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Influences

A teacher affects eternity. . . . She never knows where her
influence stops

—Anonymous

There is an old story about the new teacher who is so
excited about the first day of school. As she gets her

room ready for the first day, she envisions a classroom of
students eager to learn. Then, when the day finally arrives,
she complains that someone sent her the wrong kids, because
the students she was sent are not all eager to learn, not all
ready to learn, and not all prepared to learn.

As a former administrator of mine used to say, “Parents
are sending us the best they have.” We do not have much
control over the environment from which our students come,
nor do we have much control over some of the adversity they
must overcome to be successful. What we do have control
over is seven to eight hours of their lives five days a week.
During that time, we can give them the hope, the dreams, and
the tools to make their lives meaningful. We really do affect
eternity!

Diversity refers to differences. Today’s learners are differ-
ent in many ways, such as race, ethnicity, socioeconomic
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status, gender, learning modalities, cognitive development,
social development, and the rate in which they take in infor-
mation and retrieve it.

Each student in the classroom is unique in some way.
A successful teacher recognizes that diversity may affect
learning, and thus works toward a classroom in which diver-
sity is celebrated and revered. In such a classroom, there is a
conscious effort to help students recognize and respect differ-
ences; there is a sense of community. In this book, we will look
at how we acquired these students and what we, as teachers,
can do to make sure that there is an equal opportunity for
success in the classroom.

BACK TO THE FUTURE

To understand students today, it is important to look at the
recent past and some of the major influences in the world that
have affected schools. This exercise will provide insight into
why some of the things we try today do not work and why we
cannot teach multimedia kids with the same techniques that
we have used with homogeneous classrooms.

The 1950s

If you had been a teacher in the 1950s, most of your
students would have come from families with traditional
values. “Mothers stayed home and managed the home and
children. Values of the home were reinforced through the
church, school, and organizations” (Stratton, 1995). Your school
building would probably look something like the factories of
that time, and the factory model would certainly influence the
way schools were run. Jensen (1998) says that the notion was
“that we could bring everyone together in a single place and
offer a standardized, ‘conveyor belt’ curriculum.” That works if
students are all alike, learn alike, and have no special needs.

Have you ever seen the old I Love Lucy episode in which
Lucy and Ethel take jobs in a candy factory? That scenario is a
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pretty good analogy to the factory model of learning and why
it just does not work. Just as Lucy and Ethel could not keep up
with the pace as the conveyer belt changed speeds, so many
students who have different needs and time restraints on
learning cannot keep up either. The overall drop-out rate in
the 1950s was around 30%. The labor market gladly took the
drop-outs, because at that time the number of jobs for
unskilled labor was about 30%.

The 1950s was also a time of major curriculum reform
influenced by major events. Some of those events shook up
the thinking and changed education forever. Stratton (1995)
listed the major effects of the past on students today. Using
their list, let’s look at some of the influences from the 1950s.

Television. Television came into the homes of Americans in the
1950s, and with it came an introduction into a world much
larger than the local neighborhood that had controlled their
thinking. Students’ idols went from the more traditional to the
new-era idols of Rock-and-Roll. Until the events of September
11, 2001, in which airplanes were flown into New York’s Twin
Towers and the Pentagon, our heroes tended to be media
idols. The events of that September morning and the subse-
quent fallout have led to the more traditional, pre-1950s
heroes, such as firefighters, police officers, and superheroes.

Brown v. Board of Education. The 1954 Brown v. Board of
Education case changed the precedent of the courts and
changed the way we view separate versus equal. Up until this
landmark case that went to the Supreme Court, courts had
viewed separate facilities for education, public toilets, water
fountains—the general way of life—as equal, so long as they
were provided to both races. The Supreme Court, however,
ruled that separate is not equal and ended segregation as a law.
I said “as a law,” because after all these years we are seeing a
recurrence of segregation today based on poverty in our cities.

It is interesting to note that, while we have moved a long
way from the days of separate is equal, we have come full
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circle back to a way of life in the urban cities that resembles
the segregation of the 1950s. Wang and Kovach (1996) write,
“As urban sprawl has taken place, those who could afford the
suburbs have moved out of the inner cities with its high crime
rate, poor air quality and decaying brick.” This has left the
inner cities to those who cannot leave for economic or other
reasons. Inner-city students are often sent to older buildings
wired well before the time of high technology. These schools
often provide resources inferior to those of the new, more
modern schools going up every year in the suburbs and the
smaller communities outside the city. Wang and Kovach
(1996) call this “residential segregation.” They go on to say,
“The movement of resources, jobs, and people from central
city to the suburbs has created a hostile environment for
children, families, and institutions embedded in the cities,
including schools.”

