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CORE PRINCIPLE 1: CHAMPION FOR
STUDENTS

The moment you’re ready to quit is usually the moment

right before a miracle happens. Don’t give up.

— UNKNOWN

You probably know a few educators who embody this
first core principle of championing for kids. You see
them daily encouraging the silent girls, believing in the
mischievous boys, building up those who lack confidence,
seeking out the entitled, the poor, the incarcerated, the
gifted, the reluctant learners, and those struggling with
their sexuality. They are intentional about doing whatever it
takes to help each of them become their personal best.
Perhaps you are one of these passionate teachers or
administrators who relentlessly holds on to and
intentionally lives out of a deep belief that connecting with
kids and valuing their talents and voices is the first step to
creating the kind of school culture and experiences that
will impact students for a lifetime. | certainly hope so. But



even if you feel like you aren’t quite there yet, the fact that
you’re reading this book indicates to me that you care
deeply about your students. And that’s where becoming a
champion begins.

It Begins with Us

When | was five years old, my father would take me and my
then ten-year-old brother to work with him on the
weekends. He served as a custodian for the school district,
and each Saturday morning we joined my father as he
made his rounds through the schools. | often joke that my
father broke every child labor law in existence, often
requiring us to help clean for hours on end. My jobs
consisted of emptying trash cans, erasing chalkboards,
cleaning restrooms, and sweeping and mopping
classrooms, hallways, and locker rooms. My favorite job
was sweeping the gymnasium floor with a push broom that
was bigger than me. Although my dad demanded a lot from
us and expected us to perform our “duties” at a high level,
he was always right there cleaning alongside us and
modeling exactly how he wanted each task done. And if we
didn’t do it the way he expected, he wouldn’t do it for us;
instead, he would show us (again) how to do the job and
then help us rather than make us do it alone.

Later, my parents got into the movie theater and
restaurant businesses, and work became the norm for us
Casas boys. These were family businesses, which meant we
served In every possible role: ticket sellers, ticket takers,
concession-stand workers, gophers, custodians, hosts,



waiters, cooks, inventory recorders, maintenance helpers,
accountants, and yes, once again, custodians. During these
critical seventeen years of my life (from age five to twenty-
two), my parents instilled in me a sense of pride, the value
of a strong work ethic and community, and an
understanding that if | wanted something in this world, it
was my responsibility to make it happen. They taught my
brothers and me that if we made hard work our passion,
then we would be successful regardless of what career we
chose. And even though my parents did everything they
could to help us understand this way of life, regrettably,
their e orts fell short on me, their middle child. | worked
hard in our family businesses, but these values did not
transfer to my schoolwork.

If you’ve heard me speak or have read my blog, you
probably already know that | did not have a positive school
experience. My high school counselors never encouraged
me to take an honors course or fill out a college
application. | didn’t understand the significance of the ACT,
and | thought an AP course was a class taught by the
assistant principal. I don’t recall my counselors in junior
high asking me about my interests outside of school, what
my passions were, or even what skills | thought |
possessed. By the end of my seventh-grade year, most of
my teachers had labeled me a “troublemaker.” | spent most
of my days in in-school suspension, Room 202, isolated
from my classmates. | then carried my poor attitude and
apathy into high school. My struggles continued, and |
became so disengaged with school that it was
commonplace for me to disrupt the lesson and, as a result,



get kicked out of class and straight into detention. My
parents had hopes and dreams of me making the honor roll,
but my GPA was abysmal.

In high school I met an assistant principal by the name
of Mr. Morgan. He was a kind gentleman who always made
time for me and treated me in a respectful and caring way,
even though | often behaved in a manner that didn’t lend
itself to sympathetic treatment. | grew to respect and
admire Mr. Morgan, and it was that relationship that
proved to be my saving grace when | was expelled from
high school my senior year for getting into a fight with my
PE teacher. In my mind, the fight was justified. He had
called me a “dirty Mexican” and slammed me to the ground
for refusing to obey his orders. Getting expelled was one
more wound to my already discouraged and disillusioned
psyche. Mr. Morgan was one of the few people who
advocated for me at the time. He helped my parents
navigate an appeals process that was completely foreign to
them. Eventually, | was reinstated by the board, and with
the support of a few caring teachers, | graduated that year.

My poor attitude and disengagement with school
continued into my college years, leading first to academic
probation and then eventually to my quitting school
altogether. The irony of it all was that, throughout my
school experience, | was labeled as a lazy, angry kid who
had a chip on his shoulder. Looking back, | can see why |
was labeled as such, but the diagnosis could not have been
further from the truth. Lazy? Not a chance. In fact, | loved
to work; | just didn’t love to work in school unless it was
beside my father as his custodial helper. And a chip on my



shoulder? Maybe, but | just wanted my teachers to
understand why | wasn’t doing the work. | wanted them to
hold me to a high standard, not turn away and tell another
adult I wasn’t worth it. | wanted them to see that | lacked
the confidence and belief that | could do the work. | wanted
them to know | wasn’t lazy or undisciplined. Fortunately for
me, Mr. Morgan had taken the time to get to know me
enough that he was able to see through my lack of
confidence and recognize that somewhere inside was a kid
with talent and skills who just needed the right structure
and support to go on to do great things. That’s why he was
willing to be an advocate—a champion—for me. He saw in
me more than | could see in myself.

Unfulfilled Expectations

I will admit it: Even though | know how | respond is my
choice, there have been—and still are—moments in which |
didn’t choose the best response. No one is immune. After
all, we are not superhuman. We are people with feelings,
and sometimes we take things personally and let them
a ect us in ways that cause us to get down on ourselves
and respond in inappropriate ways at inopportune times.
One of my repeat triggers for a less-than-ideal response
was working with adults who made decisions or behaved in
ways that indicated they cared more about themselves than
what was In the best interest of our students. During my
tenure as both a teacher and as a principal, there were
days where my frustration grew because | wanted to save
every student, and | knew | couldn’t do it alone. Each year |



extended my streak of “losing” kids, and those losses killed
me. Adding a student’s name to the failure or dropout list
never got easier. For someone who took great pride in
being a champion for kids, it was a hard pill to swallow.

