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The Stories:  Week Two



It was my first day to teach at an alternative school - the GED class.  All the students strutted into class, chewed gum, chatted, and cursed.  They were quick to let me know that not much was expected of them at this school and they wanted to make sure I wasn't going to deviate from that plan.  

As I was beginning to explain my expectations, there was a knock at the door.  I went into the hall to see an attractive middle aged woman and a 17-year-old young man. The student was dressed neatly in his pressed slacks and wore the most fashionable brands.  The woman introduced herself and her son, Bob.  

Bob went into the classroom and his mother and I talked privately.  She said that when Bob was born, he was stolen out of the local hospital.  He was found several days later abandoned on the streets of another town.  When she got him back, she and her husband were overwhelmingly thankful.  And because they had been so grateful through the years, they had spoiled Bob and been much too lenient with him.  She wanted to assure me, however, that he was a good boy and would be respectful if I was respectful toward him.  

She was right. Bob gave me no trouble throughout our year together, although I wasn't always so sure that he was as respectful toward other students as he was to me.  I almost thought he might be a bully at times.  

It became evident to me that he would never receive his GED because he could not read.  So, instead of drilling grammar, he and I read.  When we finished his first book of the year, he told me that he had never read an entire book before.  

The next year I was transferred and lost touch with Bob and his classmates.  Just two short years later, there was a shooting in a local parking lot.  A teenager who was being harassed by a bully grabbed a handgun from his car and fatally shot the bully.  That bully was Bob.  

At his funeral I cried for his mother.  I cried for his girlfriend and their unborn child (who is now a kindergartner in our district).  But mostly I cried for Bob.  He was a good boy.  But he felt ashamed that he could not be successful in school because he could not read.  And he felt the need to seek out someone to pick on to make himself feel better.  

What a waste of a life.  Perhaps if we as a school district had not failed to teach him to read, his life would not have ended so tragically.

Teacher


In August 2004 our school district began using our alternative education money to help students who were at-risk of dropping out of school.  Foundations provided funding for the computer stations and other technology resources for this program.  The alternative program focuses on helping students "catch up" who have fallen behind and cannot see the light at the end of the tunnel.   The program is designed to enable students to receive a high school diploma.  
In January 2005 our district decided that we needed another route for those students who do not "fit" into either the regular school setting or the alternative program adopted in 2004.  In response, we started an in-school GED program.  Our belief is that every child is worth saving.  
Currently the alternative learning program we adopted in 2004 has an 11.1% dropout rate which is the 4th lowest in Northeast MS and compares favorably to the state average of 26.6%.

This program is making a difference in our school district.  We recently accepted a student from another district who was in trouble, and it appears that she is going to complete all her required work and courses and will graduate on May 25.
Administrator

I have taught elementary music as well as choral music for 35 years.  I am presently in an elementary school where I teach 500 students classroom music and have established a choir.  For some of my students, music is the only thing that they do well and receive any praise for.

One of my favorite things is to tutor boys and girls who do not have basic skills in reading and math.  I have to give up planning time to do this, but I think that is so important that I am more than willing to sacrifice this time.  

I consider almost all of the students in my school district to be at risk.  Even if they have enough food to eat and have parents who care about them, they are constantly being bombarded by a culture that does not care if they succeed in life. 
I know that some of my elementary students will eventually become high school dropouts.  We desperately need more mentors (especially male) and tutors to help students who have special needs such as functioning below grade level, very poor social skills (fighting, bullying) and unhealthy attitudes toward learning and being successful.  

Anything that can be done to get more personnel employed and involved in our schools will make a huge difference in some child's life.

I am very grateful for the raise we teachers are getting next year.  While 3% does not make a huge difference in take-home pay, every little bit helps.  I probably spend $300.00 of my salary on my students.  Most teachers do the same.
Teacher


I had a student two years ago, in third grade. He was small for his age, and he had a quick mind and an even quicker temper. His dad was in Iraq and his mother stayed at home. They were not economically disadvantaged, and both parents had some form of education beyond a high school diploma. Looking into his file, I saw that his grades had been in steady decline for the past few years. He always managed to pass, but there appeared to be a struggle. His mother described long nights of battling over homework and disappointing report cards.

