occur. We reflect frequently
more individually than collectively upon that matter once we have
completed the activity to determine whether the growth or insight
has been positive or negative. Thus, we analyze not only our own
thinking and actions but also the thinking and the actions of the
other individuals involved.
As a teacher, I have unconsciously provided opportunities for
students to be their own moral witnesses. A case occurred at the
beginning of my teaching career when I had the students do a
journal entry on what they appreciated about Christmas. Connie’s
response surprised me since she took the negative approach.
Connie felt Christmas should be abolished since the Christmas
Biblical message was a hoax. Her comments perplexed me, as her
parents were active lay people in their church. The father was
publicly respected in the community for his solid religious
convictions. I made no comment to Connie about her content; I
gave her credit for the writing and commented positively about her
writing style. Four years later, Connie returned to the community
at Christmas time to see me. She came with her husband of three
years and their two pre-school children. She said to me, ‘You
remember that Christmas log that I wrote five years ago? I’ve
come to ask for your forgiveness, as what I wrote that week was
not what I believe. I wrote that to see if I could get a negative
response from you. You didn’t respond negatively – and that has
been troubling me since then.’ Perhaps my silence at the time
caused Connie to reflect and to affirm even more her strong beliefs
concerning the importance of the Christmas story as depicted in
the Bible. In short, each day becomes an opportunity to be a good
moral witness. Each day we plant seeds of growth. When the seed
matures into a fruit, we know that a life has been touched
profoundly.”
Galen Boehme PhD, Kinsley High School , Kinsley, Kansas
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“We must all take a stand when it is something that we believe in.
Being a moral witness requires that we not stand by when
something is wrong. We are obligated to do the right thing. We as
‘moral witnesses’ must show the world that there are times when
we must go out on a limb when we see something wrong.
During my first year of teaching I had a 5th grader who was
reading and spelling on the 3rd grade level. No matter how much
he seemed to study he was failing every Spelling test. His selfesteem was going down each time he saw his Spelling test grade.
It broke my heart to see him try so hard and no be able to succeed.
Eventually he just stopped studying and said he was dumb and
couldn’t spell. In the Teacher’s Spelling Manuel, there was a test
already made for each Spelling unit. The test consisted of four
spellings of a word and the student had to fill in the circle in front
of the word that was spelled correctly. When I decided that this
was the test that I would give the student, he began passing his
Spelling exams. Eventually he was able to progress up to spelling
some of the words. Even though he was still not spelling on a 5th
grade level, he was feeling better about himself and he proved to
himself that he could learn.”
Ramona Hall, Archild School, Little Rock, Arkansas
“During a recent workshop, the presenter was showing a number
of web sites created by education majors in her class. Most
included images copied from sites that were linked to the activities
designed for lessons. In example after example, there were no
acknowledgments of the sources. Finally, an audience member
asked about the issue of copyright. The presenter laughed. "It's a
common practice to copy and reuse items on the Internet." It may
be common, but it is not right.
As a teacher who loves to involve students with technology, I
discuss the ethics of the Internet on a regular basis. I also have to
be a witness by following the ethical standards I espouse. Students
see me digging into antique books to scan public domain images
and modify them for sites we are creating. If we gather photos,
clip art, or facts from the web, we take time to read through the
policies for use. Showing respect for the intellectual property of
others is one way to emphasize a pattern of behavior that I value.”
Sheryl Lee Hinman, Galesburg School, Galesburg,Illinois
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“There is a Sylvester the cat and Tweety cartoon where Sylvester
has an opportunity to finally eat the rather annoying little yellow
bird. Before he can gobble his feathery appetizer, however, he is
visited by a tiny Sylvester angel and a tiny Sylvester devil. Of
course, each pleads his case as to which action should be taken. If
I remember correctly, the little devil disposes of the little angel.
This gives Sylvester the opportunity to ignore his conscience. The
symbolic battle between the conscience and the deadly sins as a
debate between a little angel and a little devil that takes place on
the shoulders is part of our cultural imagination. It is also a visual
representation of what happens when a person is a moral witness.
To be a moral witness is an active engagement. When we are
moral witnesses we make a conscious decision to either construct
or modify, affirm, or dispose of our moral values. Put more
simply, it is an opportunity for me to ‘practice what I preach.’
My first year of teaching was extremely difficult. Not only did I
have to create units and learn how to grade papers with a rubric, I
also had to figure out how to ‘keep under the radar.’ In Maine the
first two years at a school are probationary. That means that a
school can fire a teacher without having to give a reason. Thus,
new teachers who want to be hired back for the following school
year try not to create conflict or become known as troublemakers.
The school I was teaching in had a very conservative curriculum
and also emphasized that teachers ‘teach the curriculum.’ One of
the novels I had to teach was Edgar Rice Burrough’s Tarzan. I had
never read it before but looked forward to teaching it because I
believed it might interest reluctant readers. Little did I know that
the book I was going to teach is extremely racist and portrays
Africans as little more than animals that need a white god to
protect as well as punish them. Tarzan is truly the Lord of the
Jungle in that he not only defeats alligators and tigers in hand to
hand combat, but he also rules over the African ‘savages’ who are
described as ugly and just slightly more evolved than the ape. How
does a teacher teach a racist novel? How does a first year teacher
teach a novel in a school where it is a required text? Quietly and
truthfully, I determined. Looking back I wish I had raised my
objections and fought to remove it from the curriculum. I didn’t
because I wanted the job that had been difficult to find. I wanted a
good reference from my principal. I wanted a consistent income. I
am proud to say that I taught that book in such a way that my
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students learned about the consequences of colonization in Africa,
learned the definition of the word stereotype, were able to
recognize stereotypes when they occurred in Tarzan, and
determined for themselves that Tarzan was only good to read
because it allows one to see how racist ideas and beliefs can be
promulgated in society through a simple adventure story. By the
way, I resigned my position at the end of that school year. When I
left, my bridges weren’t burning, but they were pretty wobbly!”
Gregory Greenleaf, Winslow High School,Winslow, Maine
“Describing ourselves as moral witnesses indicates our ongoing,
active involvement in the process of examining our personal
actions in light of accepted mores and truths as we perceive them.
Not only does this process involve evaluating the effect of our
actions on ourselves, but also how they affect others.
A personal instance of being a moral witness happened early in
my career. One day, after constantly dealing with the misbehaviors
of a particular child, I had finally had it. My patience had reached
its limit and, although I was ready to let him have it with both
barrels, something stopped me. Instead of yelling, we talked about
his behavior, the choices he was making, and how they were
making him feel.
Years later I happened to see the student one day while shopping
in a local store. He had recently begun his own business which
was growing by the day. He thanked me for taking the time to talk
with him as it had always seemed that others just yelled, taking no
interest in his thoughts or what he had to say. That conversation,
he said, was the model he used for dealing with his employees
…and building a successful business which continues to grow in
profit and customer satisfaction.”
Pam Lenz, Northwestern Elementary School, Albion, Pennsylvania
“Most people fantasize about being a good moral witness. I think
of the movie Twelve Angry Men with Henry Fonda and fantasize
about having the perseverance and courage to speak out for what I
know to be right. I think we all have a character from a film or
piece of literature that we wish to emulate.
Real life is not often as dramatic as film or literature. The
opportunity to be a good moral witness usually does not command
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the title role. For most of us the opportunity to be a good moral
witness is the small bit part that goes unnoticed by most.
As I thought about question number four, I wanted to be able to
tell a grand example of how I was a good moral witness. There is
no such wonderful story. I have never stood alone to speak out for
what is right.
I serve as a good moral witness the same way the majority of the
world does. I lead by example. My actions are not important to
many, but they are very important to a few. It is like the story of
the man walking along the beach covered with starfish and
stopping to throw some back in. It is pointed out to him how
insignificant his efforts to save all the starfish are, yet he responds
with, ‘but it is very significant to the ones I throw back in.’
I work with troubled junior high students. Coping through the
junior high years when everything is going right can be
challenging enough. Coping through junior high when everything
seems to be going wrong is even tougher for my students.
One day when I was in the common area of my building one of
my female students approached me and asked if I would go back
to my room and unlock the door so she could get something. I
explained that we would all being going back to the room in just a
few minutes and she could wait. She persisted in trying to
persuade me to return to the room. Suddenly, with typical junior
high silliness she picked me up in the fashion that a groom would
carry a bride across the threshold. Before I could finish the
sentence to tell her to put me down her arms gave way. She
dropped me bottom first to a concrete floor. My legs immediately
went numb and the pain in my back was intense. The fall had
cracked my tailbone.
I returned to school a few days later walking very slowly and
carrying a large pillow with me everywhere I went. The young
lady who dropped me was very apologetic.
The school I work at has several off duty police officers who serve
as building security. Many of the students were surprised at my
decision to not press charges against the student. If I was not
having her arrested, they at least expected that I would find some
way to have revenge. This was my opportunity to be a good moral
witness.
I explained that the student did not intend to hurt me, that she
was sorry for the poor choice she had made. I had no ill feelings
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towards her. My example of forgiveness was a small, quiet act,
nothing exceptional. The manner in which I handled this incident
had a small impact on several of the students, but it had a
tremendous impact on the young lady who dropped me. I cannot
share with you the troubles of the student who dropped me, but it
was at a time in her life when one more incident report would have
had major repercussions.
People of character serve as good moral witnesses every day.
There is no applause from the crowd. There are no award
ceremonies. There is only the satisfaction of knowing you did
what was right which is the best reward of all.”
Patty Chiles, Douglas Alternative School, Springfield, Illinois
“A moral witness is one who realizes something that makes her
consider how she is living her life or how she has lived her life.
With this realization, hopefully, comes the renewed effort to live a
good life, be a good person.
The advisor of our fledgling Gay Straight Alliance left school on
extended disability. Our principal was already doing what he could
to discourage this group’s formation. Now, without an advisor, the
club had no classroom to meet in nor could they post flyers
recruiting members. They couldn’t hand Fran, the secretary,
announcements for gatherings to be read over the PA each
morning. All of these things had to be done by an adult. I stepped
in to lend a hand, thinking my battle would be with the principal. I
was used to this. But the first few times I handed Fran our notice,
she snatched it out of my hand. The message would get read, but
our name would be abbreviated as GSA so many students had no
idea who we were. Each time I dropped off an announcement, I
would ask Fran, with whom I’d always had a positive relationship,
not to abbreviate our name. The next morning, we’d hear GSA
again. Finally, I confronted her. She looked at me scornfully, ‘You
need to take this up with the principal,’ she said. It was clear from
her tone that she agreed with her boss. I am not gay, not a person
of color, not someone who sticks out from a crowd for any reason,
but in that moment I felt what people must feel when they are
hated for something they can’t help, something like sexual
orientation or skin color that really shouldn’t matter. I felt how
powerlessness they must feel to change someone’s opinion of
them. But it also crossed my mind that I didn’t have to take this
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on. I had the option of resuming my easy life where acceptance
was not a problem. I can’t say that option wasn’t appealing. It was
a moment to take moral stock of my life and to ask myself, what
do you do to become a better person? Helping out these kids
seemed like the answer.”
Carla Panciera, Burlington High, Burlington, Massachusetts
“What is meant by the term ‘moral witness’ is that we all must
regularly keep ourselves aware of whether or not we are doing
what is right, whether or not we are continuing to become better
individuals. Also, to be a moral witness means to constantly
observe and evaluate what we see around us, what other people are
doing and whether or not what is right is being served. An instance
in which I think I was a good moral witness was a time when a
couple of my students were sharing their essays. One student had
written the assignment and turned it in on time. A second student
handed in the assignment late, and had used more than half of the
first student’s essay in their own. I made sure I understood that the
two papers were essentially the same, then spoke with both
students. I spoke with both students at the same time, explaining
my perception of what had happened and asking for their input.
The students immediately admitted they had shared the work. I
explained that I needed to talk to their parents and that this was an
opportunity for them to learn a valuable lesson. I also allowed both
students to rewrite the papers, giving them a chance to complete
the assignment in their own words. Both students were extremely
contrite, completed the assignments independently, and received
passing marks. The parents involved were understanding of my
position, and behaved admirably with their children. In the end,
everyone learned a valuable lesson about the benefits of working
hard.”
Glen David Young, Petoskey High, Petoskey, Michigan
“Being a moral witness means actively participating in the
continually evolving and changing moral code of society. When
people engage in meaningful introspection and/or discussion about
whether a behavior is moral or not, they are acting as witnesses in
the court of societal change. As a teacher, I consider myself a
facilitator in encouraging all of m students to be moral witnesses.
When I taught English I would do this by calling their attention to
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moral dilemmas that are not clear-cut in literature and ask them to
take a stand and justify their position. In my science class,
environmental issues are typically good starting grounds for
asking students to consider the complex issues of moral versus
immoral activities.”
Tara Ganse, Quartz Hill High School, Quartz Hill, California
“I share with my students my failure of high school. I told them
that alcohol, truancy, and poor work habits sabotaged my future
efforts to build a living for myself. I continued that I may have
survived to teach, by God’s will, but the road was paved with 20
years of poverty living in a ghetto among drug dealers who take up
office in the vestibule of my building, smoking drugs and drinking
alcohol. At June’s end, a freshman shared with me that her family
was finally moving from the Bronx to Yonkers in their new home
after 17 years of cramped living. I asked her why she was happy,
and she said because her neighborhood was overcrowded and
there was too much drug traffic. Why did she share her joy with
me? She knew I struggled with the same toxic living and that I
would be happy for her. As for the lessons of my academic
experience, I’ll never know its effect on the children. Perhaps, I
hope, that God may use it to serve to deter one student from
academic derailment.”
Sandra Dee Nixon, Grace Dodge High School, Bronx, New York
“It means that you must listen to your heart while making essential
decisions that affect other people. I remember a group of student’s
aged 13. One day a new boy joined the group. Unfortunately, he
had problems with pronunciation and spelling. In some groups
there are students who tend to “manage” the rest of the group – by
ridiculing the ones who are different. In this group some of the
students giggled at the mistakes made by the newcomer. To save
the situation, I had to rearrange the group and start another
activity. The next task was reading practice. We divided the group
into pairs and started to read the text. In each group one of the
students played the role of a teacher – s/he corrected the mistakes
and the other one was the student. Then we changed the parts.
Thus, both students – the one who was good at English and the
other who tended to make mistakes could play the role of the
teacher. By doing so, the students who did better at English had an

245

opportunity to share their knowledge by playing the role of a
teacher. Each student had an opportunity to play the teacher’s part.
So, there were no hurt feelings.
Krista Ummik, Miina Harma Gymnasium,Tartu, Estonia
“The statement indicates that human beings in some shape or form
are all witnesses to what is occurring in the world. Mankind is not
blind to the facts, truths and lies of the world. We know more
about morality than we claim. One of the students that were
recently in disagreement with another young lady began to open
up her heart. She gave the other young lady her advice in a
seemingly difficult situation in spite of the fact they were angry
with each other. She took notice that another person’s problem
was bigger than holding a grudge. She allowed herself to be an
effective tool to bring forth a solution.”
X’ernona Woods, Youth Development Institute, Chicago, Illinois
“As a moral witness, I’ve found that there is often no clean
response to difficult situations. Nothing is cut and dry. The parents
of my students are not bad people simple because their behaviors
frustrate me. When I meet with them, sit down and talk, I can see
in their faces and hear in their voices the love they have for their
children. It is a day-to-day struggle for me to understand how
people who don’t do right by their kids can still love them.”
Dennis Donoghue,Salisbury Elementary,Salisbury, Massachusetts
“I asked a student to go to the cafeteria and buy me some crackers
one day when I was feeling slightly nauseated. When he returned,
he gave me change for a ten. I said to him, ‘Please take this back
and tell the cashier she gave me too much change. I gave her a
five, not a ten.’ Several students said, ‘Keep it. She doesn’t
know.’ I answered, ‘But I know, and I have to answer to me more
than anyone else.’
Frances Nelson, Coshocton High School ,Coshocton, Ohio
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Q5- Define courage. Tell of a youngster who has had the
courage to stand up for his/her beliefs/values.

"I agree with the teacher in the article on courage who defines it as
‘a determination, no matter the obstacles or dangers, to live up to
one’s values rather than a capacity per se to face danger with
apparent self-assurance.’ Recently, a senior girl witnessed a
freshman boy writing derogatory comments with his pencil on the
back of another student’s shirt. The writer was laughing, as were
his friends. Yet, the boy wearing the shirt was embarrassed and
scared. The senior girl came to me and told me this story. She
wanted to do something about the situation because not only did
she see it as wrong, but she also hurt for the young man being
made into an object of ridicule. She approached the freshman
bully while he stood in the hall in the midst of his friends and told
him that his actions were immature and unacceptable. In this
school and world, she said, people need to treat one another with
respect regardless of their social status or popularity.”
Devra Parker, Medicine Lodge, Medicine Lodge, Kansas
“The question of courage always makes me laugh, because the
very word calls to mind the image of the Cowardly Lion in The
Wizard of Oz who wants the precious commodity so desperately
and yet jumps at the touch of his own tail. And yet that very image
of the silly King of the Beasts flawed by his own worries sums it
up so beautifully--courage is knowing ourselves and facing what
we know. Courage comes in those moments when we must do the
things which define us as individuals, when those things set us
apart from the community our very humanness tells us we want to
be a part of. It is a way of life that sometimes manifests itself in
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moments of great selflessness, but if it is not an integral part of our
very beings, no critical moment will ever bring it out. Courage
must determine our daily lives and daily actions or any seemingly
courageous deed is nothing more than a spur-of-the-moment leap
to activity derived from adrenaline and maybe even a bit of
stupidity in the face of danger. Courage says: ‘Here I am and I
will do the right thing at the right time because I will know it is
right no matter the consequences.’ Courage knows itself first, what
it must do second, and always follows knowledge with action.