In those di icult professional moments when | was
struggling and questioning my impact as an educator, |
often turned to writing and blogging to talk myself out of
giving up. Not only did the act of thinking through my
frustrations and writing about it help me reframe what was
possible, but | like to think it was also a way for me to
support my colleagues throughout my state and across the
country whom | knew experienced that same sick feeling
when a student was ready to give up and walk away. There
were days, weeks, months, and even years when | gave all
my emotional energy to my students (and in most cases,
their families). When they hurt, | hurt. After more than two
decades as a school administrator, | still couldn’t avoid it. |
wanted to see every student reach their full potential. |
didn’t want them living in a prison of poor choices. |
wanted to see our students reach their potential freedom so
they could experience firsthand the joy and feeling that
comes with accomplishing something significant.

Some days tested my resilience as a school leader as |
struggled to help students deal with their ongoing personal
crises. | recall one conversation where a student shared he
didn’t believe | cared about him. Another student spoke of
being on a path of self-destruction and feeling like there
wasn’t anyone who could help him. A sophomore boy felt
like the school system was placing limits on his academic
abilities. Another young lady described how she walked the



hallways after each class period with hundreds of students
yet felt as though the hallways were empty and she was
alone. And finally, for one young man, school was still a
place where a team of adults came together like a parole
board to determine his future.

The feelings of turmoil for my students often caused me
to reflect on my personal student experience. | felt like |
understood their struggles, because I, too, had struggled in
school. In fact, my personal experiences served as my
motivation for becoming a school leader; | wanted to use
them to help others. I know that every student has the
potential to make a positive impact, so when | felt like |
was not able to make a di erence with a student, it was
hard not to take it personally. | don’t mean that | thought
their struggles had anything to do with me, but that I
personally felt helpless when | was unable to come up with
a solution to help a student who was feeling hopeless and
lost.

| know from conversations with some students, they still
believed school was an “institution” which put limits on
their potential. They shared stories of being told for years
they couldn’t do this or they couldn’t do that. They believed
the system categorized them throughout their school
experience and labeled them as average, low-ability reader,
at-risk, potential dropout, special needs, etc. At the same
time, they watched the same “institution” label others as
honor students, talented and gifted, college bound, and as
possessing AP potential. Some students have shared stories
of unfulfilled promises by adults and a system which
assured them of success only to find out they meant



success for those who were willing to play the game of
school and who were compliant. Some of these students
attended school in body but were absent in mind and in
spirit. In other words, they had checked out and were just
hanging around the prison yard of lost potential waiting to
escape.

Eyes on Culture by Robert Sigrist

Principal, Savannah High School, Savannah, Missouri
It is a moral and ethical Iimperative that we be
champions for all students. As leaders, we must model this
for others, never wavering in that core belief. We must
persevere when we might be deterred by a lack of short-
term results, keeping the long-term success of students in
mind, even as they reject our e orts. When you are truly
committed to being a champion for all students, you stay
motivated to helping them achieve that goal, whether it be
acceptance at a prestigious university, graduating from
high school, or staying in school when they want to drop
out, knowing that each of those successes are equally
Important to the individual. I've seen students succeed in
each of these situations, and I’'m reminded of a former
student who had little motivation, didn’t care about school,
and was making poor choices away from school, even ones
that threatened her health and safety. Being a champion for
her meant continuing to encourage her, to remain firm in
that belief, even when she declined all help and was lost in



drugs at one point. Additionally, it was not something
accomplished by one person. | teamed with her mother and
counselor, all of us together trying to provide support.
Teachers were encouraged to keep working with her as she
finally started to take some interest in school work. Being a
champion for her was not something done alone; it involved
motivating others to champion for her. By continuing to
reach out to her, to push her, and to help her see her
potential, she eventually found her way. Today she is a
college graduate and a social worker, paying it forward by
being a champion for others. As a champion for all
students, their success becomes how you base your own.
Being a champion for all students means just that: all
students. Not just ones who are likeable and want help but
also the ones who might resist your e orts. Even then, your
core values drive you to stay true to this belief. This
unwavering hope and faith can be the model to inspire
others to do the same for all students.

You have probably seen students walking the halls at your
school who, though physically there, by every other
measure of existence have checked out. They are the
students labeled as apathetic, disenfranchised, lazy,
struggling, or even as “reluctant learners.” So what
happened to them? Where did their interest in school and
learning go? Why did it disappear? When did it happen? In
most cases, the answer to that last question is not high
school. The di iculty many students experience in school



began as early as elementary school. These are students
who read below grade level, who don’t “get” math, who
experience high levels of anxiety taking tests, who don’t fit
Into any peer group, or the ones whose struggles often lead
to the initial stages of a free fall that continues into middle
school and high school until they hit rock bottom. Hence, it
Is imperative that we begin early on to implement in our
schools systemic, organized structures to ensure that every
child feels safe, connected, and valued by sta and that our
programs accommodate a diverse group of learners. We
must put practices into place that invite and support family
engagement and provide resources for strong early
childhood literacy. We must implement programs for
mentoring and tutoring our students as they advance in
grade level along with after-school programs to support
extended Ilearning opportunities for all students. |
understand that the issues teachers and administrators are
facing can seem insurmountable, but we must stay the
course and continue to improve school for our students.