The boy had been labeled "lazy" and "unmotivated" by former teachers and even by his mother.  I had started to think the same thing myself, to tell you the truth.

Then, by chance, I attended a seminar on dyslexia that changed my mind. As I sat in that auditorium listening to Susan Barton describe the characteristics displayed by children who suffer from some form of dyslexia, I wanted to cry. She was describing in great detail this child that I had almost given up on!

I began to pay more attention to patterns and behaviors he displayed in the classroom. I saw that the cognitive ability was definitely present, but he was having trouble transferring the knowledge into written form. He couldn't copy accurately from the board. His written spelling was atrocious, even though he could spell very well orally. His creative writing was far above grade level, but his mechanics were far below. His handwriting was barely legible.

I teach in an excellent school district, but there was very little help available to me to assist this child. I couldn't make a formal diagnosis of dyslexia, but I could see the characteristics and knew he needed a different kind of help than he'd been getting. I dug around on the Internet and found some web sites on dyslexia. Finally I was able to piece together a plan of action. I gave him neatly printed, highlighted copies of my study notes; I let him take oral Spelling tests; and I gave him shortened assignments in all of his subjects. 

An amazing thing happened: his homework got turned in, his grades improved, and by the end of the school year my struggling "C" and "D" student had made the "A" and "B" Honor Roll. His mother called me in tears because for the first time in a long time he had proudly presented his report card to her when his ("A-student") sister did. As his frustration decreased, his success increased.

He has since moved to another school. In the meantime, he was tested for learning disabilities. He is not actually dyslexic, but he has a disability which shares many of the same characteristics.

I learned a great lesson through this child. Before I label a child as lazy and unmotivated, I now look beyond the outward behavior to see if there is an underlying cause. All children want to be successful; they just need us to care enough to show them how.

Teacher



As a teacher, I have come to believe that it is very difficult to give motivation to a lower elementary age student.  I asked a very bright girl the other day what she wanted to be when she grew up.  She just shrugged her shoulders.  I asked, "Don't you want to have a good job so you can buy a nice car?"   She said, "I'll probably just be like my mom.  She just stays home."  I said, "How will you get a car or a house or food?"  She said, "My dad just brings it home."

I'm seeing more "don't care attitude" this year than ever before.  I hope that is just this year's group, and not the way that children are becoming.  It's been a long time since I've taught a student working toward a goal in life, or even an Accelerated Reader goal.

Teacher



My story is about a student in the tenth grade whose father was deceased.  He and his mother were just beginning to move on with life.  He had passed all of the state testing except US History which he had failed because he would not do the required work in the classes.  

Though this student was extremely intelligent, he would not have graduated and would have dropped out of school had our school district not offered him an alternative means of completing his coursework.  We enrolled him in our academic alternative school where a student could receive credit based upon completion of course work/tests and not upon time.  Basically, the student could work at his/her own pace.  

This student worked very slowly, but he had enormous potential to do whatever he wanted to do.  Finally, he saw that he had a chance to graduate and a way out.  His “senior” year, his whole attitude changed.  He went to work and completed the coursework.  He passed the US History course and state test.  Our teachers worked with him to help him complete all additional courses necessary for graduation in the same year.  He graduated with a regular diploma and walked with the rest of his class at graduation.

Teacher



I taught kindergarten for several years and learned that there is SO much difference in the life experiences that 5-year-olds have had.  One particular year, I taught a little boy who had never been out of his hometown.  Even there, he had not experienced the grocery store, the library, public bathrooms, and the likes of these things.  He told of being shut in a room and left at home alone.  We took field trips, but the lack of social skills could hardly be overcome.  He was appalled at the zoo and even the playground.  

This child did qualify for social services, but we only saw his social worker after we called the regional office for help.  His grandmother, who was raising him, was telling the social worker that everything was good with the child.  

