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Chapter 8

Capture, Inspire, Teach

 I BELIEVE STRONGLY in a three-step process to teaching 
and learning. Looking back over my twenty-plus years of experi-
ence in education, I always come back to this conclusion.

A teacher must capture a student before he or she can teach that 
student. In addition, the student must also be inspired. Someone 
must be standing in front of them in a credible way with something 
to share that they are interested in receiving.

The first step, the capturing process, is all about developing, estab-
lishing, and sustaining positive relationships with students that can 
carry over from year to year. The second step, inspiring students, is 
equally important in order to get to the ultimate goal of teaching 
and learning.

In all of my interviews with students, they have always shared with 
me the importance of having someone in front of them to motivate 
and inspire them to want more. This is so important and cannot be 
underrated.

The third and final step is to teach.

Teaching used to be a noble profession. One could count on be-
ing proud if there was anyone in the family who was a teacher. It’s 
amazing the respect they had years ago and how the reputation of 
the profession has eroded.
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My three-step process allows teachers, classroom, and schools to 
change the emphasis from “No Child Left Behind” to “No Child 
Left Out.”

Over the years, I have found that successful schools rely upon re-
lationships that have been established and maintained with the 
children in those schools. Books and the information contained in 
them are very important, but mean very little if the student is not 
interested in receiving what’s in between the pages.

And what motivates students to open themselves to what’s between 
the pages of books? Relationships! It all hinges on positive relation-
ships! It’s just that simple. Everything else follows.

So let’s explore further the characteristics of successful 
schools and school systems.

1. They all have a common vision or mission and 
everyone who works in or with the school knows 
what it is. What happens, however, if only 20 
percent of teachers, school level and central office 
administrators, parents, students, and support staff 
actually know what the mission statement is? This is 
a document that’s supposed to be the driving force 
behind everything a school stands for and attempts 
to do for children. How can it be a driving force if no 
one knows what it is? Schools that are adrift need to 
take a look at their guiding documents and develop 
more meaningful, purposeful mission statements.

2. They all have quality leaders. Note I did not say 
managers; I said leaders. There is a difference. This 
is not to say that we don’t need quality managers, 
because we do. But leaders understand people and 
know how to get the best out of them. They know 
where to assign them and where not to. They are 
experts in affirmation and validation. They are also 
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child advocates, secure, knowledgeable, and healthy 
in spirit, body, and emotions.

3. Students come first in these schools/systems. This 
is, after all, why we’re all here.

4. They have a quality professional development 
plan which the teachers/staff have helped to 
design. Because of the level of input, everyone feels 
ownership.

5. Continuous improvement is a common thread: 
Everyone is trying to get better.

6. There are positive relationships as well as 
encouragement and support. The students and 
adults in these buildings understand the importance 
of support and respect. They actually speak to each 
other.

7. There is synergy to accomplish team goals by 
coming together as one entity with one mission.

8. There may be parental involvement/support. This 
is always a plus but not always present. Many parents 
want to be involved but because of work schedules, 
etc., they find it difficult.

9. Everyone understands their roles, from 
administrators, teachers, and support staff to 
students. And the expectations are clear and 
realistic.

10. Failure is not an option. The energy exerted in 
these schools is focused on “success.” Conversations, 
actions, and reactions are solely geared to this goal.
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I want to say a word about the climate that adults create in the 
schools. There should be a minimum of bickering present among 
the adults, a “biggie” for those of you who work in our schools.

The adult climate in each school should be relaxed, yet serious. A 
professional demeanor should always be a priority as should an at-
titude of success. Adults in successful schools with good school cli-
mates understand their specific and general role in their respective 
schools. They also understand that their children come first, and 
they are the only reason the school exist in the first place.

It’s funny sometimes to walk into a faculty lounge and hear ques-
tions such as: “Why does Billy even come to school?”

Billy comes to school because he expects you to teach him! How 
about that for a reason?

And then there’s the issue of the student climate—and frankly, it’s 
impossible for a school to succeed or even operate properly if there 
is a problem in the student climate.

Students need clear expectation. They should all understand that 
teaching/learning comes first. And while there are many activities 
in the school for the students, participation in these activities is not 
a given.

Students have to earn the right to participate and to continue to 
participate. There are standards to live by and these standards must 
be upheld consistently.

