
Mississippi Children At Risk of Failure

Reflections and Stories of Those Who Work With At-Risk Children



Introduction


In an effort to more clearly understand the challenges facing Mississippi teachers and students, The Parents' Campaign decided to seek information from those who know best: those who work closely with children who are more likely to fail than they are to succeed.   Of course, not all children who are at risk of failure fit the stereotype, and many of the children who meet the federal definition of at-risk (economically disadvantaged) are very successful.  
An at-risk child might be a child with a learning disability who happens to be from a wealthy family.  Or a child from a middle-income family that isn’t offering appropriate home support.  Perhaps the at-risk child is, in fact, economically disadvantaged.  Perhaps he or she arrived in kindergarten having never been read a book.  We wanted to hear all the stories.

The following is a collection of stories and reflections sent to The Parents' Campaign by those who teach and mentor children they consider to be at risk of failure.   Some are stories of hope, some of success, some of failure.  The vast majority sound a common theme: children with parents who can’t or won’t help them succeed in school are very likely to fail or to quit.  These same children can, however, become successful when a caring adult is able to provide the support children so desperately need.

All names have been changed or omitted to protect the identities of the children.  Likewise, references to specific communities or schools have been removed.   Stories are posted and archived weekly.  


The Stories



Ask any kindergarten or first grade teacher in Mississippi to identify those students who are "at risk" for being school dropouts.  It's not difficult to spot them.  These children struggle because they don't come to school with the basic skills necessary for success.  Their parents dropped out of school or had such negative feelings about school that they are unable to help these children.

 

They're the children who emotionally and educationally "drop out" at third, fourth, and fifth grade.  By that time, they are so frustrated with falling behind that they become discipline problems or just "blend into the woodwork."  Is there a child who truly does not want to learn?

It's not that we have difficulty as educators identifying these at-risk students; it's that there are not enough teachers, assistants, or volunteers to intervene on a one-to-one basis to help these students become successful.

 

Solve our state dropout problem?  Don't wait until middle school or high school-it's too late!  Provide additional educational assistance starting in kindergarten!!

 

Recently retired teacher and administrator



I am a parent of an ADHD child who has had a rough time in the school district we are in.  I cannot seem to find out why the teachers these days will not take the time to help these kids and not lose their patience every time that they start not sitting still.  
For the first time in the four years that my child has been going to school, he got a teacher that was very understanding with him.  He did very well and passed to the third grade where as when he was in 1st grade for the first time he already had people against him stating that he did not need to be there, and well they got their way.  

I pulled him and taught him at home and he was working on a third grade level and was doing very well and I sent him back to public school and he had to repeat the first grade.  I just wish the teachers now a days would be more understanding with these children and not just give up on them at first sight.  
I have told all the teachers that he has had that you have to keep him busy and challenge him but they don't even want to bother because the other kids don't need that.  Anyway, my son’s teacher moved and we lost a great teacher when she decided to leave the school district.  If we don't get teachers that understand and know how to deal with ADHD, ADD children then we will have children that will not succeed in life because they will give up because that is what they see the teachers doing to them.
Parent


Though my children attend school in a district with relatively few children who fit the at-risk stereotype, one doesn’t have to visit even our classrooms very often to find examples of the challenges these children and their teachers face on a daily basis.  I witnessed one such example when I visited my son’s first grade classroom in May.

While visiting my son’s class for his end-of-the-school-year celebration, I noticed a little boy who was cheerfully participating in all the party activities – and wearing pajamas.  When I asked the teacher, “Did he think today was pajama day?” her answer took me aback.

She told me that the little boy’s mother wasn’t home that morning to wake him for school.  When the noise from the school bus woke him, he jumped up and ran out to catch the bus.

I was deeply saddened by the fact that this child just took his situation in stride, imagining that being left to care for himself is not an uncommon occurrence and he adapts the best he can.  I was astonished by his resilience. 

It breaks my heart to know that we have very young children across Mississippi whose parents are not even home to wake them in the morning, and certainly not available to offer help with homework, a good breakfast to start the day, or even encouragement when they have a bad day in school.  The responsibility these children bear for their own survival is overwhelming.  I can only imagine the challenges they bring to our teachers and our classrooms through no fault of their own.  

Certainly it behooves us to do whatever is necessary to educate these children and break the cycle of poverty and under-education that perpetuates this lifestyle.  Beyond the economic implications are the moral ones.  Helping these children become successful, contributing citizens is simply the right thing to do.  My hat is off to the children who face these challenges and the teachers who help them succeed despite the many obstacles they must overcome.

 Parent and Volunteer


I teach in a gifted enrichment program that consists mostly of minority students: African Americans and internationals. Our school has an English as a 2nd Language program, and I've taught students from Moldova, Vietnam, China, Africa, the Philippines, and the Dominican Republic.   Their parents work in factories, in ethnic restaurants, and are engaged in typical blue/white collar occupations.  
Many students live with single mothers, grandmothers, or some variation of two parent families. Some have repeated a grade, moved 4 times during their elementary school years, and/or score from basic to proficient on state tests, but they all have the ability to think critically. Several receive Reading tutoring and Speech/Language services. Many of these students lack opportunities to explore challenging science concepts and take risks in an educational environment.  
I choose instructional strategies that allow students to complete tasks successfully, help them overcome language barriers, and allow them to see science/math learning as something they can accomplish. Based on MCT test scores, I found that, mathematically, these students need reinforcement in measurement and number sense.  I attempt to provide effective strategies and meaningful learning sequences so students will embrace the challenges of real-world issues.
I work with my students in science investigations using the inquiry process -- directing instruction to accommodate multiple intelligences, strengths, and weaknesses.  Recently I designed a unit on Simple Machines (for 5th grade students: ages 11-12) and focused on the integration of mathematics and science.  My class had been working on another unit I titled Gadget Anatomy.  Because children are naturally curious about how things work, I had students bring broken appliances/items to class: telephones, microwave ovens, clocks, etc.  I allowed the students to take apart these broken appliances (parents and I removed the glass items) in order for them to see the cause/effect relationships of the inward parts.  They could see how one gear wheel turned other parts in the appliance.  They were very interested in their findings, and their curiosity led to questions.  The unit was centered around their interests with hands-on experiences with Simple Machines.

The instructional sequence allowed students to:

· conduct scavenger hunts at home and school to collect and record findings of simple machines (ex. wheelchair ramps at school)

· sort their lists and collections (Algebraic thinking) to help them make sense of their findings and see the relationships of simple machines (a pull here causes a push there)

· discuss the purpose of simple machines from a technological perspective (cut, lift, turn)

· read books and research about contributions of minority and female scientists

· conduct independent science investigations at home

· participate in field experiences where they visited a technology lab to complete interactive computer lessons dealing with simple machines and they visited a tractor company to see how a bulldozer arm functions as a 3rd class lever

· email experts and participate in conference calls with an engineer

· integrate science and math within a science unit (one area reinforcing the other)

· construct models of simple machines

· design incline planes to test surface friction (sandpaper on one, wax paper on another)"

At the completion of this unit, students began to see themselves as "doers" of challenging science and math concepts and made real-world applications to their classroom learning. The activities reinforced MCT skills, and overall students were better prepared to tackle future investigations.  
Teacher
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