Unfortunately, I do not think I have ever actually seen courage
among my students. I have seen whining and nagging, political
correctness, submissiveness, anger, self-righteousness, and a host
of other superficially positive characteristics, but true courage
seems elusive because so few of our students really know
themselves. Their senses are dulled by headphones and virtual
reality sets and their judgments are clouded by their demands for
"fairness" as I mentioned above, but so much of what they expose
themselves to only serves to isolate them from their communities
and confirm the very greedy need for self-centeredness. Am I
cynical? No. Only realistic about my own observations.”
Phillip Belmont Jr., Dakota Ridge High, Littleton, Colorado
“I have a child from Camp Grandbuddies living with me and my
family while his biological family gets their act together. When I
met him 2 years ago, he was angry, confused, afraid, which of
course impacted his behavior and achievement. This child had the
courage to tell me how wrong his life was. He had to overlook
family loyalties to do this, and it was very painful for him. He
believed that there was still hope for him if he only kept trying.
So many children are unwilling or afraid to tell us as educators
what is going on in their homes. They protect those whom they
love. This child somehow knew that protecting those he loved
wasn’t helping them or him at all. He took a risk. He asked for
help. He loved himself and his family enough to do the right
thing. He is a blessing!”
Julie Hays, Alcoa Elementary School, Alcoa, Tennessee
“Courage is the ability to walk your talk, stand your ground when
all around you is in chaos. Courage is the ability to be consistently
yourself in the face of inconsistency. It takes courage to deviate
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from the text, to make use of a teachable moment. September 11
provided us with such an instance. It took courage to walk my talk,
in the face of extreme patriotism, to offer a kaleidoscopic view, to
offer many perspectives.”
Patricia Fuhrman, John F. Kennedy School, Mr. Angel, Oregon
“Courage is listening to the still, small voice inside when other
voices are shouting above it. I have students who do this everyday.
During my second year as an elementary school teacher, a third
grade student came to me during our paired reading time and
asked if I could be his reading partner that day. As we began the
book, he looked at me and asked if it’s okay for a mommy to hit
her child so much all the time. He then lifted his shirt to show me
welts so deep I was reminded of Toni Morrison’s description of
Sethe’s back in her novel Beloved. As a mandated reporter, I was
obligated to call the case, with the guidance of my administrators.
Before doing so, I explained to my student what might happen,
taking into consideration the history of this family’s case. As we
waited after school for Children’s Services to pick him up, I
marveled at his resolution. He was afraid to leave his mom, the
security of what was familiar, and his home. Yet when I asked him
about how he was feeling, he told me that he knew that his mom
was wrong. It was almost as if he was fighting for the idea more
than for his own safety.”
Rachel Weimerskirch, Family Academy, PS 241, New York, NY
“Courage is selflessly doing what does not come naturally and is
not pleasant, but it must be done. I noticed that courage is the root
word of encouragement, so I think it is related to ‘cheer.’ When
you need to have courage yourself, even though you are panicky,
shaking, sweating, and nervous, you still push yourself to do what
must be done. You cheer yourself on.
The time about ten years ago when Nathan wanted to share his
Jewish beliefs and traditions with the class at Christmas time
sticks out in my memory as a time when a youngster stood up for
his beliefs. He initiated the experience because he felt children
were making fun of him. He brought a menorah to school and
explained the significance of the candles, he brought dreidels to
school to play a game with, and he led a presentation about
Hanukkah. We learned so much! Children became more caring
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toward him, and instead of referring to the season as Christmas,
students began calling it the Holiday Season.”
Angela Bean Bolton, Alcoa Elementary School, Alco, Tennessee,
“The term ‘loses control’ is vague. The degree and type of lost of
control would be a factor in determining the effect on the student,
as would the psychological makeup of the student. Garbino in
‘Lost Boys’ states that “traumatized kids require a calming and
soothing environment to increase the level at which they are
functioning.” Any lack of control would detract from the calm and
soothing environment. However, teacher’s lack of control can be
more devastating than merely failing to create a positive impact.
Teachers who are out of control could reinforce in some students
the view that adults do not care and are the source of emotional
pain. Garbino states, ‘Child maltreatment leads to survival
strategies that are often antisocial and/or self destructive.’
Teachers’ maltreatment of students could, therefore, lead to
antisocial and self-destructive behavior on the part of students.
Patricia Hersch in ‘A Tribe Apart’ speaks of crushing the spirit
of middle schoolers. If teachers can have a positive effect as I
stated earlier, than they also can have a negative effect. Teachers
can make students see themselves as losers. Pink Floyd
admonished teachers to leave the kids alone and also talked of
dark sarcasm in the classroom. Literature and pop culture are full
of examples of the negative effect teachers can have.
Losing control, however, is not the only way teachers can cause
harm to their students. Again from Hersch, students need avenues
for exploration but what they get are demands to behave. She
states of seventh graders, “In their classes, their self-concept is
tossed around by highly divergent ways of relating; in one class
they are treated like babies, with rote learning, mindless projects,
spoon-feeding; another class is a sarcastic free-for-all where kids
chew gum, jump around, sass each other and the teacher”. Some
teachers’ need to control, lack of knowledge of their students’
developmental level, inability to effectively manage a classroom
and dislike of students are have the potential to be damaging.”
Dea Podhajsky, Kiona-Benton High, Benton City, Washington
“Courage is the ability to believe in the things that you believe to
be true, despite the fact it might not be the “popular” thing to
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believe in. Courage is also the ability to stand up for your beliefs,
despite what they may cost you. At the young age that I work
with, courage may be displayed by a person sticking up for a child
that is being persecuted on the playground. We have a student at
school with multiple disabilities. She is constantly being teased at
lunch and on the playground. Another girl at her table told the
children to leave her alone and then reported it to the lunchroom
supervisor.”
Jodie Moss, Everett School, Lake Forest, Illinois
“Courage means that you do the right thing, even when it is
difficult, uncomfortable, or you are scared. A few years ago, I had
a young lady in my classroom who was a Jehovah’s Witness. She
was the only child who did not salute the flag. She was the only
child who did not celebrate holidays and birthdays. She stood up
for her beliefs even though they were different from the others. Of
course, as her teacher, I would never require her to be alone. She
and I had private discussions to find what was comfortable for her.
With her permission, and her parents, we had an open discussion
about her beliefs and other beliefs in the class. We decided as a
class, not to celebrate holidays and birthdays, that year, together.
We also decided to continue to salute the flag, with one exception.
This year, I have a Middle Eastern child in my class. After the
disaster of 9/11, I thought he might need some courage at school
in various situations. His mother and I discussed our heightened
sense of concern. So far, he has not encountered any negative
situations at school. More commonly, my students need to be
brave when reporting negative and hurtful behavior that involves a
friend. It is not easy to report your friend when you have difficulty
making friends. One young man in my class has shown courage by
refusing to participate in ganging up on another child, with name
calling, even though it cost him the friendship of a popular
student. While, I think ultimately, this action will feel good; it
was, at the time, hurtful and required courage of child who moved
his desk away from his former, name-calling, friend.”
Margaret Bryant, Northwest Elementary, St. Petersburg, Florida,
“Courage is having the strength to do the right thing in any
difficult situation. It is the ability to stand up for what you believe
in and make a difference. So many people learned about courage
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through the September 11th terrorist attack. Courage is a strong
theme that is portrayed in many of the novels that we read. My
students have learned about courage through the character’s
actions, words, and thoughts that they have read about and
discussed. Courage is always connected to our values. When you
believe in something and feel strong about it, you try to do the
right thing. Our history books are full of examples.
One youngster I had in my small reading group told the other
children in the group about the many tragedies in his life. We were
reading the book The Outsiders, by SE Hinton, when he began to
make many connections to his own life. He had been quiet while
we read together for most of the book, then he raised his hand and
began to talk about how the book reminded him of his own life.
He shared many personal stories with the other students and they
listened attentively. He displayed a magnitude of courage as he
told his story to the other adolescents. Many of them asked him
questions and he answered them honestly. His story was
courageous and connected to his values and beliefs. We learned a
lot about the student by listening to him.”
Jill Plantedosi, Parker Middle School, Reading, Massachusetts
“What is courage? Courage is the ability to stand up for what you
believe in, especially if it is an unpopular thing to do.
In my school last year there was a case of a teacher’s grade book
being stolen from his desk. How many students do you think
would have the courage to tell the teacher who stole their grade
book? If word got out who the ‘fink’ was, that person would be
ostracized.
Well, one boy did come forward. And others in the school did
find out. This child faced the silent treatment from members of his
class for a number of days, but as he did so, he just went about his
own business courageously. Then, little by little, others of his
peers began to tell him that they admired what he had done. I think
his courage inspired others to have the courage to stand with him.”
Teresa Fauvell, Orwin, Altman Middle School , Floral Park, NY
“Courage involves acting independently upon a belief or a
conviction that gives meaning and stability to one’s life.
The seeds of acting courageously are likely planted early in
one’s life, but the fruit of courage in its purest form may not come
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forth until a later time. Atticus Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird
brings this point out when he has Jem and Scout read to Mrs.
Dubose while she successfully weans herself from her morphine
habit. After Mrs. Dubose dies, Atticus explains to his children
why he had his children involve themselves with Mrs. Dubose: ‘I
wanted you to see what true courage is… It’s when you know
you’re licked before you begin but you begin anyway and see it
through no matter what. You rarely win, but sometimes you do.’
The children understand the implications of this definition later on
in the book when Atticus defends the black Tom Robinson in a
jury case within a community that illustrates strongly white
supremacy.
Kenton as a high school student had an immature definition of
courage. Courage at first for him carried a touch of revenge. He
detested my giving him an F on a research paper even though I
had explained to him in advance how to improve the copy.
Therefore, for several nights he [rapped rapidly] on the door of my
home. His long-slender legs allowed him to escape before either
the police or I could identify the individual doing the act. In short,
I was not his favorite teacher. I demanded more from him in the
classroom than he wanted to produce. Five years later, 10:45 p.m.,
I received a long-distance telephone call from Kenton, now a
graduate student in theater at the University of Southern Illinois.
… Kenton called to apologize for his way of treating me. That step
took courage. Since that call now l5 years ago, Kenton has taken
other courageous moves, including his now teaching English as a
second language in Beijing, China. He currently finds his work
very rewarding. His monthly letters are filled with humorous
experiences where he relates the joys that he now has as a
classroom teacher. He summarizes his experiences by saying that
it would take more personal courage for him to return to live
within the States than to remain in China. He has learned to
appreciate the simpler lifestyle of the Chinese people. Kenton’s
definition of courage now gives him meaning for his life.”
Galen Boehme PhD, Kinsley High School , Kinsley, Kansas
“To me courage is standing up for what you believe in and willing
to face the consequences no matter how grave. Within the same
first year that I was teaching, I had a 2nd grade student who was
being abused at home. One day one of her fellow classmates told
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me what was going on and I went to the student’s other teachers.
Together we talked with the student and she confirmed what was
told to us. Child Protection came to the school and she allowed
herself to be photographed. She along with her other sister and
brother had the courage to tell the Social Worker that their father
had been abusing them. Even at the age of 7-years-old, she stood
her ground and told the truth despite what was to happen.”
Ramona Hall, Archild School, Little Rock, Arkansas
“Courage means doing what is right no matter what the cost. For
youngsters, that may mean standing up for their principles even
against family and friends. I was impressed by an article about
Gerica McCrary and members of the junior class of Taylor County
High School in Butler, Georgia. This spring they will hold the first
integrated prom in their community's history. In the past, parents
and students set up individual dances--one for blacks and one for
whites. McCrary asked fellow class members to ‘stand for what is
right’ and vote to hold one prom. As a newspaper article
commented, at first she encountered resistance from community
members as well as students who were afraid of the change.
Through her persistence, nearly 75 percent of the juniors and
seniors supported her proposal and tore down the wall that had
stood since the first days of integrated schooling.
‘Stand for what is right, or stand alone’ was a classroom slogan
that inspired McCrary. ‘At first, I was standing alone," she said in
an interview with the Associated Press. ‘Some thought it was
absurd. I wanted unity, diversity, equality. Now, when I walk
through the school, people congratulate me.’
Courage may not always succeed. Standing for what is right may
not always result in approval from others. It is personally
compelling.”
Sheryl Lee Hinman, Galesburg School, Galesburg ,Illinois
“The ability of young children to hold a sophisticated discussion
about what it means to be courageous impressed me. I was most
struck by one girl’s comment that ‘you become courageous.’ Her
comment reminded me of a discussion I had with students
concerning how each of us knows we are a good person. My
students and I were reading Macbeth. I presumed they would
intensely dislike Macbeth because he betrayed his country and
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murdered several people in order to hold onto power. However,
one student raised his hand to meekly say that he did not dislike
Macbeth but felt pity for him. I asked if he meant that he felt pity
because Macbeth failed to reach his full potential as a great leader.
He clarified his point and said that he felt pity for Macbeth
because Macbeth did not have the will power to do what he knew
was right. ‘Deep down,’ he said, ‘Macbeth was a good person.’
As a class we went back through the text and found passages
where Macbeth expressed reluctance to kill the king. Sadly, the
lure of power and the urgings of his wife were too powerful to
deny. I challenged the class to explain to me how someone can at
the same time be a cold-blooded murderer and deep down a good
person. Our discussion talked about peer pressure and why
teenagers sometimes do actions they know ‘deep down’ are
wrong. One student noted that we judge people by what they do
and not what they feel inside. Thus, Macbeth did not deserve
sympathy because ‘actions still speak louder than words.’
Macbeth, for all the talk, was an evil man. Yet, other students were
able to empathize with Macbeth because they were able to reduce
his actions to an incidence of peer pressure. He deserved our pity
more than condemnation. When I drove home that night, I thought
about our conversation and was delighted that it had happened. I
also was delighted with the fact that some of my students had
found a quality in this Scottish nobleman that they could relate tothe power of peer pressure!”
Gregory Greenleaf, Winslow High School, Winslow, Maine
“Courage is acting upon one’s moral belief in the face of adversity
or popular opinion, recognizing that such action may incur
displeasure or the loss of acceptance by a particular group or
person one holds in esteem.
As assistant director of a high school marching band, we were
having trouble getting the students to return in time to play after
their free time. In an attempt to remedy this, we began having
those who were late repay their time by remaining in the stands
while the rest of the students were given their break. Not a popular
consequence for the students, some of them became quite vocal
regarding their opinions about the unfairness of this practice.
Over the next weeks their negativity grew and threatened to
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challenge both that which had been accomplished and what was
proving to be a winning season.
During practice one-day things came to a head at which point
one of the seniors stood to speak. Although a good player, he was
also known to be a rebel; respected by many of those who had
been sharing their negative opinions. As he began to speak all eyes
were on him, no one quite knowing what he might say. With
confidence he stood, faced his peers, and said that they were in the
wrong, that there was a reason for having to returning from break
on time, that they had made a choice and should abide by the
consequences without complaining…for it was their choice. I use
this example often when speaking with various groups. Although
years have passed since that discussion, the memory of this one
boy’s courage never fails to touch me and inspire me to speak up
for that in which I believe.”
Pam Lenz, Northwestern Elementary School, Albion, Pennsylvania
”Count your blessings that Webster complied the dictionary and
the task was not given to me. The book would be so large and
heavy you would need a moving van to transport it to your home.
My first inclination with a question like this is to reach for my
dictionary. Yes, I did look up courage in Webster’s Dictionary.
The definition given was: ‘The quality or state of mind or spirit
enabling one to face danger or hardship with confidence and
resolution.” an excellent definition of courage. I closed the
dictionary and went to bed. I had a lot to think about.
Several days later I found that I still agreed with Webster’s
definition of courage. I was more consumed with the second
portion of this question. You wanted me to tell of a youngster who
had exhibited courage. Now I had a dilemma. Webster’s did not
give an explanation for what defines an act of courage.
As I try to think of acts of courage my first thoughts are on
headline stories; the fireman who runs back inside the building to
save a child, the stranger who foils the robbery at the local
convenience store, the outspoken leader who is jailed for
expressing his/her views. These dramatic acts of courage do not
occur in my classroom. What does occur in my classroom are
small acts of courage, quiet acts of courage, acts that sometimes
go unrecognized for the resolution it took to be so courageous.
My students are very wary of sharing personal information at
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school. I have even had students warn other students to stop
talking. They warn them that teachers will be ‘all up in your
business.’ A student who is willing to share personal
information, who is willing to state his/her opinion regardless of
the
opinion
of
his/her
peers
shows
courage.
I have witnessed many acts of courage in the classroom. Some
of the instances are too personal and involved to share in a
publication. Some are general enough that they could fit any given
student that walks into a school building. After reading a story that
focused on a father - son relationship one of the boys in my
classroom raised his hand. He wanted to share with the class that
his own father had walked out on him and his brother at an early
age. He told the class his father was now in prison and that it had
been years since he had seen him. A few students offered
comments about what he "should" do, how he "should" feel. I was
so impressed with his response. He told the class that it was still
his father and that he loved him. He said he did not respect him
but loved him all the same. I have had many students who have
had the courage to share glimpses of their personal challenges.
