
Mississippi Children At Risk of Failure

Reflections and Stories of Those Who Work With At-Risk Children



The Stories:  Week One


I am an elementary school counselor and work primarily with at-risk children.  From time-to-time, it's wonderful to experience how well things can work out, even in the worst of situations.  

 

The new state Three-Tier Intervention Plan for at-risk students is evolving into an effective method of remediation.   However, last year, due to difficulties with coordination of the process, one very special kindergarten child was missed until very late in the school year.  He is an only child and comes from a home with limited resources, one parent is mentally handicapped and the other is mentally ill.  The child came to K-5 with a vocabulary of about 20 words.  His social and academic skills were on a two or three year old level.  The teacher and assistant worked with the boy diligently, but he made little measurable progress through the year.  

 

He is repeating kindergarten this year with the same teacher/assistant.  Due to continued academic difficulty, the Teacher Support Team made the decision to refer him for a comprehensive evaluation.  Frankly, this year, I have had little contact with the child.  Every new year brings its own new set of children with extensive needs.  At mid-term his teacher felt that progress this year had been minimal.  However, during my informal assessment to verify and document interventions, I was simply amazed at the increase in his vocabulary to over 500 words.  He was able to form short, reasonable sentences and had a sense of logic that was not present last year.

 

So, the point of my story is evident.  Even without support services such as speech/language and other special education resources, children greatly benefit from every day interactive regular education programs.   Now, do I think he can benefit from special education services?  Of course; but it is amazing to see the level of progress that has been made - beyond our greatest expectations -  in the classroom with a teacher who had a special place in her heart for this little boy.  

 

Counselor



I have been very involved as a volunteer in my school system for five years, and I have many stories of children not receiving the parental support they need in order to make it at school. Many of these children are failing English because their parents cannot correct their grammar. But one story I must tell is of a girl, now 13 years-old, whose grandmother (legal guardian) allowed her to drop out of school with the pretence of home-schooling. 

 

This girl, who I'll call Ann, sleeps until 10 am, rolls out of bed, watches cartoons and TV, fixes something to eat, plays on the computer, and naps all day. That has been her routine for the 3 years she has been out of school. Her older sister was also allowed to drop out 3 years ago, she is now 15. The 15 Year-old was given a brand new Ford Mustang by their estranged father. She drives to and from work at McDonald's without a driver's license.
 

Ann has asked me many times to adopt her. She has told me she wants to go back to school but she can't because she is so far behind she would probably not test into 6th grade.  This is only one child being left behind, how many more Anns are out there?  We, as American citizens, owe these children an education.
PTO President
 



You wanted to hear success/failure stories about our "At-Risk" students.  I will begin with August, 2006, in a fourth grade classroom in Mississippi.

I had a student on my class list who has always been within my school district.  He has a history of being somewhat difficult to deal with.  It was not unusual to see him at Wal Mart unsupervised at any hour of the day or night.  He traveled around town on his bike all hours as well.  Within the first 4 weeks of school he had been suspended somewhere between 4 and 6 times.  The reasons for suspension were usually being down right defiant about things ranging from lining up with the class for restroom breaks, participating in class, doing his assignments, really anything and everything the other students were required to do.  He would refuse. 
Even with all of the defiance, I could see that this child had something deep within him that was positive, but how to get to it, I did not know.  All of this negative behavior landed this child in our ISS class, and from there, to our OLC class.  I really hated to see him go to OLC and miss out on all of our learning skills. I wanted so badly for him to stay in ISS so that he could catch up on his missed assignment. I knew that this child had capabilities to do the work.  He had scored Advanced on previous MCT tests.  He was and is very bright. He chose not to do what was required of him in ISS, so he ended up in OLC.   
Once in OLC, he was also suspended several times.  From there, he was admitted to a facility that deals with behavioral issues. He was there for an extended stay. After this, he returned to our OLC for several weeks.  The OLC instructor saw the change in him and suggested that he return to school.  
He returned to the regular classroom sometime in February.  There were and still are struggles with this student, but he has really made an about face turn around.  Now, he is on regular medication to help him focus on assignment.  He actually does his work and does it well.  Most days, he enjoys being at school.  I still have to give him the extra push, but usually he complete all or most of the requirements.  
This week, he made all A's and B's on his graded papers!  This is a wonderful accomplishment for him.  Not only were the grades good, he had completed all of his assignments.  I feel that he has had a life changing experience here with our school and with the help of professionals in the medical field. My hope is that this child can continue to be successful.  It will be a difficult journey for him, but my hope is that he will always have adults around him that will push him to reach his full potential.  That is what a good teacher and a good school district can do for this child. 
Hopefully, because of full funding of the MAEP, we can keep good, strong educators within our state, educators who are willing to deal with a child like the one I have just described.  Children like this one are our future.  Let's do everything we can to keep the standards high for all of our children.  With a push from a good educator, all children, even "At Risk" can succeed in something.   
Teacher