As teachers, we will from time to time encounter difficult behaviors 
in the classroom. I offer the following to assist with certain trou-
bling behaviors. Please note these are offered as suggestions and 
may not work in all situations.
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The student is rambling, wandering around and off the subject.
◆ Refocus attention by restating relevant point.
◆ Direct questions to group that is back on subject.
◆ Ask how topic relates to current topic being discussed.
◆ Use visual aids, begin to write on board, turn on overhead  
 projector.
◆ Say: “Would you summarize your main point please?”

The student is shy or silent, afraid or unwilling to participate.
◆ Change teaching strategy from group discussion to individual  
 written exercises.
◆ Give strong positive reinforcement for any contribution.
◆ Involve by directly asking him/her a question.
◆ Make eye contact.
◆ Appoint the student to become a group leader.

The student is too talkative, a know-it all, manipulator, or chronic 
whiner.

◆ Acknowledge comments made.
◆ Give limited time to express viewpoint or feelings and then  
 move on.
◆ Make eye contact with another student and move toward that  
 student.
◆ Give the student individual attention during break or at the end  
 of class.
◆ Say: “That’s an interesting point. Now let’s see what others think.”

We must always remember, the better our relationships with stu-
dents, the lower the number of classroom interruptions and chal-
lenges we’ll face. Research shows that 90 percent of a school’s disci-
pline problems stem from 10 percent of their student population.

This tells me that our classrooms are manageable, especially when 
we begin to capture those in the 10 percent.

Our children await you! 
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Chapter 9

Nobody Rises to Low Expectations

 BECAUSE OF my family background, school has always 
been a central element in my life. And looking back, elementary 
school was by far the most interesting period of my education.

That statement may be surprising. But when I think those years, I 
think about teachers who never accepted failure. Who, when you 
had finished a school year and moved on to the next grade, auto-
matically knew who your last teacher was. Who seemed to put their 
stamp on you. My, how things and times, children, and teachers 
have changed.

I recall expectations always being high as we moved from subject 
to subject, assignment to assignment. I didn’t always feel smart, but 
felt like I could hold my on against any of the other students. And, 
indeed, I was often the last one standing in the Friday spelling bees 
in Mrs. Beaton’s class.

Then in seventh grade, junior high school, as we called it then—I 
encountered the best teacher I have ever had. I discovered during 
this time that I was smarter than I gave myself credit for being.

To put it another way: My teacher thought I was smart, smarter 
than I thought I was, so I rose to her expectation.

Isn’t that interesting? She made me feel smart all the time. She would 
walk by my desk every day and whisper, “You’re so smart.”
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WOW! Whose book do you think I pulled out of my book bag first 
when I would get home from school in the afternoon? Whose tests 
do you think I studied for a little harder than the others? I wanted 
to hear her say those words over and over again. It gave me incen-
tive to do my best.

Here’s another important thing to note about Mrs. Black: She went 
the entire school year without writing an office referral. She didn’t 
need to, as most of her classroom discipline came from the other 
students in the class. 

Nobody wanted to ever see Mrs. Black in an uncomfortable situ-
ation. That is how much students liked and respected her. She not 
only understood her students, she understood the general princi-
ples of motivation.

Basic principles of motivation exist that are applicable to learning 
in any situation. And if you learn them, you’ll be on your way to a 
stress-free classroom like Mrs. Black’s.

1. The environment can be used to focus the student’s 
attention on what needs to be learned. Teachers 
who create warm and accepting, yet businesslike, 
atmospheres in class will promote persistent effort 
and favorable attitudes toward learning. This strategy 
is successful in children and in adults. Interesting 
visual aids, such as booklets, posters, or practice 
equipment, motivate learners by capturing their 
attention and curiosity.

2. Incentives motivate learning. In a general learning 
situation, self-motivation without rewards will 
not succeed. It can be difficult for children to find 
satisfaction in learning based on the achievement 
of a long-term goal that is useful to them—it’s even 
less common for them to be motivated by the pure 
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enjoyment of exploring new things. But privileges 
and praise offered by a teacher who has thought 
about the incentive that is likely to motivate an 
individual at a particular time will inspire students 
every time.