One year I had a student who was teased about his dirty
appearance. Sometimes people can be very cruel with their
comments. I did everything in my power to intervene and stop the
remarks, but a few still managed to continue with the harassment.
The child usually reacted by remaining silent, by withdrawing. One day he had had enough. From somewhere
within he mustered the courage to speak out. After a cutting
remark he stood up, looked at the class and in a loud
voice said, ‘Yea, well how would you wash your clothes
if the power at your house was shut off?’ He then left the room. It
took a lot of courage to reveal the financial difficulties of his
family.
The class sat very quietly. I think we all stopped for a moment
and put ourselves in his shoes. I was humbled by the courage it
took to stand before peers and risk the humiliation that
might possibly follow. Humiliation did not follow for this
student, only for those who had been the tormentors.
Most of us have convictions. Not all of us have the courage
to express them. My definition of an act of courage is the
act of stepping up when we know the risk is great, but
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when the risk of not stepping up is even greater.
Patty Chiles, Douglas Alternative School, Springfield, Illinois
“I am a high school teacher, someone who observes this awkward
stage of development with a huge sense of relief that I don’t have
to revisit my teenage years. My students are often afraid to appear
different. They aren’t necessarily risk-takers. I remember my own
overwhelming need to be accepted. I was so all-consumed, I never
had courage ⎯ that ability to look outward and take the chance to
make the world a better place. I was too afraid to offer others what
I wanted most: positive attention, genuine compassion.
As a teacher, the duty I dreaded most was cafeteria monitor and
not because of the food fight threats or the tedium. I hated to see
some tables full of laughing, energetic teenagers and other tables
where one child sat alone, trying not to look up from his sandwich.
One of my freshman boys, a kid whose mother I’d spoken to on
many occasions because he struggled academically in my honors
course, sat with his friends. Ricky was a born leader: he was a
gifted gymnast, full of good humor, good looking. His peers
leaned towards him at their table, laughing at his jokes, wanting
his approval. Meanwhile, Brian sat a few tables away by himself.
Brian was a junior who was a student in the Learning Center. He
arrived early to informal dances dressed in formal clothes, danced
on the empty floor alone. When his parents came to pick him up,
he left without saying good-bye to anyone. One day in the
lunchroom, Ricky, on his way back from buying more milk,
clapped Brian on the shoulder and invited him to his table. I
cringed wondering if they would tease him for their enjoyment.
Instead, I watched as Ricky introduced Brian to his friends, then
included him in the conversation and walked out with him when
the bell rang. I called his mother the next chance I got to
congratulate her.
‘Your son has great courage,’ I told her. ‘You’ve done a good
job.’”
Carla Panciera, Burlington High, Burlington, Massachusetts
“Rather than try to define courage, I will say that courage often
involves the willingness to act on behalf of what one thinks is
ethical in the face of clear risk or potential loss. I have a student
who has an interest in and aptitude for caring for the elderly. He
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actually was harassed, to some degree, for pursuing this work, by
some peers, by his father (a heavy equipment operator) and,
especially, by his older brother (a marine). He did not let this stop
him from continuing the work and, later, earning his CNA
certificate. I think this took both courage and perseverance.”
Lita Blanchar & Jay Frenzel, Winthrop High, Winthrop, Maine
“Courage is a situation in which a person faces a fear or obstacle,
acting because the action is the right thing, even when a fear of
acting looms large. Courage is action in a situation when failure
sometimes seems the likeliest outcome, but when inaction or doing
nothing is unacceptable. A student of mine who demonstrated
courage was Sean. Sean did not beat back an intruder or scale an
unconquered mountain. Sean published an essay in a statewide
newspaper in which he said that teenagers’ penchant for drugs and
promiscuity was undermining his generation’s ability to thrive.
Sean did this knowing that other teens, some of his friends even,
would disagree with him and even distance themselves from him.
He wrote a convincing essay that made many valid points. Sean’s
writing demonstrated courage.”
Glen David Young, Petoskey High, Petoskey, Michigan
“Courage is a trait that is demonstrated by individuals when they
make a conscious decision to maintain their values or actions
under danger of criticism, ostracism, or actual physical harm.
Courage can be strikingly demonstrated by teens who happen to be
in a time of their life when social acceptance is so important. In
my first year of teaching I had a girl in my class who was severely
developmentally disabled. For the first few days, the class
practically ignored the girl and I was concerned that some of those
discrete whispers in the back of the classroom were snide remarks
about her. I was fairly inexperienced with this sort of situation and
knew that any comments that I made, as an authority figure, would
have little bearing on what was said when I could not overhear.
Needless to say, I was pleasantly surprised when a couple of days
later one of the more outgoing and ‘popular’ girls in my class
walked up to the disabled girl and introduced herself and began
talking with her. For the first couple days, this girl who went out
of her way was the butt of no few jokes by her peers, but as time
went by without her changing her attitude, I started to see the rest
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of the class considering their behavior more closely and eventually
following her lead. It was great to see her determination to ignore
the jibes and jeers of her peers while continuing to do what she
thought was right.”
Tara Ganse, Quartz Hill High School, Quartz Hill, California
“Courage is a person’s ability to remain brave and stand out for his
beliefs even though such behavior may bring about trouble.
It happened at an English lesson a few years ago. I was a young
teacher at the local high school. Having received the marked test,
one of the students stood up and said that he insisted on having a
lower grade – just like his desk mate had received for the same
number of mistakes. Very much embarrassed, I asked the student
for an explanation. As a rule, the students were expected to write
‘big’ tests in special test-books. So, he told me that I had promised
to give a lower grade to the students who had left the test books at
home and written the tests on sheets of paper. I really admired the
student’s courage – he risked getting a lower grade. I think it was
fair to change the grade – for the higher.”
Krista Ummik, Miina Harma Gymnasium,Tartu, Estonia
“Courage is the summation of tapping into a power, strength of
mind and spirit of man that you were unaware of possessing.
Courage is the ability to supercede your own capabilities and
potential. Courage is walking by faith and not by sight and to
march forward in the darkness with only your inner light to shine
forth giving you the vision to see a positive outcome. Courage is
the authority to overcome F.E.A.R. (False Evidence Appearing
Real.)
During a discussion about forgiveness, one of my students,
whose eye is permanently closed due to a childhood accident
caused by her cousin, had a shared a profound experience. For her
entire seventeen years, people who didn’t know or even care to
know about her incident only saw the permanent damage. People
had ridiculed her with taunting and belittled her by name-calling.
After the discussion, she forgave her cousin for his actions when
he too was only a child. She learned it was better to forgive than
to eat off the ‘grudge plate,’ where one is never satisfied. I truly
believe at the moment she saw her inner beauty and her power to
jump hurdles and obstructions that at times occur in life. It was a
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wonderful experience to view courage before my very eyes and
heart. She displayed the courage to forgive.”
X’ernona Woods, Youth Development Institute, Chicago, Illinois
“One day I asked one of my students why she wasn’t herself. She
seemed preoccupied and unable to focus. She told me her mother’s
ex-boyfriend had been making threatening phone calls. Her
mother had gone to the police, yet the boyfriend continued to call.
Still, Marilyn came to school every day despite her fear for her
mother’s safety. She called her mother during the school day to
check in with her. Each morning she left behind the person she
loved most in the world to come to school. That to me is a
definition of courage.”
Dennis Donoghue,Salisbury Elementary,Salisbury, Massachusetts
“Courage is taking what you know to be the right action with
disregard for consequences to yourself. With high school students
this commonly means taking the right action even though you may
suffer embarrassment or other repercussions from your peers. The
opinions of peers are so important to teenagers. This past year I
observed a student courageously stand up for what he thought was
right. He was having a party and had invited most of the members
of his basketball team. One team member asked him what time the
party started. He replied, ‘You are not invited because you drink
beer, smoke pot, and then brag about it. I’m sorry, but you are not
welcome in my home.’ The uninvited student was very popular.
Another student confronted the party giver and told him he was
being a jerk. His reply was, ‘Hey, man, I like him, but my family
has standards.’”
Frances Nelson, Coshocton High School, Coshocton, Ohio
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Q6- Comment on the discussion on Courage that took place
during a 4th grade history lesson, as outlined in the required
reading. Share an experience where your class spontaneously
engaged in a moral analysis.

"The old adage “out of the mouths of babes” definitely stands to
be true. These ten year olds were eager to feed off of one another
and use their acquired knowledge about life to make mature
responses to their teachers question about the Pilgrims. I especially
like what the fourth child, a boy, had to say: 'Courage is when you
believe in something, you really do, so you go ahead and try to do
what your beliefs tell you [to do….’ Society needs to take lessons
from the Pilgrims--and these fourth graders.
Recently in my creative writing class, I asked the students if they
entered a local Wal-Mart and the cashier forgot to ring up one of
their purchases, would they celebrate in the parking lot because
they received something for free. Most agreed that yes, we as a
society seem to think we deserve to rip off others. Some told
stories in which they freely take from their part-time jobs items
which they should not—like eating food without paying for it.
One young lady returned to class a few days later, telling how she
made it a point to return to a store which had accidentally
discounted an item that was not on sale. She told about the sheer
joy she felt by doing what was right, and her elation was evident
when the manager thanked her for her honesty and allowed her to
keep her discount. Honesty pays—we need to teach our children to
believe and act on this maxim.'"
Devra Parker, Medicine Lodge, Medicine Lodge, Kansas

262

"I agree that courage and cowardice are very personal issues.
Only the individual knows when he has overcome or succumbed
to his fears. The important point is that courage be a consistent
priority in our lives. Brave people sometimes do cowardly things.
My classes frequently discuss the necessity of forgiving ourselves
and others if we are to live productive, happy lives. Every winner
loses at various times. These brave individuals stand out from the
rest because of their refusal to give up."'
Michael Reilly, Joliet Central High School, Joliet, Illinois
“The children's discussion of courage focused on the commonly
held view that courage is the exception rather than the norm and
that it only manifests itself at rare, critical moments. Rather than
true courage, the children were talking about heroics and while I
agree that heroics should be duly recognized, they are not
accessible to all. Courage is. Heroics needs witnesses, courage
does not. The children seem to understand this because they are
conflicted by the notion of deep beliefs not obviated by radical
action. This was a very sharp group of students indeed. They
seemed to understand that courage is determined by confronting
and defining the self far more than by astounding or even idiotic
feats and personal endeavors. Because I am teaching creative
writing this semester I recently had to confront the issue of
pornography in a classroom full of physically mature and
emotionally bereft teenage boys. Their goal, of course, was for me
to allow them to substitute vulgarity for good writing. Even
allowing for their defense of ‘freedom of expression’ and ‘cultural
authenticity’ their real goal was nagging me into submission about
licentiousness. I was more than a bit surprised that the young
women in the class who are the usual victims and targets of male
pornography just sat there laughing and smiling about the entire
conversation. The boys were at least pleased with their legalisms
and logic, the girls seemed to be frozen in some state of oblivion.
The reality soon became clear--the boys could not take a moral
stance, only a legal one, and the girls chose not to. I reminded
them that Hitler made the same observation in pre-World War II
Germany and they just laughed. I reminded them also that Hitler
controlled Germany because he had the power to and I had the
power to control their grades. And that was the end of the
discussion. It brought back the words of a teacher I had not long
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ago in a course I was taking to renew my license--if a society
cannot make its choices and decisions on the basis of some shared
concept of moral rightness, then the courts will be forced to make
those decisions. We have become the most litigious society on
earth.”
Phillip Belmont Jr., Dakota Ridge High, Littleton, Colorado
“I shared with you in question # 4 the discussion I had with my
class about my daughter, Johnsie. The children agreed that Johnsie
was a person of real courage. Not only did she volunteer to read,
which in and of itself was daunting, but she lived through the
experience. My students brought up the fact that many kids in
Johnsie’s shoes would never have even volunteered to read
publicly. They were also very interested in justice for Johnsie.
One of my students said he’d bust those kids up who made fun of
her. This led someone to question what Johnsie did about what
happened to her. I explained that she went to her principal and
asked for his help in confronting those kids. But, at first, she really
didn’t want to do that. She felt it was much easier to ignore what
happened and keep quiet. She feared these kids would dislike her
and even influence others to feel the same. I was the one who
pushed her to make a stand. My students all agreed that making a
stand was not only courageous, but the right thing to do. They
simply couldn’t stand the idea that these students should get away
with such behavior. Many began to share similar experiences
where someone had hurt them with their words or actions in our
classroom. Why they hadn’t shared these experiences before, I’m
not sure. But my guess is that first they had resigned themselves to
the fact that these things just happen in school, and secondly,
perhaps they didn’t have the courage to stand up either. Our
discussion gave them a chance to share in a safe forum as well as
let them see that these things are not okay in our classroom.”
Julie Hays, Alcoa Elementary School, Alcoa, Tennessee
“Robert Coles is right: the spontaneous student-prompted discussions are the most rewarding moments. Giving students the
stimulus to reach such an exciting discussion is a good teacher’s
job. We learn from what has come before, especially as fourth
graders.
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My class spontaneously engaged in a moral analysis during a
reading of Katherine Patterson’s novel Jacob Have I Loved, in a
literature class just after the 2000 Presidential Race. The
protagonist in the book fantasizes about meeting President
Roosevelt to receive a medal for discovering a ‘spy’ in her
community. My students seemed confused at the character’s deep
adulation for the president. ‘If Bush walked in here,’ one of my
students began, ‘I’d probably spit on him.’ Strong words, so I let
them go with the discussion. I prompted the student to explain
why and the moral analysis flew.
He began by pointing out the way people stood behind
Roosevelt during World War II. My student felt that the country
was united by Roosevelt’s leadership as a man, as well as behind
the moral issues of what was occurring in the European theater.
My student wondered, ‘Would we stand behind Bush in a conflict,
since no one in the black community even bothered to vote for
him?’
Another student brought up the fact that she sees him as a ‘shady
character.’ She asked why his drinking and driving didn’t matter.
Why was his drug use over-looked? Why did he admit that he
didn’t have to work hard in college? Taking into consideration
media portrayals of politicians, my students still felt that if they
did drugs, got behind the wheel drunk and earned only C’s in
college, that they wouldn’t be able to reach the presidency. ‘But
Bush is rich and white,’ a student pointed out. ‘You’re black.’
The discussion curved around the sharp turns of racial doublestandards and barriers set up by class. We wrapped up with a
return to the moral character of leadership.”
Rachel Weimerskirch, Family Academy, PS 241, New York, NY
“My class had a very similar discussion that took place during a
reading/language arts lesson while discussing Lois Lowery’s story
Number the Stars. The main character is a ten year old girl who
shows courage. Even though Annemarie was very frightened, she
did what she had to do and risked her life to help protect Jewish
families in Denmark who were being relocated. I remember some
of the exact same dialogue being said, ‘If you’re in danger you are
not thinking about being in danger. You think ‘this is the right
thing, it is what is important,’ so you do it.’”
Angela Bean Bolton, Alcoa Elementary School, Alco, Tennessee,
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“Being a good person, caring, taking time are all ways to help
young people become good people.”
Dea Podhajsky, Kiona-Benton High, Benton City, Washington
“I really enjoyed reading about the discussion about the pilgrims
and whether or not they demonstrated bravery. It is interesting to
ponder whether they made the journey because they had no other
options or because they were trying to change the course of
history. I did have a class experience which demonstrated this type
of spontaneously moral analysis. I was reading a story to a group
of third graders which discussed how a man stole some medicine
for his dying wife. We discussed whether or not that stealing was
forgivable in this instance and which moral consequences would
be more serious. Students were really torn, as you could see them
processing the story and its moral ramifications. They have been
taught that stealing is never right. But what if it is a life or death
situation? Most students decided that the woman’s life was more
valuable than the punishment that the man would face for stealing
the medicine.”
Jodie Moss, Everett School, Lake Forest, Illinois
“The accepted practice in my room, in a large group discussion, is
to raise hands but as that 4th grade teacher observed, sometimes a
‘flurry’ of spontaneous discussion will erupt. There are times
when this discussion is far field from my original lesson, but
obviously a teachable moment in the class. Recently, while
reading the original Pinocchio in my class, discussion was
animated when Pinocchio got his feet burned off. Once the
students remembered he was wooden and the carpenter could
make more feet, their attention moved to Pinocchio’s
responsibility in this situation and the responsibility of his parent
to bail him out of trouble yet again. The general consensus, after
much clarification of viewpoints, was that his father would save
him, should save him, but Pinocchio was really not yet ready to
learn his life lesson. This seemed to represent all children to me.
Children need practice in doing the right thing and parents and
teachers will love us through the trials, and help us try, hopefully
more successfully, again.”
Margaret Bryant, Northwest Elementary, St. Petersburg, Florida,
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“Discussions about virtues are often spontaneous throughout the
day. The altercation about the pilgrims and their journey, and the
theme of courage is one that is often explored. In this example, the
students began to discuss the courage of the Pilgrims in a new
light. Through the discussion, they clarified their own beliefs and
values. The discussion unraveled a moral analysis that connected
not only to the Pilgrims, but also to the children involved in the
discussion. Topics that are centered on decision making and
choices can be explored in many directions. Students such as those
in this classroom had an opportunity to view courage through a
historical setting. They were able to be a part of the story from an
outside point of view.