As | stated in the introduction, | believe that all children
need a champion who cares about them and is willing to
encourage them. But they also need someone to take notice
of their skills and then provide them with the strategies
and an understanding of how to use those skill sets to
thrive. In our most challenged students’ lives, myriad
variables factor into why some succeed and others don’t.
Many come to school regularly feeling all alone,
compounded by negative expectations about themselves
and their circumstances. In some instances they’re
harboring negative feelings about the institution of school



itself. As educators, we have the power to change these
expectations by building meaningful relationships with all
students. We can achieve this by focusing on the “three
Rs”: relationships...relationships...relationships. Getting to
know our students on a more personal level, such as their
Interests, fears, and talents is vital to creating a classroom
culture where every child feels valued and understood,;
however, too often we stay near the surface treading water
rather than diving deeper. By doing so, we stop short of the
next crucial step of any relationship, and that is allowing
the students to get to know us. | don’t mean get to know us
only in terms of our personal lives. | mean that we invite
them in to see our core. What drives us to do what we do?
What gets us up in the morning and pushes us to want to
teach? From what do we draw to make our decisions? It is
Imperative that our students know our core principles so
they know what to expect. More importantly, they need to
understand what we value so they can see our behaviors
mirror our beliefs. Finally, the last and final piece of the
relationship pyramid is creating an environment where the
students get to know one another. Only by intentionally
taking time to invest in activities that allow students to
regularly interact with one another can we ever achieve the
classroom culture of excellence we all aspire to attain: An
atmosphere where all students understand, appreciate,
respect, and empathize with one another. When we
champion for students in this manner, they begin to not
only expect more from us, they learn to expect more from
themselves.
Relationships



Relationships

Relationships

| believe we must invest in the three Rs on a daily basis
so all kids feel like they belong. Our students deserve our
very best, and we need to continue to fight for every one of
them, even if we know full well that we can’t save them all.
A dear friend and principal mentor of mine, Dr. Donder,
who gave me my first assistant principal job, often said to
me, “Jimmy, everyone has a savior, but it isn’t always going
to be you.” Then after a brief pause he would say, “But it
doesn’t give you an excuse not to try.” He taught me early
on that it was not my place to judge a student’s
contribution to our school community, but it was my job to
provide a means for them to share their skills and talents.
It was also my job to help them acquire the necessary skills
and strategies to improve their chances of not walking out
as a prisoner of potential but rather as the embodiment of
promised expectations fulfilled.

Inhibited by the 3 Cs

| do Dbelieve it’'s true that every child has unlimited
potential, but I know from my own school experience as
well as through my experiences as a teacher and a
principal that many students don’t recognize their own
potential. | have spent a great deal of time working with
students whom others label as “reluctant learners.” | know
some educators would categorize these students as
apathetic due to an apparent absence of interest or lack of
concern about school. Sadly, some educators would go so



far as to say these students are incapable of doing “grade-
level” work. I’'m not minimizing the reality that some
students aren’t living up to their potential, nor do | debate
the fact that the students who struggle with learning
sometimes prove to be the most challenging in our
classrooms. But | do wonder if it has to be that way.

| can recall countless times in school when | felt as if |
didn’t belong, or that | wasn’t smart enough, or that maybe
school just wasn’t for me. When | take time to reflect on my
entire school experience, | can recognize that | did not
always feel that way. In fact, | cherished my elementary
school experience. My best school memories revolved
around my elementary school days and can be attributed to
my teachers who truly believed in and cared about me.
They left such an impression on me that | returned to my
hometown a few years back to attend a retirement
luncheon for three of my elementary school teachers. So
what happened? It is hard for me to pinpoint the exact time
or year that things began to unwind for me personally.
What | can tell you is that my high school and
undergraduate college experiences left in me a confidence
void which still impacts me as a learner today.

One of my goals as an educator has been to talk with
kids, to get to understand them, and in doing so, try to
make sense of why some Kkids are more successful than
others. Through those conversations I've identified three
interrelated areas that either propel or inhibit a child’s
success in school:

Connection. Many students have shared with me they
do not feel connected at school. They want to have



meaningful and purposeful relationships with their
teachers and their principals but instead feel complete
disconnection.

When educators sustain a connection with children
throughout their entire school experience, the positive
Impact is profound. As champions for students, our
responsibility is to put systems into place to ensure that all
—not just some—students are cared for on a more personal
level at school. The word “systems” may seem cold, but the
reality is that unless we are intentional about creating
connection with children, someone will fall through the
cracks.

Capability. Students very often take their cues
regarding their beliefs about their own capability from
their teachers. When students overhear a teacher say, “I
don’t think she can do this,” or “He isn’t AP material,” they
believe it and settle at a level of average (or below) rather
than pushing to reach excellence.

We either believe that all students have the potential to
learn at a level that reflects success, or we don’t. My
observation of schools tells me we still have some teachers,
administrators, parents, and students who don’t believe
success is possible, not for some, but for all kids. When an
educator shakes his head and says, “l don’t think they can
learn this,” | feel a stab of pain and a jolt of defensiveness
because | remember my own school days when | struggled
and wanted so badly to be able to show my teachers and
professors | could do it; | just needed their help. | needed
them to sit next to me and watch me as | struggled to read
or complete my work so they could o er me guidance. At



the same time, | wanted them to share my excitement when
| accomplished a task or completed a problem so they could
see | was capable of doing the work with their support.

Confidence. Lack of confidence, in my opinion, is the
number one reason kids fail. Whether it’s in the area of
academics, fine arts, or athletics, the inability to believe in
oneself is a major contributing factor to failure (whether
that means failing a class, a grade level, or dropping out of
school completely).

The key to success for students is to build up their
confidence to the level they believe they can learn or
achieve anything they put their minds to. A growth
mindset, complimented with a strong work ethic and
determination, helps ensure students’ success in school
and in life. It’s our job to help students to develop those
traits. One way we can do this is by raising the bar for
students when they feel stuck or are on the verge of giving
up. Our students don’t need us feeling sorry for them.
Empathy, yes. Sympathy, no. Keep pushing them, but
continue to o er support and encouragement while doing
so. Put yourself in their shoes. Then pull back and reteach
the concept that had been challenging and see how they
begin to see that they can do it. We know that good
teaching spirals, often introducing new material and
challenges. Good teaching also revisits material that was
previously covered to build students’ confidence and show
them they can do it. Students can accomplish any task with
the right support and the right attitude.



