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Working Effectively with Students: My Preferences, My Biases? 

Focusing on getting two know two students, one who I was comfortable with and another with who I had trouble working with, was an interesting experience.  Mostly, the experience was interesting because I had to force myself to interact repeatedly with a student who was resistant to interacting with me.  No one likes rejection, my self included, so it was hard to put my inexperienced and somewhat fragile teacherly identity in the way of constant resistance and rejection.  I do know that I am going to have students that don’t like me and don’t think much of me as a teacher, but this situation was different; I lacked the power of a true teacher and the student who I had trouble with knew it.
  Nevertheless, the juxtaposition of the two students provided for a fruitful experience. 

The student that I didn’t get along with came to my awareness during the second week of my student-teaching experience.  The first term had just ended the week before, so a new Senior Project class was starting; my Cooperating Teacher (CT) teaches one of the senior project classes at our school.    As the new class sat, listening to my CT give a general welcome and assurances that she would help everyone pass the class, the student that I ended up having difficulty with was rolling his eyes and texting messaging constantly.  Right away, I noticed him and recorded the following passage in my student-teaching journal.  I wrote, “The whole rest of the class is listening to my CT speak and he was sitting there texting.   Most of the kids were so concerned about the details of the senior project and wanted to analyze if they could pass it; senior project was their last big hurdle to graduation.  He couldn’t have cared less.  I wonder who he was texting.”  
My opinion of the student changed from one of curiosity to one of annoyance as the student constantly refused to do work.  Really, it wasn’t the fact that the student didn’t do his work that made me view of the student start to change—normally, I’m drawn to students who don’t do their work because they remind me of myself when I was in high school.  It was how the student seemed to view everyone around him that caused me to start disliking the student.  He seemed burdened by being in class and by having to be surrounded by all the other students, my CT, and myself.  
But I only started to see how much of a difficulty this student was going to be once my CT told the class that she was going to have a particular substitute teacher the following day.  Immediately, the student started to speak out, disrupting the class, saying that he was going to have problems with the substitute because the substitute was always riding him (the substitute did his student teaching at the school the year before). For the rest of the period, Student One kept talking with his friend about how he was going to have problems with the substitute.  The next day, when the substitute was there, Student One had to give a speech to the class.   Student One spent the whole time talking about how he could do whatever he wanted and no teacher, especially the substitute (he even used the substitute’s name), could tell him he couldn’t do what he wanted.  Then Student One said, “No teacher can tell me that I can’t say shit or fuck if I want to.”  I was shocked.

The other student I chose to focus on—the one whom I had a really easy and great time interacting with—was in my first period class the first day I was at my teaching placement.  I noticed him immediately because he was one of a few African American students in the class and because he was physically large.  His size demanded that I notice him.  I didn’t have the opportunity to get to know him the first couple of days, but one day he came in to class at lunch to work on his senior project.  He was having trouble figuring out how to format his final portfolio, and he wanted help from my CT.  She was helping another student, so I took the opportunity to help him; I spent the rest of lunch helping him format and revise his portfolio.  Over the next couple of days, I had the opportunity to work with him on his paper for my CT’s Advanced Placement (AP) Language Arts class.  This one-on-one time really helped me to build a relationship with him.

Student One, the student I had trouble interacting with, was very interested in cars.  He told me that he even has some sort of mechanic job.  He wears his mechanics jacket everyday and talked about doing his senior project on something to do with cars.  One interesting idea he head was organizing a classic car show for the school.  Aside from one other fact that’ll discuss later, I was unable to find anything else out about the student.  I tired to use the questions on pages 28-29 and 46-47 of Fires in the Bathroom to guide my information gathering, but my CT didn’t know much more about the student, and the student wouldn’t share any information with me about his personal life.

  Academically, Student One is a poor student, but he does just enough work to get “C’s” and “D’s.”  In my CT’s junior Language Arts class the year before, he had almost failed the class, but turned in just enough late work at the end of the term for my CT to give him a “D.”  I tried to talk with him about how he does in his other classes, but Student One just said he did “ok.”  Looking back over my informal notes, I noticed I asked my CT if she knew how well the student did in his other classes, and she said that she thinks he always goes to class, but rarely participates or does his work on time.  It was clear that his troubles with school where not just in my CT’s classroom.  