I had a similar experience where my class spontaneously
engaged in a moral analysis. While reading the book Shiloh, by
Phyllis Reynolds Naylor, we read about the main character Marty,
who never told his parents that he was hiding a dog he wanted to
keep. When his father found out about it, he told his son that he
had been dishonest with him. Marty felt that he had not lied to his
father because his father didn’t ask him if he was hiding the dog.
His father talked about lying by omission. This created a
stimulating whole class discussion. We talked about white lies and
levels of dishonesty. It was clear to see that most of the students’
beliefs were similar to those of their parents. Many of the students
gave examples from their own home. One little girl said that her
father often told her to say he wasn’t home when there was a
phone call for him at night. The discussion went in several
directions and planted a few seeds in the minds of many. In the
end, most of the class decided that a ‘lie was a lie’.”
Jill Plantedosi, Parker Middle School, Reading, Massachusetts
“I think the discussion on courage that took place in that
classroom is a fine example of how going off on a tangent
sometimes provides the best lessons in a classroom. Since 9/11,
there were so many times when my class lapsed into moral
analyses. The most memorable was the day following the
children’s return to school.
One of my students, Amandeep, didn’t come to school the first
day we reopened after 9/11. When he came in on 9/14, I asked him
where he was the day before. He told me that his mother was
afraid for his safety, since he is a Hindu and wears a turban. I told
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him that he was safe with me, and we would never let anything
happen to him. He smiled.
Some of my students heard my exchange with Amandeep, and
began to tell of acts of bias against people they know. We started
to talk about racial profiling, and how wrong and unfair it is to
blame a race of people for the actions of a few. For examples, we
used the KKK, the Nazis, and Timothy McVey. They understood
that it was wrong to blame Muslims for the terror of 9/11. They
also probed the reasons for senseless acts of bias against people of
Middle Eastern descent.”
Teresa Fauvell, Orwin, Altman Middle School , Floral Park, NY
“Every teacher longs to provoke the quality of discussion that the
author describes relating to courage. When the students become so
involved in the discussion that one comment causes another
student to explore the subject in a deeper dimension, the teacher
knows that the students are exploring the subject with depth. In
such a situation, the teacher has become a facilitator – one who
has prompted the students to explore the subject. The questioning
and the discussing that the students do provoke additional student
involvement. This quality of discussion frequently is never
planned. The quality spontaneously evolves. When this quality
emerges, the teacher sits back and marvels how the student-led
discussion helps the students to find the real essence of learning –
exploring a subject through interacting.
I wish that my classroom illustrated this type of student
interaction more frequently. From the students’ viewpoint, perhaps
this student interchange occurs more frequently than I realize. I
did experience this kind of dialogue with a group of high school
juniors one-year with the study of Shirley Jackson’s ‘The Lottery.’
I began the unit on the short story by having the principal of the
high school come into the classroom without the students’
knowing in advance that he was coming. He silently directed one
of the students to the back of the classroom and set that student in
front of the sink. The student found herself facing away from the
classroom. She sat there for l5 minutes while I continued the
lesson plans already prepared – the subject not related to Jackson’s
short story. The principal left the classroom quietly after he had
the student seated in front of the sink. He then returned 15 minutes
later, went directly to the student sitting in the back of the room
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and ushered her without saying a word to her seat within the
classroom. When he finished this task, he left the room.
Shortly thereafter, I began a class discussion on isolation and
exclusion. How did Shelly feel sitting in the back of the
classroom, looking toward the wall and away from the students
while the remaining students remained involved in a separate
classroom discussion? How did she feel following the instructions
of the principal when she was the only one given those
instructions? Within a short period of time, students took control
of the discussion, debating such issues as these: What is fair?
Who determines what is fair? What boundaries should exist to
one’s use of power? When can tradition be detrimental? The
students tied these comments in well with Jackson’s short story.
The primary point stressed was this: Social traditions can be
deadly when society blindly follows them, forsaking the integrity
of the individual.”
Galen Boehme PhD, Kinsley High School , Kinsley, Kansas
“This classroom discussion is a clear indication of the children’s
application abilities. Each child had their own perspective and
personal feelings about the Pilgrims. Each student showed their
ability to analyze a situation and theorize as to how the Pilgrims
were feeling as a result of their decision. For the students it
became a personal discussion as they approached the topic of
courage. Having dealt with numerous situations they brought their
own experiences and feelings into the discussion.”
Ramona Hall, Archild School, Little Rock, Arkansas
“The type of discussion that took place in that 4th grade class is
the ideal atmosphere for learning. Students identify patterns of
thought and behavior, analyze the actions, and connect those
revelations with their own environment.
I have seen that happen during all kinds of classrooms. One of
my favorite series of moral discussions, however, happens during
the study of Charles Dickens's Great Expectations. I ask students if
they would be willing to spend time with a cruel, eccentric person
if they thought that they might gain a great deal of money by
doing so. The question sparks debate about the lure of material
gain. At the beginning of the novel, few students fault Mrs. Joe
Gargery for sending her brother Pip into the dreary, bitter world of
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Miss Havisham. Pip might be rich one day if he gains the
patronage of such a wealthy woman.
As the story progresses, students recognize the compassion,
common sense, and loyalty that are represented by Joe Gargery, a
humble blacksmith. Students affirm the values he symbolizes by
describing him as a ‘true friend and father figure.’”
Sheryl Lee Hinman, Galesburg School, Galesburg,Illinois
“The ability of young children to hold a sophisticated discussion
about what it means to be courageous impressed me. I was most
struck by one girl’s comment that ‘you become courageous.’ Her
comment reminded me of a discussion I had with students
concerning how each of us knows we are a good person. My
students and I were reading Macbeth. I presumed they would
intensely dislike Macbeth because he betrayed his country and
murdered several people in order to hold onto power. However,
one student raised his hand to meekly say that he did not dislike
Macbeth but felt pity for him. I asked if he meant that he felt pity
because Macbeth failed to reach his full potential as a great leader.
He clarified his point and said that he felt pity for Macbeth
because Macbeth did not have the will power to do what he knew
was right. ‘Deep down,’ he said, ‘Macbeth was a good person.’
As a class we went back through the text and found passages
where Macbeth expressed reluctance to kill the king. Sadly, the
lure of power and the urgings of his wife were too powerful to
deny. I challenged the class to explain to me how someone can at
the same time be a cold-blooded murderer and deep down a good
person. We discussed peer pressure and why teenagers sometimes
do actions they know ‘deep down’ are wrong. One student noted
that we judge people by what they do and not what they feel
inside. Thus, Macbeth did not deserve sympathy because ‘actions
still speak louder than words.’ Macbeth, for all the talk, was an
evil man. Yet, other students were able to empathize with Macbeth
because they were able to reduce his actions to an incidence of
peer pressure. He deserved our pity more than condemnation.
When I drove home that night, I thought about our conversation
and was delighted that it had happened. I also was delighted that
some of my students had found a quality in this Scottish nobleman
that they could relate to-the power of peer pressure!”
Gregory Greenleaf, Winslow High School,Winslow, Maine
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“Although the reading focuses on the discussion, it is important to
recognize that the teacher has continually worked on creating the
type of environment necessary for such dialogue to occur.
Students of all ages are reluctant to share their opinions, afraid of
being wrong or, even worse, made fun of for their ideas. Such
uninhibited discussions, as the 4th grade class’ exchanges about
courage, require the supportive environment nurtured from the
year’s start by a knowledgeable teacher. Characteristics of this
environment are values and respect, both for each other and the
ideas being expressed, and is the foundation upon which the
effective teacher builds opportunities for a true learning
experience.
The discussion described in the writing appears to occur in just
such a classroom. Knowing her subject matter and the nature of
her students, the teacher has formulated an open ended question in
which students can immerse themselves, drawing both on their
knowledge of history and personal experience. Throughout the
discussion the teacher employs her most effective tool; listening.
She resists the temptation to constantly guide the discussion and in
so doing, acknowledges the students’ roles as learners with
important ideas of their own. By acting as a facilitator she allows
students to engage in ethical introspection, to fuse their ideas with
those of others so as to continue building their own moral
foundations upon which future actions may be based.
The students respond to the learning opportunity with an
enthusiasm not seen in a more traditional classroom setting. After
reflecting upon what has been said they add their own ideas,
forging new connections between various moral issues thereby
beginning to create a depth of understanding which rarely occurs
in more traditional ‘book learning.’ By occasionally rephrasing the
students’ words into questions, the teacher gently nudges them
toward higher levels of thinking, a challenge which they meet with
great skill and insight. The beauty of this experience is that both
the academic AND moral needs of the child have been engaged,
something which needs to happen more often in today’s schools.
An event quite similar to that outlined in the required reading
happened as my 4th grade music class prepared for the musical
production, Tall Tales and Heroes. Filled with heroes from our
country’s past, one of the students asked why there were no sports
heroes mentioned in the musical. That simple question launched us
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into a discussion of what makes someone a true hero; a dialogue
that lasted the rest of the period and involved even the quietest
members of the class. Although the details have faded over the
past thirteen years, the faces of those students and the emotion I
felt as they spoke will be with me always.”
Pam Lenz, Northwestern Elementary School, Albion, Pennsylvania
“In an excerpt from The Moral Intelligence of Children, Robert
Coles shares the story of a classroom alive with learning. ‘I was
wondering if the Pilgrims, once they were aboard the ships, and
once they were out to sea, if they thought to themselves: we did
the best thing, we made the right decision.’ One pondering put into
words by a wise adult started a chain reaction for a discussion of
moral reasoning.
The excerpt never mentions the name of the teacher. It does not
indicate whether the teacher is male or female. At the end of the
reading what you do know is that the teacher is a wise educator.
The movie Dead Poet’s Society made Carpe Diem a catch phrase.
Rather than ‘seize the day’ maybe we should all try to ‘seize the
moment.’ A good teacher, a good parent, a good friend knows how
to ‘seize the moment.’
The required reading was an excellent example of teacher as
facilitator. He/she did not lecture about the hardships of being a
pilgrim, nor did he/she lead the discussion. The students directed
the discussion. The students processed the reasoning. The students
became active participants in the learning process. Another mark
of a quality educator is the ability to be flexible. It is important to
plan and prepare for lessons, but a teacher whose main focus is to
stick with the plans does a disservice to himself/herself and to
his/her students. Ridgedly staying with your plans for the day will
make you and those around you miserable. If this is not enough
incentive to be flexible consider all the times you have missed the
opportunity to ‘seize the moment’ in your life.
For the last several years I have taught The Diary of Anne Frank.
The majority of my students have not had successful school
experiences. Many of them are challenged in the area of reading
ability. Midway through the year when we prepare to begin the
section on Anne Frank I am faced with complaints from students.
"This is way too long!! We will never be able to get through all of
this!! Who cares about something from a long time ago?
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I have detailed plans of how I want to present The Diary of Anne
Frank. I feel it is extremely important for the students to also
know the history of that time period. World War II was a time
before Watergate, before CNN, before computers. Knowing these
things adds to a better understanding. Having knowledge of the
geography of the area aids in the comprehension. I don’t want my
students to skim through the story and hurry to answer a few
questions at the end of the text. I want my students to absorb the
story, to think, to question, to reflect.
‘Seizable moments’ are the most powerful learning experiences
of all. The learning that students direct, that students personalize,
this is the learning that stays with them for a lifetime. Some
lessons seem more prone to provoking free flowing exploration,
but be prepared to be flexible because "seizable moments" can pop
up at anytime, anywhere.
Due to the intense subject matter of The Diary of Anne Frank I
expect numerous ‘seizable moments’ to arise. I have learned to
appreciate and embrace these moments. No lesson plan I have
made for the day can equal the impact of a classroom
spontaneously engaged in a moral analysis.
Society might label my students as "the tough kids". They are
the ones who always seem to handle problem situations with
aggression. If you did not take the time to get to know them you
might assume they were uncaring. In seven years of teaching The
Diary of Anne Frank I have yet to come across a group of
teenagers who have not been moved by the tragic story.
Every time I teach this section, I am presented with many
teachable moments. Students seem anxious to express opinions
and ask questions. I don’t know if it is because of the type of
student I work with or if this occurs in all classrooms teaching The
Diary of Anne Frank, but each year I seem to have students who
want to stop at some point during the reading to express the fact
that ‘this would NEVER happen to them.’ I always respond with a
‘Really? How come?’ The responses vary, but all have the same
general theme. Students tell me how they would just shoot the
guards, how they would break free from the camps, how they
would never board the trains in the first place. The initial
comments from students often sound so heartless. They want to
know why the Jewish people simply didn’t fight back. Why did
the Jewish people allow this to happen to them?
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This is the moment! This is my chance to get the ball rolling.
This is my opportunity to close the plan book and begin with a
‘seizable moment.’ I keep my personal opinions to myself. I ask
simple questions to get the class involved. "Well....what if the
guards had guns, but you didn’t have a gun?" It is all I can do to
keep up with the rapid fire discussion that begins.
Before any of us realize it, the class period is over. I am always
so excited with the learning that has just taken place. Students
return the next day with comments like, "I was talking to my mom
at supper about those Jewish people and...." Students start back
into the story with a different attitude. Miraculously the story the
was initially too long is now really interesting.
The moment most vivid in my memory is surprisingly one that
made me laugh. Early into the class period, the students had
sparked a lengthy discussion of moral values. At the end of the
class I heard a loud sigh of relief from the back of the room. One
of the boys dramatically dropped his head down onto his desk.
When I asked what was wrong, he shared with all of us that these
questions were SO hard that it made his head hurt. He smiled,
shook his head at me, and left with the others. Ahhhh....the joy of
being a teacher!”
Patty Chiles, Douglas Alternative School, Springfield, Illinois
“Comment on the discussion on Courage that took place during a
4th grade history lesson, as outlined in the required reading. Share
an experience where your class spontaneously engaged in a moral
analysis.
The fourth grade discussion on morality happened for several
reasons, the most important of which is that the teacher let it
happen. How many times have I, as a student, been involved in the
beginning of such a discussion only to hear the teacher say, ‘Okay,
we’d better move on.’ How many times, as a teacher, have I been
tempted by state mandates, curriculum guidelines, syllabus
deadlines, to do the same?
My seniors and I read a piece of creative non-fiction about one
child’s response to a recess bully. The tone of the essay was light
and the author was a former student who many in my class knew.
They enjoyed the essay and the brainstorm that followed: What
are your memories from elementary school? The sharing session
was lively, animated, full of humor, influenced, I am sure, by the
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model essay’s tone, but after awhile, some of us in the room began
to notice that many of the memories centered around students who
were bullied. I had a handful of popular, attractive, athletic kids in
the class who were involved in the bullying or who were at least
amused by it at the time. In a quiet moment, one of those students
said, ‘Now that I think of it, we created problems for kids who had
enough problems already.’ She hadn’t been led to that conclusion
by me or her peers. She had just been able to step back and
examine what she had done to other people. I hope it was the
beginning of her becoming a more compassionate person.”
Carla Panciera, Burlington High, Burlington, Massachusetts
“The discussion on courage that took place in a fourth grade class
period is extremely impressive. I was particularly moved by the
second student’s comments: ‘I see them being afraid that they
made a mistake … they didn’t know what to expect, and they were
out there on the ocean…’ Wow, that fourth grader seemed to go
right to the heart of an event obscured by time and the mists of
romanticized versions of history. I thought the truly profound
discussion that followed swung on the hinge of that student’s
insights: The class (and those of us reading along) was transported
into the event at hand and therefore able to put themselves into the
existential (rather than literal/historical) situation at hand, bringing
their own beliefs to bear upon it. In thinking of a time when my
class engaged in a spontaneous moral analysis, I find myself
thinking of a discussion of Solzhenitsyn’s A Day In The Life of
Ivan Denisovich. Somehow, in discussing conditions in the Gulag,
students began talking about whom, among themselves, or their
acquaintances, would best be able to survive in such a world. This
led to a probing analysis of the ethics between the prisoners
themselves, and, when survival is at stake, what compromises we
might be tempted to make with our own sets of ethical beliefs.”
Lita Blanchar & Jay Frenzel, Winthrop High, Winthrop, Maine
“The students who said courage is doing what is right even when
you are scared, or not letting yourself to be scared are dead on.
These students are right that courage does not necessarily mean
facing some ugly demon that threatens you, but standing up for
what you believe in. My tenth grade English class engaged in such
a discussion last spring when we studied Ernest Shackleton and his
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trip aboard the Endurance to the South Pole. Some students
thought Shackleton was insane for even attempting such a trip;
others believed him brave and courageous for attempting such a
trip. Students worked hard to sort out their feelings about such an
adventure and whether or not it demonstrated courage. There was
discussion about whether such a trip as Shackleton’s was in fact
courageous because he was not made to go; he could have stayed
home and done something more worthwhile, some thought. The
interesting aspect was that students were engaged in a discussion
of courage.”