“You only need one person to believe in you to succeed. It’s

a lot easier if that person is you.”

— ANONYMOUS

Regardless of students’ personal history or
circumstances (good or bad), we can help them overcome
obstacles by creating a school culture that makes them feel
connected, capable, and confident in their abilities. If we
want kids to take responsibility for their own learning, we
must provide an environment where their curiosity is
nurtured and developed—where they want to learn simply
for the sake of learning. Unleashing true potential begins
by removing the labels that hold children hostage. If we, as
teachers and leaders, choose not to act and banish the idea
that students are apathetic or uninterested in learning,
then we are the reluctant ones.

Fair Means Treating Students Di erently

Have you ever heard a teacher make the following
comment? “Well, it is not fair to the other students if | start
making exceptions for this student who didn’t even try to
do the work.” Or another example, “It is not fair to the
other kids who turned in their work on time if I allow this
student to receive credit even though they didn’t care
enough to do it the first time around.” What is interesting
about these comments is the word “fair.” Rick Wormeli, in
his book, Fair Isn’t Always Equal, addresses this very topic



to help us better understand the importance of leveling the
playing field for all kids, especially for our struggling
learners. It doesn’t need to be all or nothing. In discussing
late work, Wormeli makes the point that, regarding
students who have already proven themselves as proficient
or at mastery level, we hold them accountable to a certain
level of meeting deadlines because they learned the
material, the skill or content. But there is a di erent frame
of reference when you are first teaching students
something they need to learn to become proficient. Are we
going to hold someone who is not proficient, who is
struggling, to the same level of accountability as that of
someone who has already mastered the content? Wormeli
believes we shouldn’t.

A few years ago, | found myself in a situation in which |
felt strongly that | needed to advocate for a student with an
Individualized Education Plan (IEP). His parent was told,
with two-and-a-half weeks left in the marking period, that
her child was likely to fail the course. My intent is not to be
critical about what the teacher did or didn’t do, but rather
to reveal what | learned from that experience and what |
wish we had done di erently as a team of educators:

1. Seek to understand why the student won’t do the
work. | have had hundreds of “reluctant learners” tell me
they didn’t care if they passed or not. | hear their words—
and the fear and bravado behind them. The reality is that
no child wants to be a failure. What these challenged
students are really saying is that they lack the skills and/or
the confidence to be successful. Admittedly, other factors
may come into play, such as a lack of self-discipline, work



ethic, or a commitment to overcome challenges. | would
argue, however, that these factors are related to the
students’ lack of belief in their abilities to do the work (and
perhaps recognizing they lack the basic skills) which then
results in what appears to be an apathetic attitude toward
the subject matter or school in general.

Establishing a trusting relationship with struggling
students first allows them to feel comfortable enough to
share their personal struggles. This kind of relationship is a
must if you are going to help students experience success.
So how can we build that kind of trust? It develops with
every interaction we have with our students. If you are
wondering if your students trust you, here are a few
questions to evaluate the way you interact with students—
and thereby their level of trust with you:

* Are you honest with your students?

e Are you dependable in following through when you
promise to do something?

e Are you available when you say you will be?

Do you demonstrate a sense of empathy when
students hesitate to do what you ask or fail to
follow through on what you agreed upon?

e Do you take time to ask questions when they let
you down rather than make assumptions
regarding the reasons why?

e Are you impeccable with your word?

All these are major factors in earning the trust of our
students (and colleagues) so we can better support them on



their trek toward success.

2. Maintain ongoing communication with the
parents whose children are struggling. There is no
excuse for not contacting a parent whose student is failing
a class. In fact, there should be ongoing communication
that focuses on working together to help the student be
successful. Even when we recognize early on that the
parent(s) is/are not able to help, we as a sta should
maintain communication as a courtesy. | often
communicated to teachers that, since the di icult
conversation was inevitable, it was better to have it earlier
rather than after the student had failed (which gives the
conversation a completely di erent tone). And let me add
that the most e ective communication is face-to-face or by
phone. Email or text conversations can go south in a hurry,
so | urge educators to avoid those modes of communication
when discussing a student’s poor performance with
parents.

3. Recognize that it is okay to ask for help.
Sometimes talking to the student isn’t enough. The
amount of support that some students need for even the
smallest of gains in learning can feel overwhelming. This is
reason enough to accept the fact that the toll on one person
may be too great. We must be willing to look at a student
who is failing despite all our best e orts and recognize that
something needs to change. In the scenario | described
above, at least six adults played a part in watching a
student fail, yet they all believed they had done all they
could to help the student be successful. When asked
specifically what they had done to help the student be



successful, all responded by saying they had talked to the
student and told him what he needed to do to pass the
class. What we as a teaching team failed to do was get all
six adults together in a room with the parent and the
student and come to an agreement about 1) what success
would look like for this student and 2) identify what
support the student would need in order to be successful,
including what role the student would need to play in his
OWN SUCCeSS.

The situation literally made me sick to my stomach. My
heart went out to this student because | recognized that, as
a system, we had failed him. | also knew that my sta had
the best of intentions and felt they were pushing him along
and encouraging him to do what he needed to do to pass
the class. The student, however, had not taken
responsibility for his own learning and he would now have
to learn a tough lesson. | knew the right thing to do was to
have a conversation with each person and explain where, in
my opinion, we had failed the student. Those weren’t
conversations | looked forward to. | knew | would take
some hits along the way because some teachers would not
feel supported. Some would feel it was unfair to the other
students who had complied to allow this student to pass or
that | was rewarding a kid who had not put forth the
necessary e ort to be successful.

The decisions we face as educators can be quite complex
and leave us feeling vulnerable. Sometimes we must be
willing to stand up for what we believe is right and
advocate for those who don’t know how to advocate for
themselves. The reason | struggled so much with this



situation was because all | could think of was how that
young boy reminded me of myself when | was in high
school. | wanted him to know that | believed in him like Mr.
Morgan believed in me. He simply needed a champion. The
kind of champion | had in Mr. Morgan, without whom |
would never have graduated from high school, much less
gone on to become a teacher or school administrator.