A study by Bartelt (1994) looked at the relationship
between microsocial forces and educational accomplishment
in the macroecology of 53 major cities across the country. The
study concluded, “Inner schools are increasingly the schools
of remnant populations and communities trapped by the eco-
nomic irrelevance of their links to diminished labor markets.”
Because those left in the inner city are primarily minority
groups, we seem to be back to the issue of equity underpin-
ning Brown v. Board of Education; not just equity of buildings
and resources, but of educational opportunities and outcomes
as well. Williams (1996) says that “urban students’ achievement
reflects historical, social, and economic events: the dynamics of
the relocation of industry from cities to suburbs, the transition
to a postindustrial service economy, the history of racial segre-
gation, and a new wave of large scale immigration.”

The Sputnik Space Exploration Program. When Russia launched
the first space exploration ship, called Sputnik, the United
States quickly responded with a renewed interest in science
and math. The fear was that American youth were falling
behind in these two important subjects and that Russia might
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beat the United States in putting a man on the moon.
Curriculum underwent major scrutiny and reform during this
decade—one of the many reforms to come as the public
looked increasingly toward weaknesses in the system.

The McCarthy Hearings. Senator Joseph McCarthy and the
hearings he instigated moved paranoia to the forefront with
the fear that there might be communists living next door. The
question was, “Does the enemy live among us?” That feeling
would be repeated in this new century, as Americans again
would feel vulnerable.

The 1960s

The 1960s was a time of chaos:

Moral relativism and contradiction were the zeitgeist of
the 1960’s. Despite the fact that less than 20% of the
Americans actually demonstrated or rioted, this decade
was much more chaotic than its predecessor. Family and
community, work and team ethics, respect for authority,
Beatle mania, Woodstock, mantras and astrology, faded
and torn blue jeans, long hair, free love, nonviolence, and
drugs. And, we watched it all—together—on television—
as the media magnified the reality. (Stratton, 1995)

Some of the events that shaped the 1960s and affected
schools as well as other aspects of daily life include the
following.

The Vietnam War. The Vietnam War had a dramatic effect on
America’s youth. With the war came the protesters and those
who fled to Canada to avoid the draft. The country, divided
over the war, was for the first time in history losing a war.

Assassinations. Americans watched, through the media of tele-
vision, their heroes John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr.,
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being gunned down. Television and other media forms, over
time, have been accused of desensitizing our youth to crime
and violence. Sweeny (quoted in Stratton, 1995) says, there
“can no longer be any doubt that heavy exposure to televised
violence is one of the causes of aggressive behavior, crime,
and violence in society.”

Besides the fact that television has become increasingly
violent over the years, it has also been a deterrent to family
time, exercise, and other pastimes such as reading.

The Sexual Revolution. The new sexual freedom added to the
loss of innocence.

Behavioral Theory. According to Jensen (1998), the dominant
theory of human behavior at this time was influenced by the
doctrines of psychologists John Watson and B. F. Skinner.
Their behaviorist theories went something like this: “We may
not know what goes on inside the brain, but we can certainly
see what happens on the outside. Let’s measure behaviors and
learn to modify them with behavior reinforcers. If we like a
behavior, reward it; if we don’t, punish it.”

We know today that the complex brain has its own reward
system centered in the hypothalamus. This system lets us
enjoy a behavior, such as achievement, and makes us want to
do it again (Nakamura, quoted in Jensen, 1998). We know
that self-efficacy is critical to motivation and to the energy to
follow through with the work, even when things are not going
well. Self-efficacy is based on past experiences with the
learning that were positive. Success really does breed success,
so provide opportunities for students to experience success
and give feedback often.

The 1970s

The energy crisis, inflation, and the loss of the Vietnam
War were components that affected the mood of the 1970s.
Some of the fallout came in the following forms.
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Divorce. Divorce became more acceptable in the 1970s, and
with divorce came a breakdown in the family unit and the way
of life associated with it. The American Association of School
Administrators conducted a poll among Superintendent of the
Year state finalists to find the 10 biggest changes in students
today (Stratton, 1995). The number one concern for students
today was listed as dysfunctional families.