Glen David Young, Petoskey High, Petoskey, Michigan
“In the reading, the author expresses ‘incredulity’ that ‘an
elementary school child shows a capacity for probing moral
analysis that encompasses the very nature of a belief…in this case,
the value is courage.’ I think, in general, that children are actually
more capable of discussing what courage is because, in most
cases, they still have not been tainted by the pessimism and
cynicism of the realities of the adult world. At their age, they are
still idealistic and can consider courage – or other values – is their
purest forms. I teach in a fairly suburban school but come from
rural roots. On one particular occasion, my students got onto the
topic of slaughtering animals for meat and whether this is a
morally justifiable act. My students were fairly polarized
regarding the topic, but in this case and others I find it
encouraging that when students are provided with the time and
consideration, they can quite capably justify their beliefs and
values as they did in the forth grade class discussion regarding the
courage of pilgrims.”
Tara Ganse, Quartz Hill High School, Quartz Hill, California
“Language lessons provide us with an opportunity to have
discussions on a great variety of topics—starting from books and
reading, film and theatre up to drinking and driving. Sometimes it
is a wonderful way of starting the lesson—giving the students a
topic to discuss and asking each pair to give a short presentation to
the class, providing their opinions of the issue. More often than
not, students raise questions for discussion. A few years ago, one
of our students had lost his sister in a car accident. He had been
missing classes for a while, when his classmate asked the
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following question—what can we do to console someone in
mourning. Each pair provided different valuable pieces of advice
to his peers.”
Krista Ummik, Miina Harma Gymnasium,Tartu, Estonia
“We witness murder, mayhem, joy and love each and every day
we live. We are observers, actors and actresses, for the world stage
as God peers down to view our decisions and indecisions. We
stand in judgment and contentment of our self-value and worth.
We had a discussion about a woman who was murdered because
no one called the police after acknowledging her shrills and
screams, and viewing her running from her assailant. This topic
grew into a heated discussion whether or not it was the
responsibility of citizens and neighbors. It was a debate that
allowed them to envision themselves being murdered while others
watch as if it was a prime time movie. This was a topic, which
lead them to analyze what it truly means to love thy neighbor and
to treat people how you in turn desire to be treated. In the
beginning, and to my surprise, my students said that they wouldn’t
become involved for fear that the assailant would attack them for
not minding their business.”
X’ernona Woods, Youth Development Institute, Chicago, Illinois
“The fourth graders discussing the Pilgrims’ decision to come to
the New World concluded that the definition of courage was a
broad one. The kids had many ideas about what would push them
toward showing courage. The little prompting they needed
suggests they’d already given the idea of courage plenty of
thought.
In my social studies class we read how archeologists who had
found the bones of an elderly Neanderthal theorized that members
of his group cared for him even though he suffered from disease
and could not hunt.
This led to a discussion about why people under harsh
circumstances look out for one another, even when a person can’t
contribute as well as other group members. How far will people go
to help one another survive? Why does this seem to be part of
who we are as human beings?”
Dennis Donoghue,Salisbury Elementary,Salisbury, Massachusetts
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“After reading An Enemy of the People by Henrik Ibsen, my
students made the connection to current problems we face today in
our society. Just as the town in the play had to decide whether to
close the polluted baths to save people from sickness or keep them
open for the income of the town, today we are confronted with
whether to close certain industrial plants to avoid water pollution
and air pollution or keep them open to allow workers a livelihood.
They determined that morality is not always a simple yes or no.”
Frances Nelson, Coshocton High School ,Coshocton, Ohio
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Q7- How is a good person described at the end of the required
reading involving A Bronx Tale?

"A good person maintains an awareness of others while
juxtaposing his or her own ethical tensions encountered every day
of life. Doesn’t each of us intrinsically want to be known by
others as a good person? To me, this requires being cognizant
when moral messages flash before our eyes. When we see the
moment to take advantage of this type of learning, we need to take
what we can and share it with others. Then, we not only become a
good person because we ascertain morals and learn from them, but
we also share with those around us the lesson we’ve learned and
our goodness spreads all over the world.'''
Devra Parker, Medicine Lodge, Medicine Lodge, Kansas
"A Bronx Tale has been part of my curriculum since its release on
video many years ago. It is an almost perfect film for a unit on the
definition of maturity, education and similar growth-related issues.
The writer’s definition of a good person is multi-faceted. Calogero
learns many important lessons from various characters and events
in the movie. In the end, after seeing the need for trust, tolerance,
forgiveness, courage and many other virtues, he speaks eloquently
of the need to love unconditionally, to never give up on those you
love. I can’t argue with his conclusion.'''
Michael Reilly, Joliet Central High School, Joliet, Illinois
“In short, a good person knows that goodness is an on-going
process and is never too quick to feel saved or safe in the struggle
to feel connected to the rest of humanity.”
Phillip Belmont Jr., Dakota Ridge High, Littleton, Colorado
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“A good person is one who never quits struggling with right and
wrong. We are humans. By our very nature, we are weak and
easily thrown off course by our own desires. This boy discussing A
Bronx Tale reminds us of the never-ending struggle that each us
plays out in order to be moral, decent beings. He also reminds us
that at times we will fall. But what makes us good as opposed to
mediocre or even bad, is that we recognize our struggles and we
act to make them better.”
Julie Hays, Alcoa Elementary School, Alcoa, Tennessee
“’A good person is the alert witness not only of others, but to his
or her own ethical tensions as they flash their various signals, warn
of conflicts ahead or of ambiguities not so easy to resolve....’ (A
Bronx Tale) Once again, ‘Know thyself.’ Be an actor, not reactor. Retain response-ability.”
Patricia Fuhrman, John F. Kennedy School, Mr. Angel, Oregon
“A good person is described as someone who decides to live with
an awareness of herself in relation to others. She recognizes that
her emotions, actions and rationalizations impact others. Most
importantly, a good person knows that answers to ethical questions
will rarely be clear, but he is willing to begin down the road in
search of them. Along the way, he checks in with his history and
his society to serve as a teacher.”
Rachel Weimerskirch, Family Academy, PS 241, New York, NY
“A good person keeps looking inward, is honest about their
mistakes and shortcomings, and isn’t afraid to change. I wish
goodness was as easy as just acknowledging a character flaw and
it going away, but it is an ongoing struggle. It is a struggle that we
also share with those around us, so that we can learn and grow
from each others’ experiences. There is a need for trust, tolerance,
forgiveness, and unconditional love.”
Angela Bean Bolton, Alcoa Elementary School, Alco, Tennessee,
“According to Dr. G ‘it is up to us to communicate respect in our
dealing with them and to provide opportunities for them to respect
themselves…It means providing them with academic, vocational
and social opportunities to succeed…. The goal is always to
convey acceptance as an antidote for shame and to build a
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justifiable sense of pride and responsible and appropriate selfesteem among boys who have been looking for love and
acceptance in all the wrong places.’(Lost Boys, Garbarino)
I agree with all of this. However, I am also a strong advocate of
personal responsibility. Although, I have a responsibility as a
member of society and even more as a teacher to help to develop
youth into healthy productive citizens, students also must take
responsibility for themselves. I think expecting this of them is the
ultimate sign of respect.”
Dea Podhajsky, Kiona-Benton High, Benton City, Washington
“According to the Bronx Tale, a good person is one who weighs
his or her choices and the consequences of both, prior to making a
major decision. A good person recognizes conflict within
him/herself and may not be perfect. However, a good person
recognizes his or confused emotions and temptations.”
Jodie Moss, Everett School, Lake Forest, Illinois
“‘The good person is the alert witness not only of others, but to his
or her own ethical tensions as they flash their various signals, warn
of conflicts ahead or ambiguities not so easy to resolve, or of
mixed feelings and temptations and the rationalizations that justify
them.’ A good person doesn’t just behave well. A good person
reflects upon the right decision and the honorable response. As a
public school teacher, I have children in my classroom from a
wide variety of social, cultural, and ethnic backgrounds. This is an
invaluable opportunity for young children to learn to value
different perspectives, ideas, and practices. As the teacher I model
respect for all, encourage dialogue and directly teach reflective
practices in dealing with day to day issues. One of my students
visited Egypt to see his relatives. We studied Egypt and talked
about the trip in class. Another one of my students read a poem in
English and then in Spanish at our reading festival. The class is
aware that we can celebrate our differences. Respect for all leads
to reflection about ambiguities, conflicts, our own feelings,
and our moral responsibilities in unique situations.”
Margaret Bryant, Northwest Elementary, St. Petersburg, Florida,
“In A Bronx Tale, a good person is a person who works to make
the right decisions. The good person is that vigilant witness not
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only of others, but to his or her own ‘ethical tensions as they flash
their various signals, warn of conflicts ahead or of ambiguities not
so easy to resolve, or of mixed feelings and temptations and the
rationalizations that justify them.’ (13-14) A good person is a
person that tries to make the right decisions about the conflicts in
his life. Most of the conflicts that he has to deal with are centered
around good versus evil. The story tells how we are all controlled
by human nature, and it is easy to stray in the world. The theme of
the story tells us that if we are strong and we let our conscience
guide us, we will make good decisions in the end.”
Jill Plantedosi, Parker Middle School, Reading, Massachusetts
“In this excerpt, a good person is described as one who constantly
challenges and reminds himself of the right thing to do. A good
person is one who, although they will stumble on occasion, works
at doing the ‘right thing.’ A good person is one who fights against
accepting rationalizations that can ameliorate any base action. A
good person is one who constantly struggles with the moral
ambiguities present in today’s world.”
Teresa Fauvell, Orwin, Altman Middle School , Floral Park, NY
“The ‘good’ person is described as the spectator of the movie who
realizes the mixed feelings of good and evil within his body. The
element of evil that exists within the body (or the mind) can with
just one flash undercut the ‘good’ that one has. The individual
walks a delicate line. He knows that the ‘evil’ within him can
come forth quickly to undercut the good that he so desperately
wants to keep in the power seat.
The above comment has taken on a personal meaning to me as
within our local community a 42-year-old father and grandfather
recently dealt with this issue of the forces of good and evil
reigning in his life. Within the last four years, he experienced a
divorce, saw his teenage daughters leave home, and tried
somewhat successfully to overcome an addiction problem. He
tried unsuccessfully twice to commit suicide within the last two
years. He received some professional assistance and began a life
of attending the local Bible studies and church services. He
seemed to be gaining control of his emotions and his life. He
would publicly testify how he was gaining ground. He surrounded
himself with people who gave him positive encouragement. But on

282

a Monday morning, something negative clicked within him and he
ended his life successfully by using carbon monoxide. What
caused the mind to shift?”
Galen Boehme PhD, Kinsley High School , Kinsley, Kansas
“In the required reading A Bronx Tale a good person is described
as an “alert witness” aware of not only his or her actions but also
on the actions of others. A good person thinks ahead of what the
outcome would be as a result of their decision. They weigh each
decision, debating the pros and cons before taking a route.
Knowing their decision has an impact on themselves and others, a
good person struggles to decide which outcome is the better. For a
good person, the will to do the right thing is always present.”
Ramona Hall, Archild School, Little Rock, Arkansas
“’A good person is the alert witness not only of others, but to his
or her own ethical tensions as they flash their various signals....’
Among all the dramatic events in A Bronx Tale, one of the most
telling is the scene at the boxing match in which the father refuses
to accept front row seats from Sonny, the mob boss. His son
questions his decision. The father offers him an uncompromising
choice. Go if you want—sit front row and you sit with an evil
man.
There is no attempt to rationalize the meaning of the offer.
Poignantly, C apologizes for questioning what his father can
provide. Both parent and child have been witnesses to an
important ethical moment. Although Sonny has some lessons to
teach, he will not be the central, positive role model in the boy's
life.”
Sheryl Lee Hinman, Galesburg School, Galesburg,Illinois
“The word witness implies passivity. A witness is a person who
hears or sees what others are doing or saying. In the reading, the
word is used to refer to the process of monitoring what one
believes or values, in relation to how one acts. More specifically,
to be a good person requires one to be a good witness. It requires
a person to be actively engaged with his or her own moral values
and to see that those values are not subjugated by daily
temptations. A good person is viewed as a work in progress.”
Gregory Greenleaf, Winslow High School,Winslow, Maine
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“A good person, as described in the reading, is continually selfmonitoring his every deed, evaluating it in light of the values and
moral bases which are the foundations upon which all of his
actions are based. The good person is particularly sensitive to
signals sent from both his conscious and unconscious selves, those
that confirm the appropriateness of a behavior as well as those that
sound an alarm indicating the necessity for further thought. In
especially difficult situations the good individual questions his
decision prior to acting; this ensures that it is not self-serving but
in the best interests of all involved. Finally, despite any
temptations, societal pressures, and less than pleasant outcomes
which may result, the good person does not just think about, but
acts upon his resolve.”
Pam Lenz, Northwestern Elementary School, Albion, Pennsylvania
“Reading the selection on A Bronx Tale prompted me to rent the
movie. I thought I had seen it before, and I was correct, I had. The
first time I watched it was for the enjoyment of a good movie. This
time I was watching with deeper involvement. I was looking at not
only what lessons I felt I had gained from it, but what lessons I
thought others might gain.
The film and the required reading pointed out that a good person
is one who learns from mistakes. A well-known line from an
Aerosmith song says, ‘Life is a journey, not a destination.’ Life is
a journey. Along the way there are times that are joyful, times that
weigh so heavy on you that you feel you cannot go on, times that
are safe and secure, and times that are rocky and rough. It is not
the path in life that makes the person; it is the spirit in which the
journey is taken that determines one’s character.
I often hear advice from people to avoid relationships with
people who have ‘too much baggage.’ My response is, ‘It is not
the amount of baggage you have, but how you carry it!’
Some people who have minor struggles in life can be bitter and
negative, yet others who have faced hardships that most of us will
never experience can amaze us with their ability to see the
positives of the challenges they have faced and conquered.
The most powerful remarks from the required reading were from
the boy who shared his thoughts on questioning "how you live,
how you should live." The awareness of making a mistake and
then trying to correct the mistake is the mark of character.
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Every student in my alternative classroom is there because of a
‘mistake.’ They often come with the idea that they have been
placed with me because they are bad. I am quick to explain to
them that they are NOT bad, that they only made a poor choice.
They made a mistake, which simply means they can join the rank
of everyone else on the planet.
Being a ‘bad person’ or a ‘good person’ is not the choice that
you made, but what you choose to do tomorrow!”
Patty Chiles, Douglas Alternative School, Springfield, Illinois
“A good person is someone who lets his good side win out more
than his bad side. We aren’t cartoon characters. We are human
beings who must struggle to keep ourselves ‘good’. Like C’s
father in A Bronx Tale, we cling to our beliefs; we try to remain
true to ourselves despite the distractions of real life.”
Carla Panciera, Burlington High, Burlington, Massachusetts
“A good person here is one who sees ethical behavior as an
ongoing struggle, requiring constant self-examination.This
requires the humility and self-awareness needed to examine one’s
own moral uncertainties, dilemmas and shortcomings. Since we
are all subject to temptations that lead us to act unethically at
times, and to rationalize such actions afterwards, moral awareness
as opposed to moral certainty is stressed. This ties into the ‘moral
witnessing’ described in the boy’s reaction to A Bronx Tale. The
boy “had figured out how continually we are challenged morally.”
Lita Blanchar & Jay Frenzel, Winthrop High, Winthrop, Maine
“A good person is described as someone who is an alert witness,
both of their own actions and the actions of others. A good person
is the person is not afraid to say something when they see
something amiss, and not afraid to change something they
themselves may be doing that they realize is wrong.”
Glen David Young, Petoskey High, Petoskey, Michigan
“A Bronx Tale defines a good person as one who not only
observes and considers others morality but is attentive to their own
thoughts and actions and how these may affect their future and the
futures of those around them.”
Tara Ganse, Quartz Hill High School, Quartz Hill, California
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“A good person takes the feelings of other people into
consideration while making essential decisions. Charity begins at
home. Each one of us has to do his/her best to develop and
improve as a personality. The more people do so, the better a place
the world becomes.”
Krista Ummik, Miina Harma Gymnasium,Tartu, Estonia
“The ‘good person’, is described as a person that is aware that he
or she is not only a catalyst to his/her own moral goodness but also
owes a responsibility to others.”
X’ernona Woods, Youth Development Institute, Chicago, Illinois
“A good person is able to see that the people around him are not
one dimensional, that we all have many sides, both good and bad.
A good person distills the positive from his experiences, forgives
himself for messing up, and tries to do better. To be a good person
requires reflection which leads to insight which in turn leads to
action. This opens us up to possibilities we would not have
considered previously, based on our experiences with others in our
daily lives. The bottom line is that a good person doesn’t hurt
people and tries to make sure his actions, whether popular or
unpopular, contribute to a better world.”
Dennis Donoghue,Salisbury Elementary,Salisbury, Massachusetts
“A good person is one who realizes that he continually will be
presented with moral dilemmas, small ones and big ones. He
recognizes that throughout life he will have to evaluate situations
and make moral decisions. Morality is not suddenly acquired one
day, and one doesn’t have to worry about it any more. It is an
ongoing choice.”
Frances Nelson, Coshocton High School, Coshocton, Ohio
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Q8- What should a teacher do when she/he sees a student
trying to get another student in trouble or somehow disrupting
the class?

"A teacher should take action. Yet, vocalizing her complaints with
the student or pointing out the disruption will only add to the
negativity of the situation. I like to pull the student aside at the
end of class and conduct a conversation that puts the trouble
maker in the hot seat. I might say, “Tom, I heard that you were
quite vocal in class today, and were eager to see if George would
be disruptive with you. This does not seem like appropriate
behavior, especially for a young man who has the knowledge to
pass this class academically. What are you going to do to fix this
problem?” If Tom chooses to remain a problem for me and his
peers, I will have to resort to another tactic. Yet, I never point out
the problem orally in front of the rest of the class because this
usually encourages troublemakers to make more trouble."'
