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In the fall of 2008 I was looking  

forward to a new year of teaching  

English, especially because I had just 

finished my Master’s in School  

Counseling and was excited about the 

impact my newfound perspective would 

have on my students.  However, I was 

given an opportunity to take a grant-

funded position three weeks into the 

year and jumped at the chance to work 

with students in a small-group  

setting.  Students who were not  

proficient on the Reading PSSA were 

scheduled to meet with me once per  

cycle for individualized  

instruction.  Many of the students with 

whom I worked were from diverse  

backgrounds. 

 

At first I was hesitant about the class 

because the students had been placed 

in it – not requested it – and because I 

hadn’t worked with a student  

population that was so diverse.  My 

central PA high school and college each 

had an African-American population 

lower than 5%.   Yet, that year stands 

out as one of my favorite in my fifteen 

years of teaching because of how much 

I learned and how much the students 

accomplished.  I spent time getting to 

know each student as an individual, 

viewing my relationships with them as 

a priority and an avenue to teaching  

 

 

 

 

 

curriculum.  In turn, the students, no 

matter their race or color, eventually 

(and in some cases it took a few 

months) realized that my intention was 

to help them achieve and that achiev-

ing would benefit them in the long 

run.  Gail Thompson’s Through Ebony 

Eyes was a resource throughout the 

year, especially her series of  

recommendations for connecting with 

students of color.  To my surprise, of 

the 21 strategies she mentioned, 18 

were just great teaching strategies that 

everyone should employ, no matter the 

race or ethnicity of their students.  It 

just comes down to teaching the kids 

the curriculum, not teaching the  

curriculum to kids.   

 

That year, African American students 

at the high school increased their 

Reading proficiency by 23%, an  

incredible accomplishment for the  

students and a source of pride for them 

and their parents.  Reflecting upon this  

experience, I learned that working with 

students of diverse backgrounds is  

similar to teaching almost anyone; if 

you connect with students as people 

first, you’ll find that they’re more  

interested in what you have to teach 

them.  The relationship of  

teacher and student becomes that of a 

guide and traveler, and both people 

benefit! 

Teaching Kids First 