 My son is one of these children at risk of failure. I am currently home schooling him. I can't home school him in the traditional sense because it is not beneficial for him to learn the same things as other students. He is bipolar and has ADHD. He is supposed to be in 8th grade but is currently learning on a 4th grade level. I am teaching him the math and spelling he does not know. He also does not know how to write in cursive. I am working with basic skills plus teaching him what I call life skills. One of these days he will get out on his own and need to know how to take care of himself. This is where the life skills come in. He has never failed a grade and I feel it was because the teachers did not want to deal with him so they passed him on anyway. I do not see where that was beneficial to him at all. I have been fighting the education system since he was in kindergarten and was suspended. There are tons of more kids like him and the same happens to them every day. 

Mother


As a retired first grade teacher, I have seen many at-risk children come and go.  They came from different races and different socio-economic statuses. What they had in common was a lack of parental nurturing and caring. They had no one at home to sit beside them to listen to them read, do flash card drills with them, complete their homework, cut out pictures, write a sentence with them, listen to them spell words, talk and explain things to them. The children who were successful in school had all these things and more.  I will tell you about two of them. 

 Student 1 was a little girl from a single-parent home with two siblings.  Her mother received an ADC check, food stamps, etc., each month for each child.  The student was sent to school every single day of the year, whether well or sick, and ate free lunch and breakfast.  She had never owned a book or had one read to her.  She did not know the names of things or what words meant.  She had attended Headstart since the age of 3 and got herself up in the morning and dressed herself.  Her mother never bought any school supplies or workbooks or sent any money for the child to go on field trips. (However, the mother always had her nails and hair done and had nice clothes.)  If I provided the money for the trip, she might allow the child to go and she might not.  I bought all her school supplies and workbooks, and kept extra jackets and sweaters for the child at school.  
Student 1 soaked up learning like a sponge, loved reading with a passion, and took up writing like a duck to water.  She practically existed under my arm in the classroom.  I introduced her to writing on the computer using KidPix which allowed her to write, put in pictures, and then record the story in her own voice.  I was sitting with another group of children one day when her little voice came over the computer singing the words to a song that we had learned about the five senses.  She had written it all down and recorded it into the program all by herself.  Everyone in the room stopped and cheered for her. 
Student 1 is in high school now, making good grades, all by herself with no help from home.  I am encouraging her still, hoping she will go on to college.

Student 2 was a little boy from a single-parent home with no siblings living with him. He had a crooked arm from a birth defect, a mother who was in and out of jail, who he described as “crazy”. He told us that his mother was in Whitfield hospital when he was conceived.  All he ever talked about was the fights that his mama had with various boyfriends and how they partied.  
Student 2 had behavior problems and was very mean to other kids on the playground.  His kindergarten year was spent trying to socialize him.  He didn’t understand any kind of discipline except what he received at home — a very harsh kind.  His mother didn’t have the time or inclination to come to school and talk with his teachers.  She was very combative when compelled to come by the administration, and refused to follow through on any counseling, etc.  
Student 2 came into school with not only a lack of social skills, but with no academic readiness, so he was always behind in his progress. He always had perfect attendance; his mother had other things she wanted to do and would not let him miss a day of school.  He could not concentrate or focus on anything for very long.  He did like to write in his tablet, though, and I used that interest to help him learn to read.  He was put into Special Education and remained there until he dropped out of school.  I see his name quite frequently in the jail docket in the local paper.

I heard a Rotarian say recently that illiteracy was not a poverty problem that it was a parenting problem.  I quite agree with that.  I taught children from all walks of life. Those with interested, caring parents always succeeded in spite of learning problems, handicaps, and behavior problems. 

Retired Teacher


I have encountered many at-risk students in the six years I have been teaching. Some suffer from learning disabilities that have gone undiagnosed, and others have simply not been given a good start on the path to learning.

One such child came to me in my third year of teaching kindergarten. He never spoke to his classmates or to me. When he did respond verbally, it was a monosyllabic grunt at best. This child would look at us blankly when he was given a simple instruction such as, "Pick up the yellow crayon and color the sun." He didn't know his colors. He didn't know how to hold a crayon.