Devra Parker, Medicine Lodge, Medicine Lodge, Kansas
"First, remember what it was like to be a teenager. Second,
establish your competence and sincere desire to help the students
early in the year. Third, have a private hallway discussion with
those who ignore in-class warnings. Explain the situation and
possible consequences in a clear, cool manner. Fourth, don’t get
upset. In conclusion, if you know your stuff, communicate your
sincere concern for the kids and treat them fairly, discipline
problems will rarely occur."'
Michael Reilly, Joliet Central High School, Joliet, Illinois
“If the answer to this question were as easy as asking the question,
we would have perfect schools, perfect students and perfect
teachers. I would not even attempt to answer this one without a
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specific case involving students I know and work with. The only
general rule is: Be Prepared!”
Phillip Belmont Jr., Dakota Ridge High, Littleton, Colorado
“She must use this as a teachable moment. A classroom must be a
community working together, struggling to do good together,
recognizing that we all fall short of this at times. If a true sense of
this type community is in place, then a teacher has the venue to
open up discussion about wrong-doings with her students. The
team will not only forgive, but they’ll learn and become
cheerleaders for each other.”
Julie Hays, Alcoa Elementary School, Alcoa, Tennessee
“Use this as a teachable moment. One should know the student
well, then either privately or in the context of class discussion
discuss or role play the behavior.”
Patricia Fuhrman, John F. Kennedy School, Mr. Angel, Oregon
“My approach is to always steer away from negativity in the
classroom to emphasize the academic priority and the focus. I
often do this with humor while I’m teaching to keep the class
flowing, then I will process with the individual student as we are
working individually, at the change of class, at lunch or in a
meeting. This ‘checking-in’ may touch on the student’s affective
domain, reinforce trust in our relationship, or set a consequence. I
attempt to focus on students who are doing the right thing, pulling
the distracted student out of the flow, if necessary, when the rest of
my class is moving forward.”
Rachel Weimerskirch, Family Academy, PS 241, New York, NY
“I usually pull the misbehaving child aside to find out what is
really going on. Do they have an unmet need? Next, I have them
communicate what they did wrong and ask what they can do next
time to do the right thing. I end the conversation by pointing out
the child’s strengths that he or she can use to help our classroom.”
Angela Bean Bolton, Alcoa Elementary School, Alco, Tennessee,
“The nature v. nurture debate has been going on for decades. The
first reading ‘Why Teens Turn Violent’ lists environmental factors
as the cause of violence. The article on ‘Inside the Teen Brain’
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details the nature point-of-view in the debate but even in this
article environment is mentioned when the author quotes
Zuckerman of the University of Delaware on safe risk taking,
‘Middle-class kids can go skiing and scuba diving but for many
kids, there’s just crime, sex, drugs, and rock and roll’”
Dea Podhajsky, Kiona-Benton High, Benton City, Washington
“When a child disrupts a class, something needs to be done right
away. First of all, one disruption can ruin a lesson or activity for
the whole class. Depending on what the predetermined procedures
and consequences are for each classroom, the first “warning”
needs to be given when the first inappropriate behavior occurs.
For example, in one of our first grade classrooms, the students are
allowed two strikes. The first time they are being disruptive they
hear, ‘That’s one, Michael.’ The second time it occurs, he hears,
‘That’s two, Michael.’ By the time Michael hears, ‘That’s three,’
he has a consequence. In his classroom, the consequence is a
phone call home. If the behavior continues after that point, a trip to
the principal is in order. However, only a teacher can really judge
each situation, being the one who knows the students the best.
Depending on the student and the situation, the situation may need
to be addressed more immediately and with more of a conflict
resolution technique.”
Jodie Moss, Everett School, Lake Forest, Illinois
“As the teacher, I am responsible for all my students, even the
student who is disruptive. Specifics about what to do will vary
according to the classroom culture, age of students, and teacher
personality. However, my job is to ensure a climate of learning. It
is discussed and understood in my classroom that disruption of the
learning process is not allowed. Of course, there are disruptions at
times and I follow through with the class plan, which calls for the
disruption to stop or the student who is disruptive to move to
another spot or leave the room. This student is welcome back as
soon as he/she is ready to behave as a learner. All of my students
can request to move to a different spot or even another classroom,
without question, should they feel the need to move away from
someone. I encourage my students to problem solve on their own
but if a child needs assistance with someone who is disruptive, I
will help. Some teachers worry that if I allow students to ‘cool
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off” away from a problem, certain children will use this
opportunity to avoid work. This seldom happens. Most children
want to be in the room, actively learning. And if a specific student
seems to be using this opportunity to avoid work, I develop a plan
with that child to limit the ‘cool off’ time.”
Margaret Bryant, Northwest Elementary, St. Petersburg, Florida
“There is no one answer or formula to this question. All children
are different and should not be treated the same. Although the
situation must be dealt with in a timely fashion, every situation
must take the whole child into consideration. If a child is fragile or
traumatized, the teacher should first talk to the child alone. The
child may be going through a difficult time at home and may be
working out his problems through disruptive behavior. At that
point, it would be favorable to bring the school counselor on
board.
Sometimes I find that if I ignore a behavior of a child the first
time, he may not do it again. If a child continues to disrupt the
class and he appears to be doing it to get the attention of the
others, he should be told in a couple of sentences that it is
inappropriate behavior.
Immoral and violent behavior needs to be addressed
immediately. The child should be told what he/she did wrong and
what is acceptable and not acceptable in the classroom. A quiet
controlled voice of a teacher works best. A teacher that yells at a
child is modeling inappropriate behavior. Many times children do
not listen if they are being yelled at. A teacher should always try
to be firm, fair, and flexible when disciplining a student. He or she
should always try to set the classroom rules ahead of time and use
opportunities to discuss books and films in the context of core
values.”
Jill Plantedosi, Parker Middle School, Reading, Massachusetts
“I think the best thing to do when you see a student engaging in
the afore-mentioned activities is to let your disapproval be known,
in the least conspicuous way. It is never my intention to embarrass
or belittle any student in my class. If a child is becoming
disruptive, I make eye contact with him or her. If they continue, I
physically move next to them to remind them of my presence,
watchfulness, and control of the situation. I do these two things in
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as unobtrusive a manner as possible. I don’t want this child to feel
singled out, and I don’t want to interrupt the learning in my
classroom.
If the student continues to disrupt, I usually ask to speak with them
after class. This will almost always end the behavior. When I
follow up and talk to them after class, I make sure to give them my
full attention. I ask open-ended questions, to get them talking
about what was bothering them. I do my best to accommodate any
needs they have, such as seating, being my ‘monitor,’ and other
things relevant to their classroom life.
These actions on my part will usually end disruptive behavior.
If they don’t, I usually get the parents involved. Working
with parents who are active participants in their
children’s
education
has
never
disappointed
me.”
Teresa Fauvell, Orwin, Altman Middle School, Floral Park, NY
“All teachers face this dilemma. The writer used an essay to stress
the point of doing one’s own work. The challenge here is not to
make the guilty party feel conspicuous about his actions. The
quieter that the teacher can work to help the ‘guilty’ student sense
the importance of doing his own work, the better. At times, I have
written notes to the two or three individuals involved in such a
situation – to the student who caused the trouble as well as to the
student who received the brunt of the problem. On the note, I
describe the concern and state that I will not issue any credit for
the activity until the two parties see me separately about the
matter. I place within a time frame – usually within a 24-hour
period of time. When the students see me individually, I discuss
the concern with them and pose a possible solution. I likely will
rearrange the seating within the classroom so that these two
individuals are no longer sitting near one another. The students
will likely have to redo the assignment in some way in order to
receive credit. I involve the parents of the students in the matter by
sending home a descriptive letter of the action. If the students in
question do not come in for a conference, I quietly rearrange the
seating within the classroom, a point which the students know
about when they enter the following class period.
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With the second offense, I take a more drastic action. I arrange
the class schedule so that the students and I do have a discussion
about the matter. Only twice have I had to go beyond this stage
and involve the principal. The students know that if I have to
involve the principal, they are pushing me ‘to the limit’ and
expulsion from the classroom will definitely occur. Very few
students want this step to occur, as the repercussions will be too
negative. I have been teaching long enough within this community
that my reputation frequently solves or prevents many problems
from arising.”
Galen Boehme PhD, Kinsley High School , Kinsley, Kansas
“The teacher should remind the students about their behavior and
the consequences that they face. The student who is the source of
trouble should be called upon to do a job or task by the teacher.
Children love attention either positive or negative. By removing
the student the teacher has removed the student from the
temptation to cause trouble. This redirection will cause the student
to focus their thoughts elsewhere. It shows them that they can get
receive positive attention.”
Ramona Hall, Archild School, Little Rock, Arkansas
“Being flexible is the key. Many strategies may solve the problem.
Disrupters may need to have a seat change which places them
away from a student who can be distracted. In some cases, the
troublesome students may need a different kind of task. For
example, they may be restless so they need an activity that allows
them to channel energy like passing out papers, setting up a
display, or looking up facts on the computer.
Sometimes, it will be necessary to confront the behavior directly
by talking privately with students who misbehave. I try to describe
that behavior in terms that are as objective as possible. (Chris,
today I saw you passing notes to Pat while we were reviewing for
the test. That takes his attention away from the lesson and
jeopardizes his chance for doing well.)
I try to include a description of the behavior I want to see.
(Chris, I want you to stop passing note. During review sessions, I
want to see you facing forward, taking notes, answering questions,
etc.)
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If I do not see progress with the situation, I make a home contact. I
usually ask if the parent will let the student know that I called to
explain what I was seeing, and I ask if I can follow up with a note
on the next two Fridays to let the parent know if there has been
improved behavior. I find that if students can get into a pattern of
improved behavior over a period of two weeks, they begin to see
the positive results for themselves. Also, parents have some time
to consider options and express concerns over that time period.
Fortunately, the Internet has made parent contact easier. Some
parents have asked for a Friday email. Because many of the
assignments are kept on my computer, I can send missing work,
attendance/tardies, and grade averages, as well as the behavior
report.”
Sheryl Lee Hinman, Galesburg School, Galesburg,Illinois
“I expect my seniors to behave in class and to speak and act in a
constructive, not a destructive manner. If a student is disruptive in
my classroom or is trying to get another student in trouble, I
calmly send him or her to the office where they will receive three
hours detention. When the class is over, I meet with the student
and tell the student that I do not tolerate disruptions of any kind. I
speak in a voice that is firm and sends the message: ‘Don’t mess
with me.’ What I have learned in my four years of teaching is that
some students test teachers early in the school year. A teacher
really has only one chance to make a memorable impression, or he
or she will continue to be tested throughout the year. I make my
strong impression and that is that. Students eventually learn where
the line of acceptable and unacceptable behavior is, and they learn
not to cross that line. It is my job to make sure that I am consistent
about where I draw that line.”
Gregory Greenleaf, Winslow High School,Winslow, Maine
“On the first day of school it is vital that the teacher set the stage
for the year to come, prior to the seed of such an incident even
being planted in a student’s mind. By greeting the children
positively and enthusiastically, showing an interest in them as
individuals, and working with them to establish mutually
acceptable procedures and consequences, the potential for negative
incidents is greatly reduced. Although taking the time to establish
such a community may delay the start of academic instruction, its
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benefits may be seen in increased cooperation and learning with
fewer difficulties as the year progresses.
The first thing a teacher needs to do in a disruptive situation is to
maintain a calm presence, refraining from the sarcastic comments
and the loss of temper which can be such a common response. A
quick assessment of the situation is then in order during which the
teacher draws upon his understanding of children and the reasons
they behave in certain ways. Into this assessment the teacher must
inject his knowledge of the student; her background, her likes and
dislikes, friends, anything which may be happening in her life.
Although maintaining calm and assessing the situation may be
immediately accomplished by many, only the teacher who has
taken time to establish rapport with the students has the tools
necessary to positively resolve the situation.
Based upon the teacher’s assessment and previously established
procedures, s/he acts, always looking for the simplest nonconfrontational means of resolving the incident. The teacher who
has built a relationship of mutual trust and respect can often do
this through simple eye contact or a gesture of the head. Should
the disruptive behavior continue the teacher calmly progresses
through the established procedures; procedures designed not to be
punitive but as experiences through which the student can learn to
better their actions and responses. Throughout this continuum it is
important that the teacher interact with the child as privately as
possible without argument or raised voices. By doing so the
teacher sets an example of moral integrity and lets the student
experiment with improved behaviors while concurrently allowing
her to save face.
While the busy life of a classroom is not conducive to the
teacher abandoning his lesson to privately conference with a
student, it is important to take time later to listen to his needs and
concerns. So often it is not WHAT was discussed, but the fact that
a teacher was willing to take the time to listen that makes the
difference. Other school staff members, a counselor or favorite
teacher, may also be invaluable resources in talking with and
listening to the student. By working together in a manner that
preserves the dignity of all, everyone…most importantly the
student…wins.”
Pam Lenz, Northwestern Elementary School, Albion, Pennsylvania
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“The question of how to deal with a disruptive student could easily
be an essay of its own. If I were a college professor teaching future
teachers I would have numerous books on dealing with problem
behaviors on my required reading list. After all the reading,
discussions, and role playing I would leave the students with one
piece of advice. ‘Every situation is unique, every child is unique.
Think before you react.’
Most school districts have discipline handbooks. The handbooks
list actions and consequences. Handbooks are excellent guidelines
for what consequence should be given. The mark of a quality
educator is how he/she handles the disruptive situation.
Common sense tells us that a violent outburst by a student would
be handled differently from a student talking during a test. The
essential factor is respect. Treating a student with respect is a winwin situation. The student is given the opportunity to correct the
behavior with his/her self-esteem intact. The other students in the
classroom have had the opportunity to observe a positive way to
handle a negative situation. And...when the last school bell rings
for the day, you walk away with your own self-respect.
Few of us can walk the path of a Martin Luther King, Jr., a
Ghandi, or a Mother Teresa. It is a constant battle to fight the
emotions of the moment. In the heat of the moment, it is easy to
lash out in anger or be tempted to reply to a student’s remark with
cutting sarcasm.
Years of life experience and teaching experience have taught me
to stop and think before reacting. I try to put myself in the
student’s situation. I remind myself how I wanted to be treated by
teachers when I was in school. I ask myself how I would want this
child treated if he/she was my own child.
Working in an alternative education school, I am confronted
with disruptive behaviors on a daily basis. I have the typical
disruptive behaviors you would observe in any given classroom.
Due to my setting, I probably have more incidents of violent
disruptions than the average teacher. Seven years of working with
troubled youth has helped me tremendously.
My years working with elementary children in the regular school
setting were wonderful. Both experiences have brought rewards,
but the experience in the alternative setting gives me unending
emotional growth.
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Several years ago the building principal came to speak to me
after school. She wanted to discuss a particular student of mine.
She asked how "Melissa" was doing. I told her that she had been
acting very differently. ‘Melissa’ had been much quieter than her
usual self. She was quick to lash out with a hateful remark when
she did choose to participate. She shared with me that ‘Melissa’
was coping with a very difficult situation. Her parents had
problems with drugs and domestic violence. Both parents were
staying at different shelters to receive help. ‘Melissa’ and her four
siblings were each staying with different relatives.
Her life was a million miles apart from the ‘Little House on the
Prairie’ childhood I had been so fortunate to grow up with. All
night I thought about ‘Melissa.’ I wondered about how in the
world I could have coped with that same situation when I was her
age. I still corrected ‘Melissa.’ I still gave consequences for
actions. Life can deal us terrible blows, but we still need to make
good choices. Something changed that day. It wasn’t ‘Melissa’ it
was me. My resolve to correct with compassion was strengthened.
I don’t deal with every disruptive student in the perfect way. I
make mistakes all the time. What I strive to do is self-reflect. If I
make a mistake in disciplining a student, I take the time to
apologize for my error. I ask no less of myself than I do of my
students—learn from your mistakes and always aim to improve
your actions.”
Patty Chiles, Douglas Alternative School, Springfield, Illinois
“I liked what the teacher did in the example: before she
reprimanded, she thought about motivation. I wish I’d done that
more often. I think that’s what you should do: consider first, why
this student is behaving this way and see if there’s a teachable
moment there. Students do listen to our personal narratives and
might not understand that we use these revelations to address them
personally. When we’re lucky enough to strike the chord we
attempted to strike, the student might think his connection to
the story is coincidental, that somehow, this teacher who
he has tried so hard to annoy is someone with whom he has this
thing in common. What a revelation that would be for him.
What a decent way to exercise control in the classroom.”
Carla Panciera, Burlington High, Burlington, Massachusetts
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“In these cases, the teacher should intervene, but exactly how
depends upon the students, setting and behaviors involved. The
teacher should intervene in a way that truly helps rather than
exacerbates the situation. We have both a short term and long term
goal at stake: In the short term, we want to stop the disruption. In
the long term, we want to foster a sense of values among our
students that works against this sort of destructive behavior, one
that promotes the ‘Golden Rule’ among ourselves and our
students.”