3. But having said that, I must also note that 
internal motivation is longer lasting and more self-
directive than external motivation, which must be 
repeatedly reinforced by praise or concrete rewards. 
Unfortunately, children of certain ages and even some 
adults have little capacity for internal motivation and 
must be guided and reinforced constantly. The use 
of incentives should be based on the principle that 
learning occurs more effectively when the student 
experiences feelings of satisfaction. Caution should 
be exercised in using external rewards when they are 
not absolutely necessary. Their use may be followed 
by a decline in internal motivation.

4. Motivation is enhanced by the way in which the 
instructional material is organized. In general, the 
best-organized material makes the information 
meaningful to the individual, either by relating new 
tasks to those already known or by determining 
whether the persons being taught understand the 
final outcome desired and instructing them to 
compare and contrast ideas.

5. Finally, learning is most effective when an 
individual is ready to learn, i.e., when she wants 
to know something. Sometimes the student’s 
readiness comes with time, and the teacher’s role is 
to encourage its development. But if it’s urgent that 
a desired change in behavior occur, the teacher may 
need to supervise directly to ensure that the change 
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happens. If a student is not ready to learn, he or 
she may not be reliable in following instructions 
and, therefore, must be supervised and have the 
instructions repeated again and again.

A word of warning. None of the techniques will produce sustained 
motivation unless the goals are realistic for the learner. The basic 
learning principle involved is that success is more predictably moti-
vating than is failure. 

Ordinarily, people will choose activities of intermediate uncertain-
ty rather than those that are difficult, in which they perceive little 
likelihood of success, or even easy, in which they perceive a high 
probability of success. For highly desired goals, there is even less 
tendency to choose more difficult conditions. So allowing learners 
to assist in defining the goals increases the probability both that 
they will understand them and that will want to reach them.

Of course, students sometimes have unrealistic notions about what 
they can accomplish. We touched on this in our discussion of unre-
alistic dreams in Chapter 6. Often, the student does not understand 
the precision with which a skill must be carried out. Alternatively, 
they may not have the depth of knowledge to master some critical 
material.

To identify realistic goals, teachers must be skilled in assessing both 
student readiness and student progress toward goals. Here are a few 
things to keep in mind as you set about the task of helping your 
students to set and achieve their goals.

The Role of Anxiety

Because learning requires changes in beliefs and behavior, it nor-
mally produces a mild level of anxiety. Mild anxiety is good—it’s 
useful in motivating the individual. However, severe anxiety is al-
ways bad—it’s incapacitating.
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Now there are some educational situations in which a high degree 
of stress is inherent. But if an individual’s level of anxiety gets too 
high in those situations of stress, the individual’s perception of what 
is going on around him grows limited and his ability to perform is 
hampered.

In those situations, teachers must be able to identify the source of 
the anxiety and understand its effect on learning. They have a re-
sponsibility to avoid one source of severe anxiety in learners: set-
ting unrealistically high goals for them.

But the goals must be set because, without them, there can be no 
growth. They should be set, moreover, for each student, and feed-
back should be provided regarding progress toward the goals.

Perhaps you’re groaning to yourself, “This sounds like and is a lot 
of work.” It is. Just remember that goal-setting demonstrates an 
intention to achieve and activates learning in your students from 
one day to the next. It directs the student’s activities in a purpose-
ful way and offers them an opportunity to experience success. And 
what did we say about success at the beginning of this discussion? 
Success is more predictably motivating than failure.

The Role of Affiliation and Approval

Affiliation and approval are strong motivators.

It’s human nature to seek out others with whom to compare abilities, 
opinions, and emotions. Affiliation can also result in direct anxiety 
reduction through the mechanisms of the social acceptance and, 
oftentimes, the mere presence of others.

However, these motivators have a down side—they can lead to 
mindless conformity, unhealthy competition, and other negative 
behaviors.
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A Framework for Thinking About Motivation

We must recognize that no grand theory of motivation exists. But 
motivation is so necessary for learning that strategies should be 
planned to organize a continuous and interactive motivational dy-
namic for maximum effectiveness.

Of course, an enormous gap exists between knowing that learn-
ing must be motivated and identifying the specific motivational 
components of any particular act. But we can say two things with 
certainty: 1) that the general principles of motivation are interre-
lated; and 2) that a single teaching action can use many of them 
simultaneously.

Recognizing these facts, we teachers must focus on learning the 
patterns of motivation that apply to an individual or group, real-
izing that errors will be common.