As teachers we need to push kids to learn at high levels.
We must not be afraid to make exceptions for some kids
who may need extra time or extra help to complete the
required work. Whatever you do, hold them accountable for
learning and don’t allow students to submit work that is not
of high quality. If we had done a better job of working with
this student, his parents, and one another, we might have
better understood why he didn’t do the work or why his
work reflected a lack of understanding of the content.
Knowing this, we could have put the necessary support
systems in place to make sure he completed the required
work at a level that accurately demonstrated his learning.
Being willing to treat kids di erently does not negate the
demand for high standards. It simply means that we are
willing to recognize that di erent students have di erent
needs, and it is okay to treat them accordingly.

Compelled to Share

When | was in fifth grade, | had a homework assignment to
read a book in language arts class and write a five-
hundred-word book report. To this day, | cannot remember
the name of the book, but what | do recall is that | didn’t



read it. It wasn’t that | didn’t try to read it; | had di iculty
sitting down or staying focused for any length of time back
then. I came up with every excuse | could think of to avoid
reading it. And writing? Well that was always a painful
experience to the point | would cry. I knew | just couldn’t
write well.

The night before the book report was due, I went into
my mom’s bedroom and told her that | had finished reading
the book and needed help writing my report. | remember
her asking me questions about the book, specifically what
the book was about and about some of the characters in it.
| struggled to make something up, so | told her | wasn’t
feeling well and asked her if | could stay home the next day
rather than go to school. My mother, being the smart
woman she was, responded, “Yes,” and then told me to go
get ready for bed. | felt so relieved that | would have the
entire next day to come up with something to write. As |
walked toward the door, my mother’s voice stopped me: “I
will take your report to your teacher tomorrow once you
finish it.” |1 slowly walked to my room, laid down, and began
to cry. A few moments later my mom walked into the room.
“You didn’t read the book, did you mijo?” she asked. “No,
mommy,” | responded. “lI don’t like to read, and you know |
can’t write.” She leaned over and gave me a big hug and
told me not to worry. “Someday you will be a great writer,”
she said in a quiet voice, “someday.”

From the outside, it may appear that | actually enjoy
writing. After all, | have already co-authored two books,
and here | sit trying to accomplish it once again, this time
on my own. Well, the truth is, | don’t. | lost confidence in



my reading and writing way back in elementary school, and
| still struggle to write today. In fact, struggle may be too
soft a word to describe it. It’s more like | agonize over it. |
literally freeze up and can find myself spending hours
sitting and producing nothing. Like many of our students
whom we have identified as “slow” or reluctant learners
who continue to struggle in the areas of reading and
writing, | often feel like giving up whenever | sit down to
write. For years | lacked the necessary skills to read at high
levels or write at a proficient level due to gaps in my
learning. Likewise, many students carry this heavy burden
throughout their schooling. They are then placed into
remedial programs, or in some cases are even denied the
opportunity to join their peers in traditional language arts
courses. This is because we have been led to believe that a
student who is reading four, five, or even six grade levels
below where they should be cannot do grade-level course
work. On the contrary, we must do everything we possibly
can to ensure all students are receiving grade-level content
while receiving the necessary one-on-one support to
continue to grow and develop their literacy skills. A student
who never receives grade-level content will never attain the
level we all hope for them to achieve. This is because they
are never exposed to, much less expected to learn, grade-
level material. We instead relinquish them to another
teacher, program, or classroom to work. I know this feeling
all too well because that is what happened to me during my
middle school years. Instead of receiving the proper
support | needed to “catch up,” | fell further and further
behind as my skills continued to deteriorate. Unfortunately,



this experience would continue to circle back throughout
my schooling and into my adult life.

Admittedly, things did not change much throughout my
school years. | avoided as much reading and writing as |
could. With each successive writing assignment, | conned
my way through most of it. Once in college, | knew that
strategy would no longer work, so | tried a di erent
approach: | sought out my professors and told them I
wasn’t a very good writer and that | feared my lack of
writing skills would prevent me from being successful in
the class. Although | made it through my classes, my
confidence never increased.

Until six years ago, | can honestly say not much had
changed regarding my feelings toward writing. The reading
became more enjoyable, but the writing, well, let’s just say
| surrounded myself with good writers who could edit my
work.

| have shared with others on many occasions that I
credit George Couros (@gcouros) for encouraging me to
share my voice through writing by blogging. Luckily for me,
he didn’t buy into any of the lame excuses | had used with
my prior teachers, professors, and colleagues. Instead, he
encouraged me, pushed me, and more importantly,
convinced me that | could actually do it. “How can you
expect others to do what you are not willing to do
yourself?” asked George. “After all, aren’t you the guy who
always says, ‘What we model is what we get?’” | knew he
was right, and within a month, | gathered up the courage to
post my first blog. Today, | am still going strong, but it


http://www.twitter.com/gcouros

doesn’t mean | still don’t relive those moments of self-
doubt.

Who do | write for today? Well, | write for myself
because | want to be a better writer and share my learning
with others. | write for my children because | want to show
them they can accomplish anything they set their minds to
and that some of the greatest rewards in life come from
persevering through di icult times. And finally, | write for
my mother because | want her to be proud of me. It’s one
way to show my appreciation for her believing in me. | am
not quite sure | will ever be the great writer she professed |
would be, but | know she is proud of my work.

| often think about how our students feel when given a
writing assignment. Do they receive the kind of patience,
support, and encouragement needed to overcome their lack
of confidence or moments of despair? And what about our
teachers? Do they feel compelled to help but are
overwhelmed with the number of students who come to
them deficient in skills combined with the expectation to
elevate those with advanced skills to even greater heights?
What is important to remember is that working with all
students, regardless of their level, takes time, patience, a
positive attitude, and a certain level of persistence to
inspire our children to believe they can do anything! Even
our most talented students must work hard at their writing,
and there will still be moments when self-doubt begins to
creep in. It is in these moments, more than ever, that our
children need a champion, regardless of their abilities, to
push them forward. They need to know that we are by their
side.