It was Christmas before he could write his three-letter name correctly. When he finally did begin to speak to his teachers and classmates, he spoke in single-word responses or chopped phrases. His grammar was what you would expect from a 2-year-old.

I did some research into his home life and discovered that he was being raised mainly by his grandparents, who were functionally illiterate. He lived in a home environment that was devoid of written language and severely lacking in oral language. He had never colored in a coloring book, or even owned a box of crayons. He did not know how to hold a pencil, even in the clenched-fist style that many pre-kindergarteners employ.

The notes I received from his grandparents looked like something that a first-grader would write. The words were spelled phonetically, and entire words and phrases were left out. At times it was difficult to decipher the notes at all.

It's hard to say whether his language deficiencies had anything to do with his low socio-economic status, but the lack of literate adults in his home was definitely a primary factor. Illiteracy is a generational curse. We have to reach and educate the adults who mold these children in the early developmental years if we truly want no child to be left behind.

He was eventually given a ruling of "developmentally delayed" and began receiving services to help him catch up to his peers. He has made improvements, but he will never get back the ground that was lost in his first five years.
Teacher


Thank you for your invitation to share stories about the children in our individual communities who benefit from the full funding of MAEP.  I work as a psychometrist for the gifted program in my school district.  I am responsible for doing individual I.Q. testing for children who have passed the screening process to be considered for inclusion in the intellectually gifted program.  Each day, I am touched by the number of disadvantaged children that I test who are intellectually gifted.  My prayer is that they will find their niche somewhere in our public school system before they discover they can make more money selling drugs on the street.  
In my school district, we have done an excellent job of refining our process of screening and identifying children who may be culturally disadvantaged but exhibit characteristics of giftedness.  Due to the refinement of our referral to placement process, we have been able to increase the number of children served in gifted programs, hopefully allowing them a window for future success. 
Our hope, in our gifted program, is to share our model of identification to the extent that other districts may adopt it in an attempt to identify children who would not otherwise be identified as potentially gifted.  

Psychometrist


I am an 18 year veteran teacher and I believe there are many problems in public education.  But to me, the number one issue in Mississippi (and throughout the nation) is the problem with reading.  Most children can learn to read.  But, many (up to 15%) do not learn in the traditional way that is being taught in most schools today.  
Those children (most of who are learning disabled or dyslexic but go undiagnosed because educators don't understand these issues) learn differently.  They need tons of repetition, a systematic approach to phonics, one-on-one instruction, and tactile techniques for learning.  The schools are not designed to deal with these children.  Those parents who can afford private testing and tutorials often get these services and their children become somewhat successful although they always feel the shame associated with being a poor reader. But, because we are in a poverty stricken state, these interventions are not usually available to most public school students.  
I believe most of our teachers truly care and are working hard.  But many are misinformed about these children.  They believe that if these kids studied harder, did more worksheets, had more parental involvement, weren't so lazy, behaved better, etc. all the problems would be solved.  Although these issues certainly don't help the situation, they are not the cause of the problem. A child who is still not reading by fourth grade will receive interventions (preferential seating, more worksheets, a shorter number of homework problems, modified spelling tests, etc.) in the classroom.  Many of these children will improve their grades due to the interventions but the real problem - that they can't read - is overlooked.  These kids will make it through upper elementary and junior high because of the hard work on the part of the teachers - although they will be a huge discipline problem for the school.  But, they will not be able to earn units in high school or pass subject area tests because the curriculum will be far over their reading levels.  These kids will then become our 40% drop out rate in Mississippi.

I believe we have got to bring about drastic changes in how we teach all students to read if we expect to ever decrease that huge number of dropouts along with the conditions of our public schools and our economy.  No kindergarten student ever said, "When I grow up I want to be a drop out, a drug addict, or go to prison."  But, unfortunately, just 13 short years later, the state of Mississippi has sentenced these kids to that reality by failing to teach them to read.  

Teacher



I can give you hundreds of stories of wonderful kids who have touched my life through the years.  Each one was a gift from God and had talents and worth.  Some, unfortunately, never knew this.  Here is a story about one child.  I have changed his name.  