This student often told of her (grandma) beating him, so I learned quickly not to call her with problems.  Did this paid social worker REALLY want to know what was going on with the child, or was this person just turning in reports and getting a check?   
The child was on medicines - when Grandma chose to give them to him.  He bit and hit and showed other animal-like behaviors.   That year, he never learned to share or take turns or trust me.  He certainly didn't learn much academically.  He was just stared at by the other children.  He didn't know what to do.  The next year, he was in Alternative School early in the fall.
I feel like he will definitely be a drop out in Jr. High or High School.  He hardly knows any other way.  I think that our society / government is doing a huge injustice to lots of children.  The family was being serviced by DHS.  Shouldn't someone there have been checking up on the home situation?  They were being paid to service this child, but nobody there really cared.  
Another problem we face is that girls are allowed to have baby after baby after baby after baby.  Parents do not care what happens to them.  Grandparents can't keep up with young children!  Governmental agencies spend billions of dollars "helping" these children, but who is really accountable?  Only the teacher who worked with him for one year, and wasn't able to teach him his vowel sounds or addition facts.

Teacher



"Tammie" was in my class when she was in sixth grade at a middle school in a predominately African American school district.  She was a quiet and studious, but she would occasionally report to the principal about the lights being off in her house, no food, no heat or the possibility of being evicted by the landlord.  
The principal and a few teacher volunteers would periodically pull together resources to provide for the family.  Tammie and her two younger brothers found refuge at the school where there were caring adults and where regular meals were served.  
Several years later, Tammie was graduated at the top of her eighth grade class.  She received the highest honor the school awarded, a $2,500 scholarship to be used as book money later when she attended the college of her choice. She was informed by the school's adopter that the scholarship would be renewed annually if she maintained a "B" average in college.  Her first goal was to go to a high school such as one with an International Baccalaureate program so that she could be exposed to the larger educational community and be offered opportunities to go to college and later attend law school.

Tammie was burdened by many family problems that a 13-year old should not have.  Eventually her mother asked me, a concerned teacher, if I would keep her because she was seeking ways to "give up" her parenthood so that she would be free and Tammie could "take care" of herself.  (Her mother was expecting another child by her new boyfriend and that room occupied by Tammie was going to be needed.)  

My husband and I had been mentoring students from this school district for over ten years, but never had we been asked to parent a child full-time.  We accepted the offer, and took in Tammie who became our fifth child.  
Tammie was graduated from high school in 2003 as valedictorian of her high school class.  She was offered numerous scholarships and accepted an offer from an out-of-state university.  She has maintained a B+ average during her college career and will graduate in May 2007.  She has already been accepted in a Mississippi law school.  With God's help, Tammie has turned her hardships and emotional scars in to stars.  She will be an asset to her family, community and country instead of a liability.  We are proud of her.

Teacher and Godmother to Tammie



It has been my experience that students who only lack one course for a diploma will not generally come back for a whole year.  They normally are 100% drop-outs.  My story is about a student who came back into our Academic Alternative Program to take English IV on an “at your own pace” basis.  He came two hours a day for the first semester and worked part time at the local grocery store.  He completed the course work early in January of that school year and received his diploma.  This is a good example of how we can turn high school dropouts into high school graduates who are more employable and more likely to be successful.

Teacher



I am a teacher in a Mississippi alternative school.  One of the biggest stigmas that alternative schools face is at-risk students with severe behavior problems.  It is very hard for me to pinpoint one or two particular students to write about – all my students are at-risk.  
Alternative schools receive students who cannot function in the regular school setting and who, as a result, are behind in their grades.  When these children come to us, their basic skills are so low it's unbelievable.  The students are missing the majority of the basic skills that were taught in elementary school.  
I have the daunting task each year of teaching several years’ worth of Language Arts to the students in my class.  The students are so far behind in their skills that it is impossible for them to do as well as they should.  To overcome that we spend a great deal of time intervening and providing supplemental materials that will help them increase their knowledge base.  I have seen some positive changes when I am able to give the students an understanding that they did not have before.  I am able to open the eyes of some of my students and help them recall what they thought they did not know.  
Often I meet teachers throughout our district who have taught these students before and who think it is unbelievable that these students can and will do work.  All teachers are up against a whole lot of outside stimuli, but here at alternative schools, the stimuli increase tremendously.  It is hard to maintain the attention of the students when their minds are at home or on their babies or on their little brothers or sisters.  
The only complaint I have, though, is that we are losing the students.  I am concerned that we are not adequately preparing these students for the real world.

Teacher



Email your stories or comments to STORIES, or mail them to:
Stories

The Parents' Campaign

800 North President Street, Suite B

Jackson, MS 39202