Be sure to share these helpful tips with your students or
colleagues when it comes to writing:

o Start writing and keep writing your thoughts down
on paper.

e Once you see your thoughts written down, you will
be able to piece them together.

e Get the negative thoughts out of your mind and
believe in yourself.

e Don’t be afraid of what others will think; everyone
has something to contribute.

» Forget about what it looks and sounds like. Just
write.

e It only takes one person to relate to your story.
Honor your impact.

« Embrace your vulnerability. Give of yourself and
don’t be afraid to share your story.

e Reach out to others whom you trust to “check you”
back into perspective.

e It is normal to experience writer’s block. It
happens to everyone, even the best writers.

e Write for you. Reflection is powerful and necessary
for individual growth.

So what can we take away from this, especially when we
know we have students today sitting in our classrooms at
every level from third grade to high school to college
believing that they cannot write well? Over time they have
managed to figure out ways to “get by” while not only
lacking the necessary skills on how to write a quality paper,



but also lacking the necessary confidence to do so. If we
want students progressing through school year after year
having developed the necessary writing skills to be
successful students, then we must support classroom
teachers by partnering with them to ensure we are
providing all students with “real” writing experiences, not
only at school but at home. We need to provide structure,
specific strategies, quality feedback, direction, support, and
modeling on a consistent basis. Strong writers are nurtured
by adults who share quality examples, ask relevant and
meaningful questions, accept di erent forms, provide a
place and time to inspire personal written reflection,
encourage collaboration, and of course, celebrate and
honor their writing through publication or media of some
sort. By adults personally investing in each child’s writing,
| believe students at all levels can shine and become great
writers with you as their champion by their side.

Listen to Students

Whether it’s during conversations or concerns regarding
discipline, their choices or decisions, their role on a team
or organization, or simply wanting to know how life is
going, all children deserve to have the adults in their
school community take time to listen to them when they
have something to share. It’'s easy, though, to dismiss
students’ concerns about workloads or consequences as
whining or complaining because, let’s face it, sometimes
kids complain. Listen to kids anyway, and even if it sounds
like whining or complaining, resist the reflex to cut them



0 . (Let’s be honest here: Sometimes we adults can be just
as likely to complain when we don’t like something. The
first lesson here is to recognize that while we tend to be
hypercritical of what we perceive as selfish behavior in our
students, we need to keep our own complaints in check if
we want people to listen to us.)

While you’re listening to your students, be sure to ask
clarifying questions to further understand their position.
Through the years, | have learned to get better at asking
relevant questions and, as a result, have been rewarded
with kinder and more respectful responses from students
(and adults, for that matter).

Once you understand the situation, your initial response
may be to fix the problem. By nature, many of us went into
education because we are fixers. We hear about someone’s
problem, and we immediately start trying to figure out how
to fix it. One of the hardest things about being in a position
to make decisions is that there are many problems we can
fix and make the student happy—at least initially. But that
doesn’t mean taking over and providing the solution is the
right thing to do or is even in the best or long-term interest
of the student. Sometimes the hardest thing to do is to
listen and learn more about the issue and then help the
students come up with their own solutions.

ARM Yourself for Tough Conversations

Not fixing an issue for someone can be a di icult choice,
especially when we know that harsh feelings are sure to
follow, either from the student or even a parent. Sometimes
you know going into a conversation that the person with
the need or complaint will have to take responsibility to fix



the problem. You are simply there to be the sounding board
or perhaps provide direction. When | know I’'m heading into
a tough conversation with someone (a student, parent, or
even a colleague) who wants me to fix something, | ARM
myself. No, not that type of arming. ARMing myself for a
di icult conversation equips me to be strategic in my
thoughts, decisions, and actions. It is not about being
manipulative; it is about being mindful not to minimize the
iImpact my response could have on others. Thinking ahead
gives me a tactical advantage as | determine and plan for a
critical conversation. It also allows me to consider how I
can create an environment where people feel listened to
and validated.

| try to never walk into a situation “unARMed,” or in
other words, not having taken the time to think through a
scenario which could have the potential to unravel or have
a negative outcome. Here’s what it means to ARM yourself:

Acknowledge—Successful people enter every
conversation focused on the other person. Recognize that
relationships with others are the most important factor in
cultivating a culture of trust and influence. Invest your
time, energy, and concern in an empathetic way. Approach
each situation with an understanding that at the heart of
every problem is a conversation to be had. You must be
prepared for the reality that your best attempts at
acknowledging someone else’s feelings or position won’t
always produce the results you had hoped. Even so, you
can find solace in knowing that you were intentional and
sincere in your e orts.



Rectify—Strong teachers and leaders recognize that it
IS possible to stay calm and rationally seek solutions even
in the midst of chaos. Communicate and model the
Importance of rectifying the dilemma—addressing the
iIssue, not simply the symptoms—with the available
resources. Rather than taking on more work for yourself by
fixing a problem for someone, help the person find ways to
make the best of the situation. Be supportive, regardless of
your role in the process, but also be willing to accept that
not every problem is yours to “fix.”

Move On—E ective teachers and leaders have a unique
ability to accept their circumstances and move on rather
than spend time and energy dwelling on things that are
beyond their control. If you have played a part in creating
the problem, it is crucial that you quickly take
responsibility by admitting your role and apologizing for
your error, then move into solution mode. Remember, the
most e ective educators don’t stigmatize mistakes made by
themselves or others, because doing so creates a culture
where students and sta members fear making mistakes.
Failure is often the first ingredient in the recipe for
success. No educator is immune from complex situations.
The best teachers and leaders know that, while it’s possible
to exhaust every moment in a quest to support their
students and colleagues alike in their learning, they must
learn to reflect on each experience in a strategic way to
improve their chances for future success.