Kids from dysfunctional families may suffer physical
and/or emotional abuse. Some of the symptoms include with-
drawal and depression, indifference, resignation, cynicism,
aggression, truancy, poor grades, drug and alcohol abuse, and
other negative behaviors.

More and more, it has become the role of educators to
build in students a resiliency so that they can overcome their
circumstances. Dr. Bruce Perry (1995), of the Baylor College of
Medicine, says:

Many children are raised in violent, abusive surroundings
of which they have no control. The antidote is giving
children a sense of self-worth and teaching them they are
not helpless. If there’s somebody out there who makes
you feel like you’re special and important, then you can
internalize that with your view of the world.

It is important to note that the need to build resiliency in
students is not confined to students from poverty, but encom-
passes students from all socioeconomic groups. There was a
time when I would advise anyone working with students from
generational poverty (i.e., poverty over several generations)
that the most important way to reach those students is to build
a relationship first. I still believe this, and it is a pivotal point to
those who would help us work with students from poverty,
such as Feuerstein (1980), who say, “For students from genera-
tional poverty to learn, a significant relationship must be
present.” However, having also worked with students from
affluent backgrounds, I have come to realize that, with today’s
dysfunctional families, students from affluence also come to us
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with broken hearts, broken promises, and broken families, and
that it is important that they also have a significant relation-
ship to achieve at a high level.

Perhaps the legacy of the 1970s and the prophecy of the
time that was to come can be summed up in a popular book
of the time. In The People Puzzle (1979), Morris Massey wrote,
“The proliferating flock of teachers, doctors, psychologists,
counselors, social workers, and juvenile court officers . . .
assumed the family’s main function: raising children.” He
was speaking of the 1970s, but he could have been speaking of
the decades to come.

The Equal Rights Amendment. The Equal Rights Amendment,
the Thomas-Hill hearings, and a change in the face of America
were to bring us to a time of so-called political correctness
and an awareness of the need for training in gender and
multicultural understanding.

Watergate. Watergate and the ensuing scandals brought down
a president and created a loss of confidence in government
and in those in high office. Scandals shadowed those in high
office in the years to come and spilled over into Wall Street
and the fiber of industry. These events would trigger a society
in which, in this decade, there is a larger gap between the
haves and the have-nots.

The 1980s

The beginning of the 1980s was a time of great prosperity,
especially for the young. Then, political scandal once again
changed the atmosphere.

Economic Woes. The savings-and-loan crisis burst the economic
bubble of many. The recession that followed led to a height-
ened sense of mistrust and cynicism. To make ends meet, both
parents entered the workplace. Some even took two jobs to
help buy the American dream. With that change, children often
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went home after school to no parental supervision. The term
latch-key children became a label for these students. Stratton
(1995) says:

Many argue that today’s students are growing more
disconnected from their families, their communities, and
even from themselves. They seem to feel they are entitled
to success, rather than having to earn it. And when they
don’t become successful, they claim they are victims of a
society that has turned its back on them. This attitude tran-
scends racial, ethnic and gender lines, and is further evi-
dence of our cultural crisis, our moral laxity, some believe.

The 1990s

Media Changes. The 1990s were characterized by an electronic
media explosion. Technology changed all of our lives and
became a part of the day-to-day activities of our students.
Because of budget restraints and an often inadequate under-
standing of “what to buy,” schools remained well behind the
real world in providing adequate technology opportunities
in schools. We were teaching multimedia kids with 1950s
technology in many cases. Caine and Caine (1997) put it well:

Take a close look at American teenagers. For a moment, let
time run backwards to deprive teenagers of gadgets that
are in some way dependent on electricity. One by one, we
remove the television, the CD player, the computer, the
videodisc, the radio, tape player, record player, electronic
games, airplanes, air conditioning and automatic heating,
shopping in large malls, and the opportunity to acquire
large numbers of possessions. How well do you think our
teenagers could cope? How would their lives be different?
And what about our own? One of the only places that
would reflect scarcely any difference in the scenario we’ve
painted—and that would be operating largely as it did
more than 50 years ago—would be the local school.
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A Thriving Market. The 1990s was also a time of bull market
ventures, in which many profited. The buying of houses, cars,
second homes, and luxury items were possible for those in the
right jobs. Technology made overnight millionaires of many
young entrepreneurs. As resources, jobs, and those who had
the means moved to the suburbs, the inner cities were left to
those who were trapped by economics or other influences.