Student Two, the student who I had a very easy time interacting with was on the basketball team—the boy’s basketball team finished near the top of their league.   The student was much more focused on basketball than he was class, seeing as it was the end of the basketball season and the team was in a fight for first place in the league.  Student Two spent a lot of time talking with me about basketball.  Although, he didn’t bring a basketball to class or wear basketball “gear” as all of the other basketball players did, Student Two wore sweat pants and sweatshirts to class every day except on days the basketball team had games.  On game days the team would wear button up shirts with ties, student two included.  The fact that he didn’t brag about his role on the basketball team, that he didn’t flaunt his status, yet he still liked being on the team, indicated that he might be dealing with some identity development issues.  To a certain extent, it seemed like he was going through the racial development issues that Tatum describes in her text “Identity Development in Adolescence.”  Particularly, it seemed like he was distancing himself from the more flamboyant members of his team who were African American
.   
Finding out information about Student Two was easy.  Although, he was shy when I first started interacting with him, he quickly opened up and started sharing about his life once he trusted me.  Also, as part of his senior project, he had included a section of pictures and school work from when he was younger, which helped me learn a lot about him.  He also had a twin sister in the same class that loved to talk about him as well.  She acted as quite the informant.  
Academically, Student Two was in AP Language Arts, but he was one of the students who I described in part two of this assignment:  He was interested in taking AP so that his skills would improve, but his reading and writing skills were way below grade level.  As I stated above, student two had to stop buy and get help from my CT every couple of days so that he could finish his work for the class.  Student Two seemed to have found the type of intrinsic motivation that led to a belief in his ability to do his work.  Wigfield and Wagner evidence the power of a student’s belief in himself when they write, “When students have high self-efficacy, the belief that they can control their achievement outcomes, and internal attributions for their success, they tend to be more positively motivated and perform better,” (224).  Student two clearly was motivated to improve academically and believed he could do it.  I also asked Student Two about the rest of his classes and whether or not he was in AP for other subjects; he told me that he did ok—ok meaning that he got mostly “C’s” and “B’s”—in his other classes, but that he didn’t take other AP classes. He said that my CT made him feel like he could do the work and she helped him when he couldn’t do it.

Academically, Student One seemed like the type of student who was not interested in school.  Instead, he seemed like the type of student who had little use for high school because he’d already had a job that he considered to be fun and useful. 
 Unlike Student Two, he didn’t have intrinsic motivation to be successful in school.  He didn’t talk about school or going to college; he talked about his job and how stupid most of the people are who work with him because they don’t know very much about cars.  If anything, his life experience was telling him that he didn’t need school.  Therefore, we—my CT and me—needed to provide extrinsic motivation.  However, we weren’t able to do this.  He didn’t pay attention when assignments were given and didn’t turn in the assignments that were due while I was in the class.  

Socially, Student One doesn’t fit into any of the traditional categories of social group classification—prep, jock, drama nerd, etc.  Although, at first glance he may appear to be a “car guy,” there isn’t an actual group of students at my school who are into cars (at least none that I observed).  Also, he and his one friend don’t seem to fit in with the rest of the school culture.  Most of the students at the school are very open to diversity and accept most students no matter how they look or what social group they look like they belong to.  My student and his immediate friends, however, seem to be less open to diversity and the culture of inclusion that exists at my school.  Instead, Student One seems to be more racially biased (Student One is white) and he doesn’t seem to know how to interact with most students.  He might be the type of student who is a bully victim.  He seeks attention through negative means and it appears that he doesn’t know how to interact with the mainstream culture at school.  On top of this, the school culture doesn’t seem to value the particular set of skills—being an automechanic—that Student One has.  
There was some positive interaction between Student One, myself, and my CT.  We were both genuinely interested in his ideas for his senior project, and spent time questioning him about them.  However, when we were questioning him, he seemed put off.   He seemed like he didn’t want to interact with us at all.  Unfortunately, most of the interaction between Student One and me ended up feeling negative.  Not because the interaction was corrective of his behavior or negative, but because the student always seemed burdened by me.  Most of my interaction with Student Two went like this.  I would try to engage him in conversation, sometimes I would try and talk with him about school, sometimes I would try and talk with him about cars, and sometimes I would try and joke with him, to which he would make a negative comment and then, with an attitude of purpose, go back to texting.
With Student Two, there was a great deal of positive interaction.  Both I and my CT spent a great deal of one-on-one time with the student helping him with his work.  So, even though he doesn’t produce the most advanced work in the world, his attitude and his effort provided a multitude of opportunities to commend him.  
How I was interacting with Student Two quickly became a problem for me.  I had positive interactions with every other student that I spoke with, but the interactions I had with Student Two continued to feel negative.  Particularly frustrating was the time that I actively tried to stop the student from texting while in class.  I saw the student was texting, so I asked him to put the phone away.  He did, but two minutes later he was texting again.  So I asked him to put the phone away again.  He did, but once again he started texting within a few minutes.  Although this time, he at least tried to hide the fact that he was texting by trying to text with his phone hidden in his binder.  But I noticed, and so I told him to put the phone away and keep it away or I was going to have to take it for the rest of class (I hadn’t really planned on saying this, but it just came out of my mouth because I was becoming annoyed with the student).  Student One told me that he’d like to see me try and take his phone from him.  To which I replied by telling him that I didn’t want to have to try and take the phone so he should put the phone away and keep it away.  At the time, I was so surprised by the student’s attitude that I felt fortunate that I had at least come up with the response that I said.  However, the end result was that the student took his phone out again and started texting, and I—because I didn’t want a confrontation and I was unsure of my role in the class—just pretended not to notice.  I didn’t say anything which didn’t make me feel good about my teaching abilities.