Address the Barriers to a Culture Focused on
Championing for Students

So how do these fundamental core elements—taking time
to personally search out students, engaging them in
conversations (both meaningful and frivolous), and
genuinely listening to them—so often go ignored in
schools? It could be an intentional decision or an
unintentional oversight. Regardless, it’'s a problem—a
mindset—that must be corrected if we’re going to improve
the culture of our schools. Let me o er a few reasons why |
believe this issue of disengagement and personal
investment continues to exist in schools across the country
and what we can do as teachers and leaders to address it:

“There isn’t time.” | get it; we’re all busy. Even so, it is
Imperative that we intentionally create opportunities to
spend time with students. | believe that every adult at a
school should strive to connect with students. | also know
that schools everywhere have sta members who want to
spend more time with students. So, at a minimum, let’s get
those teachers and administrators working together to
carve out time for students and sta to talk with and learn
from one another. It's a matter of trading time. Take
inventory of where you are not being e icient with your
time (meetings come to mind; limit them to one hour) and
begin putting processes into place that result in more
e Icient use of your time.

“It’s not my job.” To the contrary, there is no element
more critical for school success than for a sta to believe
and behave in a manner that models a student-first



mindset. This kind of culture starts with the building leader
and teachers creating a common vision and agreeing upon
values that honor every student. This is done by holding
educators accountable for delivering quality content in
meaningful ways and cultivating positive, personal
relationships with students. Every sta member needs to
remember that students are our most precious commodity.
Without them, we don’t have a job. We may not want to
forget that critical piece of information (as a smile spreads
across my face), right?

“Dealing with challenges isn’t worth the potential
negative response.” Teachers and building leaders must
be prepared to support one another during challenging
times with students and their parents. We must recognize
we won’t always get it right and that our best chance for
success comes from working through di icult moments
together with a non-critical eye, protecting each other
rather than placing blame when we don’t achieve the
desired outcome. Taking time to walk through anticipated
responses from each other ahead of time can help everyone
avoid potential pitfalls. Success often comes down to each
individual acting with courage and engaging in tough
conversations.

“When students behave poorly or fail to do the
work, they don’t deserve my time or attention.” This
thought won’t enter your mind if you recognize that we
work with children/young adults who in most cases have
not developed the ability to think beyond the short term. In
most cases they simply do not have the experience or level
of maturity to understand the long-term consequences of



their choices or actions. It is imperative that we don’t make
their behavior about us. Our focus must always be on the
learning opportunities that lie before us, not just for the
student but for us as well.

We can’t expect that our students will always have
opinions that coincide with the way we see things in our
adult world. But we can expect they will have experiences
as students that will shape them, and it is our responsibility
as the adults to set the tone for those experiences and
make sure we never leave a student asking, “Why won’t he
or she just listen to me?”

Never underestimate the impact that purposeful and
positive engagement with students can have on a school
community. And never pass up an opportunity to smile and
greet a student in a positive way. After all, students are
inherently the most important people entering our school
building. One of my mentors shared this poem with me
early on in my role as principal. It became the mantra that
drove much of our work as an administrative team. It’s
entitled, Take Care of the Student.

Students are the most important people entering our facilities.

Students are not an interruption of our work; they are the
purpose of it.

We are not doing them a favor by serving them. They are
entitled to our service.

Students are not cold statistics; they are human beings with
feelings and emotions like our own.

Students are people who bring us their wants, and it is our job

to handle them as expeditiously as possible.



Take care of the student; that’s why we are here.

— AuUTHOR UNKNOWN

Many schools today have a can’t-do culture. If adults buy
into the mindset that kids can’t, then how can we complain
when kids won’t? Every day, students are being reminded
to follow the rules, do as you’re told, get in line, wait your
turn, raise your hand, stop talking, don’t do that, etc. We
need to shift this practice and strive to culturize a school
where students are encouraged to do what’s not allowed by
giving them permission to do what was previously seen as
not possible based on policy or regulations. By being
intentional in our interactions with students and learning to
understand and appreciate their goals and aspirations, we
will come to recognize the accomplishments of students
who have overcome adversity and personal challenges to
reach their full potential in school—in academics,
attendance, behavior, or overall citizenship.

When we take time to acknowledge their contributions,
we also find that behind every student success story is a
sta member who championed for that student. Look at the
comments shared with me by a student about one her
teachers. As you read it, you’ll see that “Mrs. F.” is a model
of what it means to be a champion for students.

Mrs. F knows my high school trauma story and assures
me every day she is here to help make school as easy as
possible for me. With the push and drive she gives me, |
know | have enough support to stay in school. Mrs. F not
only cares for me as a student, she cares for me as a



person. | know when | feel like things are impossible to get
done, Mrs. F reminds me to not give up. Any dream can be
achieved, even when you have the responsibility of raising
a two-year-old child. I had planned to drop out of school
again, but did not let anyone know because | knew they
would try to discourage me. After talking to Mrs. F
regarding my future plans for a nursing career, | realized
dropping out was not the way to go. It seemed as if every
time | was down in the dumps or upset, Mrs. F would find a
way to make me smile, even If it meant leaving a friendly
note on an assignment. | know if | had not met Mrs. F, |
probably would have dropped out of school again. | love
Mrs. F dearly, and though I am losing her as a teacher, |
hope and know I will always have her as a friend.

By taking time to actively engage our students in
conversation, we are opening up treasure chests filled with
testimonials from students who have persevered through
di icult family situations, overcome personal tragedies,
su ered through times of poor performance in school or
struggled with severe learning disabilities. We become
privy to stories of students who have defeated personal
substance abuse issues, overcome expulsions from school,
su ered severe brain injuries, struggled with personal
health issues, or defeated cancer. All these students
demonstrate a certain degree of resiliency with the courage
to keep fighting. Their stories inspire us and allow us, as
educators, to remember that our work matters—that
connecting with and championing for students matters
more than we may ever know. In a culture of excellence,
every student has at least one adult to whom he or she can



go for encouragement or support in their time of need. Will
you be the one?