It is in that spirit that I offer the following framework for analyzing 
motivation factors and strategies.

At the Beginning of A ny Learning Process

Student Motivational Factors Teacher Motivational Strategies

Attitudes: toward the 
environment, teacher, subject 
matter, and self

Positivity: make the conditions 
that surround the subject positive

Needs: including security, esteem, 
etc., within the learner at the 
time of learning

Challenge: confront the possibly 
erroneous beliefs, expectations, 
and assumptions underlying 
negative learner attitudes
Planning: tailor activities to allow 
learners to meet identified needs
Sensitivity: reduce or remove 
components of the learning 
environment that lead to failure 
or fear
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In the Middle of Any Learning Process

Student Motivational Factors Teacher Motivational Strategies

Stimulation: note which learner 
intelligences are affected by the 
experience

Variety: change style and content 
of the learning activity

Affect: note the emotional 
experience of the learner while 
learning

Involvement: use problem 
solving, role playing, etc., to 
make learners essential to 
learning process
Relevance: use learner concerns 
to organize content and develop 
themes and teaching procedures
Collaboration: use team concepts 
to maximize learner sharing

At the End of the L earning Process

Student Motivational Factors Teacher Motivational Strategies

Competence: achieving this 
makes learners value the learning 
experience

Feedback: provide consistently 
regarding mastery of learning

Acknowledgement and 
Affirmation: of the learner’s 
growing skill
Consequences: take advantage 
and make explicit natural 
learning situations
Reinforcement: creates a feedback 
loop to stimulate more learning
Closure: provide a positive end-
ing to the experience
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Chapter 10

Strategies for Urban Youth

 THE FOLLOWING strategies are based on my twenty-plus 
years in education, working with schools that made great strides in 
a small amount of time. They are simple, time-honored tools that 
worked for me. I’m certain they will also work for you.

Base ALL of your interactions on reciprocal respect. 
Ask: “Would you mind removing your hat, please?”
Don’t issue orders: “Take that hat off!”

Use positive affirmations as much as possible. 
Don’t just ignore the student’s work. 
Say: “You are awesome! That was really good!”

Seek first to understand then to be understood.
Say: “Explain that to me again, please. I want to be sure I 
understand what you are saying.”

Realize that you may be the only steady, consistent force in your 
student’s lives.

Tell them, “I want you to know I am always here to help 
and support you in any way I can,” and mean it!

Be consistent.
Keep your word and always be on time.

Be fair.
Listen to both sides of a dispute—don’t prejudge or play 
favorites.
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Be flexible.
Rules are guidelines, not prison chains.

Be compassionate. 
Think of how you would want your own child to be 
treated.

Be tolerant.
Remember what you were like as a child, your own days 
in school.

Be human. 
Remember that we are none of us perfect, no matter what 
our age.

Be supportive.
It requires fewer muscles to smile than to frown.

Be open-minded.
If this a challenge with your current student population, 
work on building those relationships. Good relationships 
will help in this area.

Have high, but reasonable, expectations for all students.
Know them and their capabilities. Be careful not set them 
up for failure, but at the same time hold them account-
able for an achievement level that is appropriate to their 
abilities.

Assess and challenge.
Always know where your students stand academically, 
then challenge them to go to the next level.

Be positive.
Tune out the negative put-downs by teachers who haven’t 
been as successful as you are going to be. Form your own 
opinions about your students. Please!
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Incorporate student ideas and suggestions into your classroom 
routines or daily practices.

This will help create a relationship based on reciprocal 
respect as students love to feel their ideas are valued.

Make students feel special that they are being taught by YOU!
What is it about YOU that separates you from a mediocre 
teacher? Your students should feel proud that they have 
this opportunity. They become more inclined to take 
advantage of opportunities they feel are special.

Be consistent with rewards and incentives—use them to create and 
build hope in your classroom.

Create an honor roll on the first day of school and give every student an “A”.
This is how you begin school on a high note. Make it clear 
to them that it is now up to them to keep their names on 
the roll as the school year progresses. You will be amazed 
as to how seriously many of the students will take this. 
Many of them have NEVER seen their names on an hon-
ors list before.

Finally, LOVE YOUR CHILDREN and THEY WILL LOVE YOU BACK.
Every teacher should teach every child the same way they 
would like their own biological children taught. When 
teachers refuse this ideal, we betray our calling.


