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Too often, I've heard teachers talk about how helpless they feel when it comes to reaching out to their

students. The days of being the person whose job it is to exclusively provide students with an education --

and nothing more -- are long over. Honestly, some will say those days never existed. I've never wavered in

my belief that teachers are much more than people passing out curriculum. For some students, school is

the best part of their day because it offers an escape from their life at home. As teachers, it's important for

us to understand that there is so much more to students than the life they lead in class, and it is important

to show interest in a student outside of the day's homework. Here are three simple things a teacher can do

to connect with students and let them know there is more to school than just a report card.

The First Five Minutes
I have written about the First Five Minutes (1) before, and it is something I strongly believe. The FFM is a

simple thing that any teacher can do in his or her class. I always take those first few minutes to engage my

students in casual conversation. I ask them about their day and if they have anything exciting going on the

rest of the week. We'll talk about gaming, music, television shows, sports, movies, and anything else they

want to discuss. Sometimes it's only a couple of minutes with a handful of students or a larger class

discussion on something in the news, but this is something I always do in class.

I can learn so much about my students in these few minutes each and every day. I figure out very quickly

who has a tough home life based on their answers. If a student talks about babysitting most nights for her

siblings, I can guess that the parents work late. If I notice they're always talking about the new books

they're reading, I know I can count on them to be leaders in class discussion. I have made some strong

connections with students, which has allowed me to help struggling learners and kids with other issues. I

could help them because they trusted me, and they trusted me because I listened.

Attending Extra-Curricular Activities
This is something I have dedicated myself to doing since I started teaching -- and it's not easy. In fact, it's

only become more difficult with the growth of my family, but I still make an effort to attend the events that

my students participate in. It's important to take an interest in the things students love if you want them to
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take an interest in what you love. I never encountered a student that wasn't happy to see a teacher at one of

these events. It's always big smiles and giant waves to get attention. For some of my students, my

attending one of their events is more than any of their family members ever attend. It's a simple act to show

that the students matter.

Another great reason to attend these events is to connect with family. I love interacting with my students'

parents in an informal setting. It's nice way to keep in touch and have conversations about their child. We

can share information about class issues and home issues, and then start working together. Parents feel

more comfortable talking with teachers they feel are invested in their child's success. Attending a field

hockey game at 7:30 on a Wednesday night is one way to show investment. Little acts like appearing at

extracurricular events are a sure way to show students and parents that you are involved.

Be Available
Something I started doing more recently has really paid off when it comes to connecting with my students. I

hold regular office hours before school starts. I promise all of my students that I will be available from 7:00

AM until the seven-minute bell rings if they want to come and talk, use an iPad to study, or just relax and

draw on the desks (which are covered in IdeaPaint (2), turning them into dry erase surfaces). I tell kids they

can email me to schedule an appointment, pop in and schedule one for the next day or just stop by the

room. I was surprised at how many students take advantage of the open door. Even better, I have students

that I no longer teach stop in and catch up.

My open office hours have turned into a nice place for kids to come before classes start and just talk about

what's going on in their lives. Sometimes it's typical high school stuff that can pass in a day or so, but

sometimes students express fears about their future, or they're battling depression and fear being

medicated for the rest of their lives. The conversations can range from deep and sad to light and goofy. For

the students that stop by, I know it means the world to them to have an adult that will listen and be there

when they need it. I give up time in the morning, but I gain important connections with my students that

allow me to not only help them with their problems, but also engage them in the classroom.

These three things are very different from each other and require different amounts of effort to implement. It

has taken me over 12 years of teaching to put them all into place. As I look back at the conversations I’ve

had with students and parents and the events I've attended, I wouldn't take any of it back. I hope my son

has teachers that are willing to listen to him complain about what a pain I'm being.
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