I taught Danny in the 8th grade.  He was curious and polite.  But he had been beaten down by the system and could easily get on teachers' nerves.  I realized quickly that he was reading at about the 3rd grade level.  I couldn't help him during the regular class time so I talked my elderly mother to coming to my school three times a week and reading with Danny.  They had a wonderful year together and although his reading improved it never got to the point where it needed to be.  But for that year, Danny felt successful, his behavior calmed, and he knew that he was loved.  
Danny went on to high school and, although I thought of him often, I did not see him. Five years later, I was moved to his school and ran in to him in the hall.  His class had already graduated but he was still listed as a sophomore and had flunked all of his state mandated tests.  That curious look in his eyes was now more of a blank daze.  He recognized me and asked about my mother.  We talked and I let him know that if he needed anything he could come to my room.  He never came.  Several months passed and I went looking for him to see if he needed help preparing for the retakes of the state tests.  The counselor told me that Danny had dropped the week earlier.

Teacher



I graduated from college on a Saturday in August and was hired on Monday to teach 8th grade English.  Classes started on Wednesday and I was barely 22 years old.  I was also extremely disillusioned and ill prepared for the task ahead of me.  
The first lesson I learned was that they gave the worst kids to the newest teacher and I got them all (or so it seemed).  By about 4th period I was frazzled, frustrated, and confused.  The kids could smell my inexperience and were using it to the fullest.  Thirty almost adolescents stood on the desks, threw paper, and talked back to me.  
One young man, who happened to be African American (I am Caucasian), appeared to be the ring leader and the worst of the group.  As he jumped over a desk, I yelled in my loudest voice, "Sit down, boy."  
The room grew silent.  This young boy turned around and in a booming voice of a full grown man said to me, "Who you calling boy?"  I didn't know his name and, to me, he was a boy.  I didn't realize the racial connotations that word held.  Although I didn't know much about English or eighth graders or psychology, I knew about right and wrong and taking responsibility for my actions.  
In a calm voice (mainly because I was praying) I explained that I did not mean to offend him, that he was a boy and that I did not know his name.  And I told him that if he would tell me his name I would be happy to yell his name and not "boy."  He replied that his name was Andy.  
I yelled for the class, "Sit down, Andy."  They all laughed; he grinned and then sat down.  
That was the beginning of a wonderful year.  Andy was on my side and he let the other students know that they were to respect me.  And they did (most of them).  I came to believe that Andy was probably gifted.  He was so bright and took easily to everything I gave him.  But it was hard for him to pass because he never did his homework, turned in only about half his class work, and was absent often.  I soon learned that he was into gangs and drugs.  But our respect for each other never diminished.  
One day, when the children didn't want to do the grammar I had prepared for the day, I explained that I couldn't just teach whatever I wanted - but the State of Mississippi told me what to teach them and I couldn't deviate from that.   Andy piped up and said, "Well, what would you teach us if you could teach us anything?"  
That is a moment for which most teachers wait a life time.  I would love to say that I was able to share with Andy and his classmates all the important lessons of life.  Unfortunately, I was very young and still learning those lessons myself.  I did not have an adequate answer for Andy.  That question has haunted me for the rest of my teaching career.  
Andy went on to high school after that year but never graduated.  I kept up with him through other students.  Several years later he was involved in a gang shooting and went to prison.  After he was released, I was in a local restaurant with my family.  A huge-chested black man with a deep and booming voice came up behind me and said, "You ain't got a hug for your old student!"  It was Andy.  We talked. He was a dad and was employed.  I was pleased.  
Several years later, I read in the newspaper that Andy had died at the age of 28.  What a loss.

Teacher



I have been a mentor for five years working with the Big Brothers and Big Sisters of Mississippi. Recently, I was told that I am one of the longest serving mentors in the program. I must admit I never think I do enough or spend enough time with my little brother.  I hope to do better.  But, one thing I have learned is that whatever you can do is appreciated and worthwhile.  The other reality of being a Big Brother is that you get more out of it than your little brother.

My little brother was dealt a tough hand in life. I won’t go into every detail, but let’s just say that it wasn’t a life of affluence.  He was a child at risk.  We would go to lunch about every other week and talk about his father.  At first, he had little to say.  He had few hopes and dreams.  I began to take him to events where important businessmen and women would greet him and encourage us both.  He met governors and legislators who told him to do his best.  He saw a new world of opportunity.  When he graduated from the fifth grade, the young man who had been an introverted and shy second grader beamed with pride.  He received the perfect attendance award at his school.  He was soon making public speeches with me to encourage others to become a Big Brother or Big Sister.  Last time we talked he wanted to go to law school or play for the NBA.  He is a great kid.  Big Brothers gave me the chance to know him and be a part of his life. I hope I returned the favor.

Mentor










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

The Parents' Campaign

800 North President Street, Suite B

Jackson, MS 39202