Lita Blanchar & Jay Frenzel, Winthrop High, Winthrop, Maine
“When a teacher sees a student trying to get another student in
trouble, the teacher should, if possible, first become a silent
observer. Once the situation is evaluated, the teacher needs to try
and steer the first student in a positive direction. The teacher does
need to let the first student know that what they were doing is
destructive, but only after the situation has been evaluated. I deal
with high school students, and I have seen some students resist
peer pressure, and even reverse the situation. Students should be
allowed to do this when possible. If a teacher engages too early,
students do not have the opportunity to work things out for
themselves.”
Glen David Young, Petoskey High, Petoskey, Michigan
“During the moment that the disruption occurs in class, the teacher
must maintain order in the same method that he or she normally
would. This maintenance should involve an unemotional, predetermined set of consequences that the teacher has already set
forth. Teachers need to be prepared to react to student disruptions
in a way that does not apply anger or hostility, just a calm, sure
assertion of the teacher’s mature control of the classroom
environment. In the case where a student is trying to get another
into trouble, however, I believe the teacher should also ask the
offending student to remain after class to discuss how their
behavior negatively affects themselves and others. Additionally,
the teacher needs to discuss with this student what the
consequences of similar future behavior will be and then stick to
it.”
Tara Ganse, Quartz Hill High School, Quartz Hill, California
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“Teachers must establish control beginning in September in their
classes for decency and order. It is deplorable to see students
banging and kicking the doors of other teachers or raising their
voices and cursing the teacher or another student. I explain from
day one, that I’m responsible for their well-being and that I cannot
have disobedience in the class room. They must submit to my
authority in order that they can learn and communicate in the
class. I further explain that I will not betray their trust by
disrespecting them or abusing my authority. Finally, I explain
consequences. A failure to obey will result in a dean’s referral, call
home or class change. And so, mischief will not be tolerated.
Incidentally, I taught three works of literature with a focus on the
nature of mischief: Aesop’s The Shepherd Boy and the Wolf, Ann
Tyler’s Teenage Wasteland and Ann Landers’ Dead At Seventeen.
The unit was so successful that students were now identifying
behavior on their own as mischief and so it caused an awareness of
mischievous conduct and its dangers.”
Sandra Dee Nixon, Grace Dodge High School, Bronx, New York
“The teacher’s task is to react – either on the spot or after the
lesson. As for me, I am for the idea of reacting right off. It might
not be a very good idea to talk to the student in front of the class.
It might have the opposite effect – he might easily feel like a hero.
I would give the class pair- or group-work. While the rest of the
students are involved in the task I would talk to the troublemaker.
It sometimes also works to rearrange the class.”
Krista Ummik, Miina Harma Gymnasium,Tartu, Estonia
“When…my students show disruptive behavior, I react by
discovering the root cause of the problem and listening to
students’ concerns. Normally, when a child is causing or afflicting
pains on another child he or she is the one that is experiencing
pain internally. I have learned whether it is positive or negative, it
is overall the attention that the student is diligently seeking.”
X’ernona Woods, Youth Development Institute, Chicago, Illinois
“Eyeball the student first, and if that doesn’t work, walk over to
his desk, crouch down beside him and whisper something
completely beside the point (‘Do you have last night’s
homework?’) to disarm the situation, then mention how his
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behavior is hurting the other student or interring with what we’re
trying to accomplish as a community. Point out the kid’s strengths,
what you expect of him. If the behavior persists, move him into
the hallway, let him explain himself, then offer suggestions and
point out consequences (loss of recess, phone call home, trip to
office).”
Dennis Donoghue,Salisbury Elementary,Salisbury, Massachusetts
“I immediately engage the troublemaker in the lesson by walking
toward him/her and asking a question. I try to avoid confrontation
in the classroom because that often gives the student the stage he
is seeking. After class I will talk to the student alone and tell
him/her what I observed and explain why that is unacceptable and
express my expectations. To ask questions like "why did you do
that?" is usually ineffective because generally there is no good
answer the student can give. I avoid being judgmental. Instead, I
remain simply matter of fact.”
Frances Nelson, Coshocton High School ,Coshocton, Ohio
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Q9- The Harry Singer Foundation pilot project, Dream
Machine, White Hats and Problem Solvers are based on the
premise that students have the capacity to act responsibly,
interact with adults in the community and make mature
decisions. In light of the article by Shannon Brownlee
regarding the development of the teen brain, do you think the
Foundation may be giving teens too much credit?

"If you are looking for a negative response to this question you
have certainly asked the wrong teacher. In my mind, giving teens
too much credit can never happen. In fact, we simply cannot lift
them up enough. Aren’t we all motivated by that which inspires
us, encourages us, and ‘asks’ us to make ourselves better? Then
providing positive reinforcement in any way can serve to boost a
teen’s self esteem, making this world a better place to be.
Brownlees suggests that the teen brain ‘doesn’t function like an
adults’ and is, in fact, ‘closer to a child’s brain than an adult’s.’
GREAT! It still has the possibility to be molded and encouraged
by an adult’s brain that was properly stimulated when it was
young! Brownlee’s research deserves credit, but not in my class!
So Yurgelun-Todd says teens might not have the ‘proper
hardware’ for good judgment; in the teens I have the distinct
pleasure to see each day, I have had plenty of opportunity to
witness superior judgment.
My hat is tipped to organizations such as the Harry Singer
Foundation who recognizes teens for good thinking and
achievement. If we all lived in a pessimistic world such as
Shannon Brownlee paints, we would never want to get out of bed
each morning. In my opinion, teenagers are some of the best
people to be around and learn from.”
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Devra Parker, Medicine Lodge, Medicine Lodge, Kansas
"As a high school teacher and the father of a sweet, but rather selfabsorbed fifteen year old boy, I can say with some certainty that
your premise on the maturity of high school students might be a
little ambitious. They are in a constant tug of war between
childhood and adulthood. Their passions rage and flicker over
apparently trivial concerns. Most will turn out just fine, but we
must remember that teens, more than any other age group in our
society, are extreme works in progress. We need to keep talking
about morals, responsibilities, and other important concepts. They
will eventually sink in."'
Michael Reilly, Joliet Central High School, Joliet, Illinois
“No, the Foundation is not giving teens too much credit. The
Foundation seems to have expectations for young people and most
of them are expectation starved. The current notion of preserving
someone's self-esteem is based on the false premise that if we
continually tell people they are beautiful and accomplished, they
will somehow be beautiful and accomplished. Too few adults, and
consequently virtually no young people, know or are willing to
admit that true self-esteem comes from true accomplishment and
accomplishment comes from doing, not from being told. By
holding out expectations, the Foundation creates genuine goals
and genuine accomplishments. The information Ms. Brownlee
provides is interesting and valuable, but so much of this
information and similar works by other authors has been touted as
excuses for poor performance and for further relaxation of already
unenforced rules and expectations. I have told my students many
times that they are the most deprived generation America has ever
produced and not because they lack for material wealth, but
because no one expects anything of them. My response to Ms.
Brownlee would be, thank you, but only an idiot would think that
teenagers and adults are the same. That is not the issue. The issue
is adults not acting like adults and teens not being given the
opportunities to mature. So, Ms. Brownlee, we also know that an
amoeba will react to light and temperature. Who cares? In the
end, does that make it a better amoeba? Or excuse it from
maturing? Our young people have become so objectified,
rubricized and digitized that everyone seems to have forgotten
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they need to be humanized. So no, the Foundation has not given
teens too much credit, but it should definitely ask more of our
adults.”
Phillip Belmont Jr., Dakota Ridge High, Littleton, Colorado
“I refuse to believe that we give any child too much credit. Yes,
they are different than we are and thus perceive things differently,
talk about them differently, and handle them differently. They will
make mistakes. But you can’t tell me that even in making those
mistakes, if they’ve been taught right from wrong, that their inner
voices won’t speak to them. They will know wrong when they see
it, and will, given the opportunity, discuss it openly and maturely.
Their decisions will never be perfect just as ours are not, but they
will grow daily in their knowledge of right and wrong and their
ability to make decisions will be impacted step by step.”
Julie Hays, Alcoa Elementary School, Alcoa, Tennessee
“Kids who exercise their brains, in effect, by learning to marshal
their thoughts, to measure their impulses, and to understand
abstract concepts, are laying the neural foundations that will serve
them for the rest of their lives.” (Browning 6) Better to trust too
much than too little. All of those studies where they discovered
you ‘get what you expect” indicate it’s better to make the
attempt.”
Patricia Fuhrman, John F. Kennedy School, Mr. Angel, Oregon
“I think the best way for teens to exercise their developing brains
is to engage in activities like the Foundation pilot projects. They
are laying foundations as their minds grow, literally hard-wiring it
for adult function. Young people are much more fully programmed for empathy, thoughtfulness and measured impulse if they
have experienced and observed these paths as teenagers.”
Rachel Weimerskirch, Family Academy, PS 241, New York, NY
“In light of Shannon Brownlee’s article regarding the teen brain,
the foundation is not giving teens too much credit. They have
tremendous potential to make a positive difference in our society!
Adults need understanding in regard to teenage actions, ideas, and
motives. Nevertheless, television, music, video and computers
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play a huge role in shaping their thoughts. Also, teenagers rarely
plan to get into trouble; they fail to plan to stay out of trouble.”
Angela Bean Bolton, Alcoa Elementary School, Alco, Tennessee,
“I think that the Foundation should continue to have high
expectations for its teen population. Teens are able to make good
decisions and learn how to use good judgment, even if it is not
100% of the time. Since the brain is still in a developmental state,
there will be fluctuations and inconsistencies, but overall, I believe
that in order for teens to become responsible we need to set
reasonable, but high expectations for them. In addition, teens and
children need to be exposed to correct and admirable
characteristics if we expect them to emulate and internalize these
characteristics into their lives.”
Jodie Moss, Everett School, Lake Forest, Illinois
“I am the proud mother of three terrific young adults. My boys
were teenagers just a few years ago. The twins, now in college,
were ‘peer mediators’ in their high school. This is a school
sanctioned program to train high school students to help other high
school students resolve their differences peacefully. My twins both
took the training and were called several times to mediate
problems. Not only did they gain insight into the nature of conflict
resolution with others, it helped them gain insight into their own
relationships. All three of the boys played sports. Playing sports
focused them and helped them develop friends. My oldest son
became a lifeguard while still in high school. He was responsible
for saving a child’s life at the pool. Teenagers are capable of
responsibility and reasoned decisions, and teenagers are still
children and continue to need guidance. As caretakers and parents
we need to help them practice good behavior and moral
responsibility. I saw the tremendous positive influence teachers
and coaches had on my children. As parents, my husband and I
made sure that we continued to communicate with our children
through good times and tough. No, I do not think the foundation is
giving teens too much credit. I think the foundation is offering
teens a chance to practice their best.”
Margaret Bryant, Northwest Elementary, St. Petersburg, Florida,
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“The Harry Singer Foundation has a good understanding of the
whole child and is eager to learn about solutions for achieving
success. Their goal of wanting to find out what works within a
desired framework demonstrates their active involvement in
exploring new information. The Foundation appears to be looking
at a variety of studies and giving teens the right amount of credit.
The article Inside the Teen Brain, by Shannon Brownlee, offers a
strong explanation as to the brain’s capacity during adolescence.
The study however, is only one small piece of information in the
makings of a complex topic. In short, it attempts to answer the
question, ‘what makes teens do what they do?’ It offers some good
insight into behavior of the adolescent, but the research is only in
its infancy stage. The Foundation appears to be viewing many
dimensions of research that supports children and is giving teens
the credit they deserve.
The Harry Singer Foundation‘s motto of think, do, enable, is
testimony to its commitment to reach out in many directions to
identify the major concerns of communities everywhere.”
Jill Plantedosi, Parker Middle School, Reading, Massachusetts
“I don’t thing the Foundation is expecting too much from
undeveloped teens. Certainly, as Ms. Brownlee purports, their
brains are not fully developed, especially the areas responsible for
‘making sound judgments and calming unruly emotions.’
However, given proper situations and stimuli, teens certainly can
be directed to ‘act responsibly, interact with adults in the
community and make mature decisions.’ In fact, daring them to try
different things may forge neural pathways in their developing
brains that would otherwise have remained dormant.
I don’t believe Ms. Brownlee’s article, or the research it was
based on, should be a deterrent to developing and challenging
teenagers to reach and exceed their limits, but rather it should be
another tool to consider when dealing with these young adults.”
Teresa Fauvell, Orwin Altman Middle School, Floral Park, NY
“No! The Foundation is giving teens the credit deserved! If I
understand the pilot projects fully, the Singer Foundation believes
that teens can be motivated by non-material means to be involved
in efforts benefiting humanity. Teens can find personal satisfaction
in serving people for the sake of serving. Brownlee’s article does
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not discredit this goal that the Singer Foundation has. What
Brownlee makes us realize is that the brain of the teenager may
not be fully developed to understand all of the logical and
emotional aspects involved with serving others in a humanitarian
way. We as adults must consider this evidence as we deal with the
complex number of emotional and logical matters that teens show
in developing humanitarian skills.
Brownlee closes her article by saying that the ‘trick is helping
kids finding healthy sources of stimulation.’ Those sources vary
for each individual. The issue is for the adult world to involve the
teen within those possible ‘healthy sources of stimulation,’ which
is what the Singer Foundation is trying to do with its various
projects. Each student deserves an opportunity to try. As that
student tries, he will be exposed to model adults who believe in
serving humanity in a beneficent manner. Through this interaction,
a seed of involvement may be planted that may bring forth fruit at
a later time. The Singer Foundation is helping to plant the seed.
Let us let time bring forth the right fruit at the right time.”
Galen Boehme PhD, Kinsley High School, Kinsley, Kansas
“No, I don’t think the Foundation is giving the teens too much
credit. Shannon Brownlee states that ‘The brain’s capacity for
growth through adolescence may also indicate that even troubled
teenagers can still learn restraint, judgment and empathy.’ With
that in mind, teens have the CAPACITY to act responsibly. By
interacting with adults more in making decisions, teenagers will
strengthen their brains in decision-making. To continue with Mrs.
Brownlee’s quote, ‘Kids who exercise their brains in effect, by
learning to marshal their thoughts, to measure their impulses and
to understand abstract concepts are laying the neural foundation
that will serve them for the rest of their lives.’ In essence by
allowing the students to interact with adults and with more
exposure to making decisions, you are assisting them in the
development of their brains.”
Ramona Hall, Archild School, Little Rock, Arkansas
“I understand that scientists have based their findings on data that
they gather with the best procedures they can design. However,
they are making blanket judgments drawn from the artificial
atmosphere of lab tests. Dr. Yurgelun-Todd showed adults and
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teenagers photographs of people's faces contorted in fear. When
the researcher asked the subjects to identify the emotion
expressed, all the adults got it right. Many teens were unable to
correctly identify the expression. The results suggested that
youngsters are not as good as we think at interpreting facial
expressions.
The fact that students might not be able to look at still photos
and identify an emotion did not translate to an unfeeling
generation. It simply meant that the young people might have
understood more fully through another technique. Social
interaction would have been a truer test. If they could have heard
the voices, seen the expressions forming, talked with the victims—
then, I believe that the teens would have been as much or more
likely to express compassionate understanding.
The need for human connections, in fact, provides the best
argument for the development of inter-generational projects. For
example, last year I worked with a teacher and two students from
Germany and a local art student who constructed an extensive site
discussing the need for reparations for Eastern block victims of the
holocaust. The student in charge of research and writing
interviewed survivors as well as experts to create a moving case.
Our high school art instructor worked with an exceptionally
talented high school junior to portray graphically the searing
experiences described. Visitors to the site come away with an
assurance that these young people understand fear—and they have
acted with compassionate intent to provide support to a cause.”
Sheryl Lee Hinman, Galesburg School, Galesburg, Illinois
“I know a lot of wonderful teenagers. They care about their
community, they work hard to reach their potential, they are
accepting of differences, they teach me things about the world I
never knew, and they often exceed my expectations. I think the
danger is not overestimating teenagers’ potential or capabilities
but underestimating them. Yes, there are teenagers ‘out of
control,’ but it has been my experience that these kids come from
home environments that are less than nurturing. As a teacher, all I
can do to counter the ‘real world’ is to provide for students a
classroom that is safe and nurturing. Finally, despite all my kids
are up against, including their own brain development, my kids
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know that I have high expectations because I believe in them.
Sometimes a child just needs to be believed in. Sometimes that
makes all the difference.”
Gregory Greenleaf, Winslow High School, Winslow, Maine
“It would almost appear so, until you read two short segments
within the article’s text. The first states, ‘The brain’s capacity for
growth through adolescence may also indicate that even troubled
teenagers can still learn restraint, judgment, and empathy,’ while
the second reads, ‘Kids who exercise their brains, in effect, by
learning to marshal their thoughts, to measure their impulses, and
to understand abstract concepts, are laying the neural foundations
that will serve them for the rest of their lives.’ These excerpts
indicate that, despite brain research indicating otherwise, teens can
be guided by caring adults in developing the positive attitudes and
values necessary in creating a more humanitarian society. Dream
Machine, White Hats, and Problem Solvers is a wonderful
example of the type of healthy exercise in which teens may
become involved to build the neural foundations necessary to
create a more giving, compassionate world.”