I talked with my CT about what happened with Student One, and she told me that she felt that part of the problem is that she doesn’t always tell people to put away their phones even though she has a rule that says students can’t use phones in class.  She felt that part of the resistance that I was getting was because many of her students are used to getting away with using their phones.  In fact, my CT told me that she knows that Student One uses his phone all the time in class, but that she wasn’t able to do anything with him either (My CT had Student One in her class the year before).  She went on to tell me that the student was a special education student who has some behavioral problems, which I was shocked to learn.  The thought hadn’t even crossed my mind that his behavioral issues might be because of some soft of more significant problem.  My CT went on told me there has been times when she’ll be writing material on the dry-erase-board and she’ll turn around to find that Student One has laid down on the floor.  She said she’ll ask him what’s the matter and he’ll say that nothing is the matter.


Getting this new information made me realize how caught up I was getting in my negative interactions with Student One.  I never blamed Student One for our negative
 interactions, but I really began to loath interacting with the student.  Hearing that he had real behavioral problems helped me to remember that it really doesn’t matter what issues a student has, I still have to do my best to educate them.  Unfortunately, my realization that I was letting my feelings get in the way of educating Student One came at the end of the placement, and it didn’t provide me with any concrete strategies to try using to improve my relationship with Student One.  Student One was most probably a bully victim.  The school didn’t value his particular set of skills and he didn’t know how to interact with students or staff in a positive way so he did it in a negative way.  On top of this, he had real behavioral issues and was classified as being a special education student.  Student Two, to contrast Student One, was much easier to get to know.  This was most probably because he was making a significant effort to improve his skills.  Also, his skills were at a lower level and so I felt like I could help him a lot; he validated my teacherly identity.  Ultimately, it is very clear why I had an easy time interacting with Student Two and a hard time interacting with Student One:  One validated my ability to teach, the other made me feel like I was a bad teacher. 
Another possibility: Student one did not value what you value, and student two did. It feels bad to have your best attempts to connect thrown back in your face, especially when it includes devaluing. It’s important that you realized what was happening to your view of this student. It is natural to feel really conflicted in a case like this, especially if you haven’t developed ways to deal with it. The first thing I would do is to check with the IEP manager to find out what behaviors he needs help with. Your instinct to try to connect through a mutual interest is good, but given his situation, the student may interpret this as a way to coerce him into doing something he has no intention of doing. Gene will have lots to share with you next quarter before you go back out in the field that should help you get a better handle on possible strategies.

4.0 
�Yes – don’t count too much on the power of a true teacher.


�Hmmm…maybe, but did you see other evidence to support this possibility? 


�Be careful about thinking of students as types. It’s natural, but it often leads to stereotyping, filling in too many blanks with what his “type” is like.


�Ah, you’ve discovered Rule 1 on teacher-student power struggles: You lose. Bring this up to Gene next quarter – it would make a great role-play.


�I wondered about that. This level of defiance is usually labeled by the time a student gets to high school.


�Really? Why not?