The Demands on Education to Keep Up. Educational resources
became thin as more and more demands were made on
schools by legislators and business. National standards and
testing were demanded as proof that schools were meeting
the needs of students. The demands of teaching, lack of
resources, lack of support systems, lack of appreciation by the
public, and many other factors led to the migration of teachers
out of education and into other fields.

Teacher Shortage. The teacher shortage begun in the 1990s
worsened in the 2000s and has led to a national crisis in
education and a rethinking of the way that we prepare and
mentor new teachers. Predictions for teacher shortages at the
turn of the century were ominous.

Other factors from the 1990s that have influenced education
and society in general include the following:

� The Clarence Thomas–Anita Hill hearings changed the
workplace and schools forever in regard to sexual
harassment.

� The bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building
in Oklahoma City was the first of many shockwaves
related to the vulnerability of Americans.

� The growing number of AIDS victims has made us all
aware of the human vulnerability to diseases previously
unknown.

� The school shootings in Boulder, Colorado and other
schools throughout the country have led to a renewed
need for programs to make schools safer and to identify
troubled students.
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WHY LOOK AT THE PAST?

We look at the past so that we can understand the influences
on education today; but, beside this obvious answer, we look
to the past so that we can recognize old ideas and attitudes.

I have included the information in the previous sections
because there may be times when you hear or observe other
teachers using methods or reasoning that matches former
times but does not match today’s students. These teachers
may even try to convince you that their way is the best way,
but I want you to know why those methods usually fail. For
example, you may hear that it is not teachers who must
change their methods to match today’s students, but the
students themselves who must change to meet our methods.
A teacher may say, “It is my way or the highway.” That
theory may have worked in the 1950s and early 1960s, when
the work force welcomed unskilled labor, but it does not
work in this highly skilled society where all students must
have an education and specific skills for jobs. Besides the fact
that the law says we will teach all students, by relegating
students to failure because they do not learn “our way”
cheats those students and society of productive, self-reliant
individuals.

Almost every secondary school has teachers who believe
that the only method for teaching is through lecture, with the
teacher as the imparter of knowledge. Yet we know from brain
research that at least 87% of the students in the classroom
today are not auditory learners (Jensen, 1998). So, any teacher
who relies on lecture as the only method of teaching has
decided to teach to only 13% of the students in the classroom.
These teachers often have high failure rates, which they blame
on their students’ poor motivation to learn.

You may even come across someone who believes that
intelligence is fixed at birth and that we can only do so much
with students. The truth is that we come into this world
ready to learn at a high level and that environment works in
tandem with the brain to develop a human being that is
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highly capable. Environment is important to the developing
brain, but it is not nature or nurture; it is nature and nurture
(Jensen, 1997).

Students today are not the same as students ten years ago,
much less fifty years ago. Today’s students live in a multimedia
world that is not limited by boundaries of the United States.
They are more aware, more outspoken, and more demanding
than past generations, and it takes a teacher with motivation
and high energy to meet the challenge they produce.

The 2000s has already proven to be a time of great change
in this country. We have become vulnerable for the first time
to enemies outside our borders; we have become embroiled in
war and the economy has proven fickle. For the first time in
quite a while, the middle class has suffered major changes in
their financial situations with the reversal in the stock market
of the telecommunications industry and the loss of jobs by
professionals. The chasm between the haves and the have-
nots seems to have grown enormously. While the inner city in
many places is on the decline, those with the ability to do so
are building houses larger than ever before.

As we look at the students who come to us from poverty,
it is fitting to look at what constitutes poverty today. It is not
just a matter of money. Payne (2001) says that poverty is “the
extent to which an individual does without resources.” She
further defines resources as financial, emotional, mental, spir-
itual, physical, support systems, and relationships. For
example, financial resources involve the ability to buy the
goods and services needed to survive and more. A support
system means having people who serve as a backup when we
are not able to purchase goods and services for ourselves.
Relationship refers to appropriate adult behaviors that model
for students what constitutes appropriate behavior.

To what extent can we, as educators, help students to
obtain resources in these seven areas? I am convinced that the
more we can do that, the greater the possibility that we can
solve inner-city educational problems.
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