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SESSION 1 FIELD EXPERIENCE AND REPORT

“Student Motivation”
For this exercise I interviewed my friend Kathy, who has many years of experience as a substitute teacher and as an events coach for the youth group at our church.  Since I have no classroom teaching experience, I will need a lot of help with that first six weeks, when I will have five or more classrooms full of teenagers who would rather be anywhere but English class.  Since Kathy faces that situation every day – roomfuls of strangers ready to walk all over the sub – I thought she’d be the perfect person to talk to.  

When I asked her for the most important factor in motivating kids, she answered, “Teacher authority.”  The very first thing she does is establish that she is the boss.  Unless and until the kids know that they can’t get away with breaking the rules, very little learning will take place.  It all begins when she calls roll.  She tells the students that each student must answer to his own name and no other.  If she hears a single voice answer for two different students, both will be counted absent for that class.  After telling the kids what the rules and consequences are, she never fails to follow through.  This way, the kids know they have to do what she says, when she says it.  She does not hesitate to send a student to the office if necessary.  Once control is established, she can begin to use other motivational strategies.  I think this will be a challenge for me because I’ve never had to control a whole class before.  I will need to remember how important it is to enforce rules consistently so that my authority will not be undermined.  Students should never feel at liberty to wonder whether I’m serious about the rules at any given moment.

After establishing her authority, the next most important thing to Kathy is praise.  Students need affirmation and respond positively to it.  She makes a point of talking to them with authority, but not with condescension.  She particularly believes in treating teenagers like adults.  She feels that teenagers are more likely to rebel against a teacher who treats them like children.  If they are treated with respect and high expectations, however, they are more likely to want to live up to those expectations.  I have seen this work with the youth group.  In preparation for the yearly competition they attend, she has given each of them a large degree of responsibility, not only for their own individual events, but in preparation for group events.  At first I thought this would backfire because the kids would not get things done on time or properly.  However, she was proven right.  In fact, the kids have been very self-motivated and much more creative than I expected, in large part, I think, because she constantly expresses faith in their capabilities.  She said if you repeat to them over and over that they are smart and capable and responsible, they will eventually believe it and will not want to disappoint someone who has faith in them.

Another motivating factor is student ownership of ideas.  This seems to be another factor in the youth group’s self-motivation.  They have developed drama and puppet skits on their own, including costumes, props, scenery and music.  Because the ideas are their own, they are much more invested in the effort than if we coaches had simply handed them the skits and ready-made things to go with them.  Kathy believes it is important that the kids know this is their project, their work, their education.  This has been another challenge for me.  I tend to get so excited about sharing knowledge with students that I forget to give them opportunities to discover ideas and answers on their own.  Instead, I am now working on ways to guide students to discovery, not just understanding what knowledge I dole out.

Closely related to student ownership of ideas is the idea of making material relevant to the students’ lives.  She said you can’t just hand kids a book or a passage from the Bible and say, “Study this, and I want an essay on my desk first thing Monday.”  Most kids need a reason why they should be interested in a topic.  A good example is a movie the youth group had once suffered through.  It was deadly dull to them, so they resented the time wasted for a long time thereafter.  Kathy and I talked about how it could have been so much more interesting if only the adult in charge had led a discussion before the movie about the topic so the kids could see how it is an important issue in their own lives.  This is something I really enjoy doing with students.  I love finding ways that things are relevant to my life, so I get an extra kick when I can help other people do the same.

Finally, she is not above bribing students with the promise of rewards.  Perhaps the biggest motivation of all to the youth group is the fact that, at the end of all their hard work, they will get to spend two nights at a really nice hotel and have fun going to restaurants and running around with their friends.  The thing is, they can only stay at the hotel if they participate in two or more events.  Therefore, when the kids feel like slacking off, Kathy simply says, “Well, it’s your drama (or choir performance or whatever).  But if it doesn’t come together in time, you won’t be able to compete in that event, and if that happens, you won’t be in enough events to stay at the hotel.”  That’s usually all it takes to get the kids energized and working with zeal again.  She doesn’t have to nag or bully them, and they don’t resent her for making them do something they don’t want to do.  The other benefit is that, although the hotel stay is the motivation in the beginning, when they look back they realize there were many other rewards along the way.  They eventually come to value the work itself.  I think this will be an important thing for me to think about when I begin teaching.  I have begun brainstorming to find ways to reward diligent effort, and I plan to ask other English teachers for ideas.

Although Kathy has a very different teaching style than I do, I feel I have learned a lot from her in the past few years.  For example, she has helped me to gain better control over the small group of 3 year olds I teach on Wednesday evenings because I know better the importance of consistent enforcement of rules.  I suppose, after all, that teenagers are little different from 3 year olds in that respect.  I think it is good to learn from teachers with different personalities so that we can gain new perspectives on teaching.  Kathy has definitely given me a lot to think about and to question about my own teaching attitudes.