Pam Lenz, Northwestern Elementary School, Albion, Pennsylvania
“I found Shannon Brownlee’s article Inside The Teen Brain very
interesting. I am not a neurosurgeon, but I definitely have an
opinion on the research that was cited.
The article claims that one of the last parts to mature in the brain
is the part that is in charge of making sound judgments and
calming unruly emotions. Neuroscientist Sandra Witelson is
quoted as saying ‘The teenage brain is a work in progress.’ It is
my opinion that every brain is a work in progress. Every life
experience we have affects how our brain will process future
experiences. We are in a state of growth our entire lifetimes.
Most of us know that we learn best by doing. Read ten books on
how to build a house. Listen to a lecture from a master carpenter
on how it is done. Go build your house with this knowledge. I
wish you the best of luck. Build a few homes as an apprentice and
I will feel much more comfortable hiring you to build mine!
I believe the Singer Foundation is doing exactly the right thing
by providing young people the opportunity to act responsibly, to
interact with adults in the community, and to make mature
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decisions. Some of the young people will make immature
decisions, but this is how we learn.
I am in my forties, and I like to think that I am still learning to
make choices that are more mature. Thank goodness I was given
the opportunity to begin this process at a young age. The research
on the teen brain should not encourage us to deny young people
the opportunity to make mature decisions. It should instead
encourage us to be more accepting of mistakes they might make
along the way. We cannot expect the next generation to make a
difference in the world if we keep the door to the world bolted
shut.”
Patty Chiles, Douglas Alternative School, Springfield, Illinois
“The Harry Singer Foundation pilot projects, Dream Machine,
White Hats and Problem Solvers are based on the premise that
students have the capacity to act responsibly, interact with adults
in the community and make mature decisions. In light of the
article by Shannon Brownlee regarding the development of the
teen brain, do you think the Foundation may be giving teens too
much credit?
Here are some examples from my life with teenagers: I returned
to school a few days after my father, with whom I was very close,
died suddenly. My colleagues and students had sent notes and
flowers while I was away, but when I returned, it seemed no one
knew quite what to say until Cathy, a senior, sat down with me at
my duty station in an empty corridor: ‘We missed you,’ she said.
‘And I just want you to know that even though we may not know
what to say to you today, we are thinking about you and hoping
you’re okay.’
When two colleagues and I were laid off one spring, we got
mixed messages from the administration about who might be hired
back and when. We tried unsuccessfully to get an audience with
the principal and the superintendent to straighten the mess out.
Meanwhile, the junior and senior class presidents staged a sit-in
protesting the lay-offs. Nearly half the student body sat peacefully
for three hours, blocking a major corridor until both the
superintendent and the principal appeared to answer their
questions. When it was all over, one of my freshmen came to class
and said, ‘Some of the teachers are mad at us for disrupting the
school day. They say we did the wrong thing.’ ‘What do you
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think?, I asked. He thought for a moment and said, ‘I think it was
the right thing to do.’
Barry was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Someone
vandalized the boys bathroom and he happened to be one of the
kids signed in during that period. Those of us who knew him,
knew he wasn’t capable of that kind of destruction, but the
administrators didn’t ask our opinion and suspended him. The
students in my creative writing class studied Barry’s empty seat
and said, ‘It’s not fair.’ ‘What can you do when something’s not
fair?’ I asked. They drew up a petition, circulated it for hundreds
of signatures and presented it to the principal (who didn’t change
his mind). The students thought they’d failed until Barry returned
and said, ‘I want to thank everyone for signing that petition. I was
blown away to think you’d do that for me. I was angry that
something like this happened to me, but now I’m glad it did
because I will be forever changed to think people did this to help
me out.’
I could go on and on with examples. Do I think you give
teenagers too much credit? I think we as adults give ourselves too
much credit if we think we have nothing to learn from them.”
Carla Panciera, Burlington High, Burlington, Massachusetts
“In promoting student responsibility through interactions within
the community I don’t think the Foundation is giving teens too
much credit. Brownlee notes that ‘the brain’s capacity for growth
through adolescence may also indicate that even troubled
teenagers can still learn restraint, judgment and empathy.’
Structures that provide teens with opportunities for responsible
autonomy, good role models, and constructive activities (so long
as they do not set teens up to fail) promote the growth that
Brownlee alludes to.”
Lita Blanchar & Jay Frenzel, Winthrop High, Winthrop, Maine
“The Harry Singer Foundation is not giving students too much
credit. While it is true that the research Shannon Brownlee cites is
valid, this does not mean that students are incapable of acting
responsibly. My own experience tells me that students can act
responsibly. Also, students need models in order to develop their
abilities. Models can come in the form of other teens showing
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their peers the way to act. Models can also take the form of adults
and community organizations.”
Glen David Young, Petoskey High, Petoskey, Michigan
“No, I do not believe the Foundation is giving teens too much
credit. When teens are held to high expectations, they tend to live
up to them whether they are academic or moral responsibilities.
Teens may not be capable of making the best decisions in all
circumstances, but with the proper guidance they are definitely
capable of doing the best that they can to be moral and responsible
members of the community. Some students may struggle with
making mature decisions because of their lack of experience, and
this is when appropriate role models become crucial and can make
all the difference in helping a child develop into a responsible and
moral member of a community.”
Tara Ganse, Quartz Hill High School, Quartz Hill, California
“It is impossible to give anyone too much credit – be it an adult or
a child. As for the statement about teens not having the proper
hardware for good judgment, I cannot definitely agree to that.
During my career at school our students have shown superior
judgment.”
Krista Ummik, Miina Harma Gymnasium,Tartu, Estonia
“I believe the foundation is offering youth the responsibility to
become moral witnesses. Engaging students to comprehend
circumstances and teaching them to make win/win situations for
the growth and development of mankind are accomplishing this
task. It is the opportunity of the students to exceed limits.”
X’ernona Woods, Youth Development Institute, Chicago, Illinois
“The Brownlee articles tells us that even though the teenage brain
undergoes enormous changes, those teens who find a way “to
marshal their thoughts, to measure their impulses, and to
understand abstract concepts” are on the road to becoming healthy
contributing adults. Our role is to guide them by providing brainnurturing experiences. For the past three years I’ve taken a dozen
of my sixth graders to our town’s assisted living center one
afternoon a week. The kids play checkers and Monopoly with the
residents and it’s easy to observe the connection and compassion
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these 12-year-olds exhibit. From my experience it seems that the
Foundation is on the right track.”
Dennis Donoghue,Salisbury Elementary,Salisbury, Massachusetts
“No, I have the privilege of teaching seniors. Often when another
teacher sees me writing a recommendation for a student, a typical
comment is ‘I taught him as a freshman. I don’t think I could write
a good evaluation for him. He was a troublemaker.’ I am happy to
be able to respond, ‘Fortunately, he has grown up. Often we forget
that high school is a growing process. I am lucky to see that.’ My
belief that it is never too late is validated by the article.”
Frances Nelson, Coshocton High School, Coshocton, Ohio
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Q10- Would you and your students be willing to participate in
one of our pilot projects? Please explain.

"I would be honored to engage my students in one of your pilot
projects. Medicine Lodge, Kansas has some of the finest teens
you’ll find! (Do I sound like a biased mother or what?) My
students show the ability to utilize complex thinking skills and
good oral discussion techniques. They are respectful and
considerate (most of the time). They will tackle projects in my
classroom with vigor. Our school recently formulated a goal to
increase our problem solving skills curriculum wide. We would
truly benefit in layered ways from being a part of this pilot project.
If I had answered this question no, I would not be qualified to call
myself a teacher. I must constantly look into a variety of avenues
to make my classroom a better learning environment for my
students and myself. I appreciate organizations like yours that
make this learning easy to take advantage of!"'
Devra Parker, Medicine Lodge, Medicine Lodge, Kansas
"Some of my students would be very interested in your pilot
projects. Most, however, are too wrapped up in the schoolwork,
social activities, sports, and jobs to find the time. (Send me any
new information though, and I’ll check with my students.)"'
Michael Reilly, Joliet Central High School, Joliet, Illinois
I am not familiar enough with the projects to make a judgment at
this time. Perhaps you could provide me with more in depth
information about the projects before I answer this any further.
Phillip Belmont Jr., Dakota Ridge High, Littleton, Colorado
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“Yes, I would. Of course, your projects may be geared more
toward adolescents rather than elementary children. But perhaps, I
could be a facilitator in my school system to help connect you with
the age group you target.”
Julie Hays, Alcoa Elementary School, Alcoa, Tennessee
“Definitely. Yes!”
Patricia Fuhrman, John F. Kennedy School, Mr. Angel, Oregon
“I would love to engage a class in Problem Solvers. The premise
of our community meetings in my current middle school
classroom and my previous elementary school classrooms is that
of working together to problem solve within our class community.
It would be invaluable to take those skills beyond the classroom
walls. This idea of applying our skills as community problem
solvers outside of our school would also reinforce the idea that we
are discovering in class how to bring our talents and decisionmaking into the larger world.”
Rachel Weimerskirch, Family Academy, PS 241, New York, NY
“I agree with the premise that students have the capacity to act
responsibly, interact with adults in the community and make
mature decisions, but I need more information about the pilot
project to make a definite commitment to participate.”
Angela Bean Bolton, Alcoa Elementary School, Alco, Tennessee,
“I would be happy to engage in a pilot project if you have a
program that you would like to see piloted with a resource/reading
specialist teacher. I see children in small groups in first, third and
fourth grade.”
Jodie Moss, Everett School, Lake Forest, Illinois
“Should the project fit my students’ needs, and I am able to garner
district, administrative, and parental support, I would be glad to
engage my students in a pilot project. As the Multicultural Liaison
at my school, it may even be possible to engage the student
Multicultural Leadership Council in one of the projects.”
Margaret Bryant, Northwest Elementary, St. Petersburg, Florida
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“Students are always capable to participate in well-developed
projects. If we don’t experience new programs, we will never be
able to move ahead. I would love to pilot a project that would offer
students new directions. The adolescent population that I work
with is a perfect age to stimulate growth and experience new
opportunities. Adolescence is a time for seeking out new
experiences and learning to develop good judgments. It is a time
when they love to talk and expand on their ideas. Any program
that would help prepare our youth for their future would be
encouraged.
I was curious to know who Harry Singer was, as I had never
heard of him until I looked him up. I learned that he was a Russian
immigrant that had settled in Chelsea, Massachusetts. Harry was a
common man, who ran a small grocery store and demonstrated
good moral ethics. He was the type of person that our country built
its strength on. Chelsea is a five-minute drive from my home. It is
a diverse city with a struggling education system and a high crime
rate. Boston University has taken over the school system and has
implemented strong initiatives to help its struggling students. They
are slowly making strides and working diligently to succeed.
Harry Singer would probably not recognize the city of Chelsea
today, but I’m sure he would support the strong efforts to help all
of the struggling students. I wonder how many people know about
him in Chelsea?”
Jill Plantedosi, Parker Middle School, Reading, Massachusetts
“This question gave me pause. Immediately, I thought, ‘Of
course!’ How could my answer possibly be otherwise? Any
project in which my students can grow intellectually, morally,
socially, and emotionally is one in which I would delight in. But
then I thought about some of the ‘retired in place’ teachers I have
encountered. I specifically remember one colleague saying, when
asked to engage in a library project with his classes, ‘I don’t want
to do anything.’ He was past the point of trying fresh approaches,
of engaging in different activities, of encouraging his students to
stretch their boundaries in new ways.
If I ever become like that, I hope someone close to me will suggest
that it is time for me to leave the field of education. For now, and
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for the rest of my career, I say to you, wholeheartedly, ‘Of
course!’
Teresa Fauvell, Orwin, Altman Middle School , Floral Park, NY
“I need more information about the pilot projects. At one time, I
explored the White Hats Program. At that time, I did not have
sufficient class time to do the program justice. I have used the
Singer essay program for a number of years. This essay project
meets two quality ends: First, the program causes the students to
think critically about a contemporary issue. Second, once we
complete the thinking, the project helps each student to improve
his writing skills. The writing complements well the writing
program that I follow with the students. Third, the program allows
a neutral reader to evaluate the writings of the class. Too
frequently the students write only for me, their teacher. When
students find a third party, neutral reader recognizing the merits of
their writing, they sense, to some degree, that their writing
instruction has been worthwhile. I am willing to consider other
Singer projects as ways of improving the communication skills of
the students that I serve.”
Galen Boehme PhD, Kinsley High School , Kinsley, Kansas
“If there is pilot project geared toward my students, the Director
will have to make the decision.”
Ramona Hall, Archild School, Little Rock, Arkansas
“I have already printed some of the material about White Hats and
shared that with our volunteer groups. In our small town, we have
a number of wonderful community service opportunities. I'd like
to see them make use of these methods of recognition. For
example, we have several students who volunteer at our Humane
Society to be regular caretakers for animals. They would be
excellent candidates for the program. Next school year, our high
school will be initiating a community service class. I have shared
the site material with one of the two instructors involved in that
new course.
The essay and writing activities also appeal to me. I actually
came across the Harry Singer Foundation because I search for
scholarship and academic challenges that suit the needs of various
students.
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One of the elements of the site that interested me most was the
option to request the loan of books. I noticed that there were a
number of inspirational books available. That could be useful for a
class unit I have in mind. Recently, PBS televised the brilliant
mini-series Shakleton, the story of survival under harsh Antarctic
conditions. Several books describing the leadership talents of Sir
Ernest Shakleton have come on the market. I've also been reading
Elizabeth I, CEO, a book that draws life lessons from her reign.
Using the foundation books, classroom novels, and clips from
videos, students could construct their own ‘life lessons’ guide.
What anecdotes speak to them? The project would have much
scope for reflection and creativity.”
Sheryl Lee Hinman, Galesburg School, Galesburg, Illinois
“No. My school already does a program like White Hats, and I am
in charge of it. As to the other pilot projects, my plate is full as it
is. I’m also expecting my first child in September!”
Gregory Greenleaf, Winslow High School, Winslow, Maine
“As I am always looking for worthwhile experiences which will
benefit our students throughout their lives, I would eagerly
anticipate any which would be age appropriate!”
Pam Lenz, Northwestern Elementary School, Albion, Pennsylvania
“I would be glad to engage my students in one of the Harry Singer
Foundation pilot projects. As with most public schools I would
need administrative approval to involve my classroom. I do not
feel this would present a problem.
Projects which involve problem solving or character
development are highly needed with the population of students I
work with. Many of my students are functioning below grade
level. It is important to improve their academic skills, but I feel it
is even more important for my students to improve social skills.
I have never heard a teacher say, ‘I cannot stand to help Debbie
with math because it is so challenging for her.’ I have heard
teachers say ‘I cannot stand to work with Debbie because she has a
terrible attitude.’ It is in the nature of most people to be helpful. If
you have the right attitude, most people will go out of their way to
lend you a helping hand. The social skills you develop will affect
your entire life. Your marriage, your career, your family
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relationships, every aspect of your life is affected by the level of
the social skills you have learned.
Due to the nature of my educational setting, the dynamics in my
classroom are constantly changing. I gain new students on a
weekly basis. This could cause some difficulty with long term
projects, but I believe it would be worth the effort to adjust a
program that was beneficial to the students.
The type of projects offered by The Harry Singer Foundation
would benefit any classroom. Students at risk in any classroom
would surely have the most to gain.”
Patty Chiles, Douglas Alternative School, Springfield, Illinois
“Once I return to the classroom, I would be interested in hearing
more about your pilot projects.”
Carla Panciera, Burlington High, Burlington, Massachusetts
“At present, I am not familiar with the Foundation’s pilot projects.
Based upon the nature of the readings and essay question,
however, I would certainly be interested in learning more about
such projects and consider participating in one.”
Lita Blanchar & Jay Frenzel, Winthrop High, Winthrop, Maine
“My students are indeed capable. Last year, when they became
outraged at the injustice done Captain Charles McVay, the ill-fated
leader of the U.S.S Indianapolis, the last ship sunk in World War
Two, they took charge. My sophomores gathered more than 1500
petition signatures and wrote more that 350 of their own letters to
President Bush asking that McVay’s war record be amended. Yes,
my students are capable and I welcome the chance to have them
submit to your essay contests. I believe some of them would
particularly like the theme of Government as Regulator.”
Glen David Young, Petoskey High, Petoskey, Michigan
“I would feel privileged to participate in one of the Harry Singer
Foundation pilot projects. I am sure that participation in the
project would benefit our students. Most students at Miina Härma
Gymnasium are intelligent and brainy, craving for new
knowledge. Learning English from Form 1 they are able and
willing to communicate in English”.
Krista Ummik, Miina Harma Gymnasium,Tartu, Estonia
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“Yes, I will engage my students with a pilot. I believe and trust
their experience will be beneficial and effect how they interact
with others by enhancing relationships and creating healthier selfesteem. They will learn how to resolve conflicts and create a clear
definite image that they desire to project for the world and God to
admire.”
X’ernona Woods, Youth Development Institute, Chicago, Illinois
“I believe my students are capable of taking on one of your pilot
projects and I would like to hear more about what you have to
offer.”
Dennis Donoghue,Salisbury Elementary,Salisbury, Massachusetts
“If the program is appropriate to the age of seniors and a
worthwhile endeavor for them, yes, I will definitely consider using
it. Problem Solvers sounds like a very worthwhile program for
seniors. It will bring the real world into the classroom.”
Frances Nelson, Coshocton High School, Coshocton, Ohio
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