CHAMPION FOR STUDENTS

Within the heart of every caring educator is the core belief
that students are worth the time and energy it takes to
establish relationships with them. In many cases, it is a
personal investment and commitment from an adult to a
student that results in the student experiencing success
and ultimately graduating. It isn’t always easy, but it is
worth it.

To close out this chapter, | want to o er you three
culture-building ideas that you can put into practice right
away. They are mindsets and actions that will help you
make a greater di erence in the life of your students:

CULTURE BUILDER #1

Recognize What’s Going Well—As a classroom teacher,
take a moment to reflect on the work you do with students.
If you are in a school or district leadership position, ask
your sta members to reflect on their work with students
and what they do to cultivate a positive culture in their
classrooms. One school administrator | know was generally
moved by the responses her teachers gave as they
described the ways they worked to create a positive culture
of learning in their classrooms. She was so proud of her
team and inspired by the list of ideas they shared that she
decided to share the responses with her entire faculty



during a professional-development activity. She did this to
remind her sta that they are the silver bullet in education.
Here is the question she posed:

Please share a strategy you use to illuminate a culture of
learning in your classroom and share your belief in why it
matters.

CULTURE BUILDER #2

Change Student Behavior by Changing Adult Behavior
—We get what we model. One area in which this reality is
blatantly obvious is In regard to referrals. Across the
nation, teachers and administrators continually look for
solutions for reducing student behavior referrals.
Behavioral tools and programs across the country are
infiltrating our buildings as school leaders search for the
silver bullet to this issue. No matter what program your
school implements, the first step toward making significant
iImprovements in student behavior is to recognize that the
adults in your organization are the silver bullet. In other
words, if you want to improve student behavior in your
school, you must change the way the adults in your school
interact with students and with each other.

Take time to review the archives of referrals that have
accumulated during the past year and ask yourself this
question: “How many of the referrals that were written by
sta members originated with a comment, response,
Interaction, behavior, or in some cases, a lack of response
that, rather than de-escalate a situation, actually served to
provoke a student, resulting in a behavioral referral to the



o ice? What you may find is that many of the student
referrals were written when a teacher felt exacerbated or
frustrated with a student. We’ve all been there. We allow a
student to push our buttons and then we respond in a way
that is out of character for us. Why? Because we care so
darn much.

Even if the adults in your organization handle situations
superbly, some student situations will still result in
referrals. When that happens, flip your mindset and view
the interaction as an opportunity to cultivate a relationship
with a student who needs you in their corner.

CULTURE BUILDER #3

Reach Out and Call Someone—Devote time regularly to
contacting families whose students are struggling with
attendance. If you are a school leader, make sure to provide
some time during the school hours (an early release or late
arrival day or a specific time on a professional development
day) for your sta to make those calls. One great practice is
to meet and share the results of those conversations with
one another.

Evidence is clear that students who have a history of
poor attendance also do poorly in school, are disconnected,
and ultimately are highly at risk for dropping out of school.
Personal phone calls, letters, home visits, delegating local
resources, such as school counselors, nurses, social
workers, school resource o icers, etc.—if done with the
intention of better understanding the struggles your
students and their families are facing—can make a



significant impact on a student’s desire to attend school.
Sometimes all it takes to establish a personal connection is
for someone to reach out and say, “We care, and we are
here to support you and your family.” That one interaction
may well change a student’s or parent’s attitude about
school. In the more serious situations, we can reach out to
local agencies, such as the Department of Human Services,
Juvenile Court, Police Department, etc. for assistance in
supporting the student in a positive way, socially,
emotionally, and academically. The key is to keep trying and
never give up on a child or a family, to commit to doing
whatever it takes to create a plan that ensures any child
can and will be successful. Believing is half the battle, but
believing must be followed up with actions to complete the
other half.

Educators around the world are transforming their
classrooms and schools by being intentional in their daily
Interactions with students, colleagues, and families. They
recognize that it begins with them and that the most
iImportant factor in determining the success or failure of
any student is the way they connect with students on a
level whereby the student believes that the adults care
about them personally. They have learned that when it
comes to building positive relationships with others, how
they respond is their choice. They don’t put the onus on
others; rather, they place it on themselves. Culture builders
understand that the promise of expectations left unfulfilled
can sometimes leave them feeling drained and defeated,
resulting in disappointment and heartache; however, they
never lose hope. They understand that often their students



are inhibited by the three Cs, but with patience and
unwavering support, their students can overcome these
moments of adversity and persevere. They also remain
committed to the idea that fair sometimes means treating
students di erently in order to level the playing field for
some. The fact is, some Kkids just take longer to
demonstrate learning, just like some adults. Those who
believe this also believe that students are our most
precious commodity. Behind every child’s face is a story
that needs to be heard, appreciated, respected, valued, and
iIn some cases, shared. Educators who champion for
students have a sincere desire to create positive
experiences for their students and others that will motivate
and inspire them to be the change our schools and
communities need!

We need you to be that change. The kind of change that
when you look into the eyes of a student whose inner voice
Is saying, “l don’t think | can do this,” your eyes, your
voice, your actions, say, “Yes you can!” By consistently
interacting and connecting in a purposeful manner with
your students, you can reawaken their spirit and influence
them in meaningful ways that will instill a sense of
belonging and a belief that they have something positive to
contribute.

Questions for Discussion

e To transform teaching and learning, we must first
transform our belief systems. In what ways are



you (or could you be) the silver bullet for your
students or sta ?

When was the last time you advocated for a
student? What was the result? What are some
other ways to proactively address common
struggles to turn them into victories?

We know that many students struggle in school
due to the 3 Cs: They don’t feel connected, they
don’t feel capable, and they lack confidence. How
can we e ectively engage students so they don’t
feel this way?

In what ways can we personally invest in our
students and each other so every member of a
school community feels like they have a personal
champion?



