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Student Success is Connected to Teacher Positivity 
 

Educators can choose to continually improve daily instructional practice 
and curriculum to support students in their learning or some may give up. 
Students will benefit when educators take the challenge to continually im-
prove. Educators at all grade levels need to push for their students to be 
college and career ready. 
 
Mindset describes how we think about something. One mindset about in-
telligence is that it is fixed by genetics and environment beyond the con-
trol of the educator. Another is that  students’ intelligence can be devel-
oped. In this mindset, educators sees the environment of the school as af-
fecting the learning of the students.  
 
Teachers need to develop strategies for helping children of immigrant par-
ents adjust to learning in Nassau County schools that may be different 
from the experience of their parents. The predominant prior country of res-
idence for the parents  differs by community. Different countries have dif-
ferent education systems and different rates of poverty. Helping the chil-
dren to adjust and engaging the parents may need different strategies. 

 
The learning needs of English as a new language (ENL) students are com-
plicated by the fact that 77% are from poverty families (IDW  grade 3 da-
ta). This compares to 26% of students who are not ENL. In Nassau County 
the district with the lowest ENL population had 1% of the students desig-
nated and the district with the highest ENL population had 31%. The low-
est poverty rate was 1% and the highest was 83%.  The public school de-
mographics have changed in the United States and in  Nassau County 
(Table 1).  
 
Brain research at Harvard University among other places has shown that 
poverty affects how the brain develops. The challenge for educators is to 
mitigate the adversity of poverty for students. Factors that may affect brain 
development of children in poverty include (Jensen, E., 2017, p. 7) 

 Health issues from poor diet and exposure to toxins and pollu-
tants 

 Chronic stress 
 Weaker cognitive skills 
 Impaired socioemotional relationships 

 
As a result of these factors, students may exhibit behaviors that are not 
conducive to learning ( poor memory skills, distractible, aggression, poor 
manners,  deficient vocabulary skills, poor reading skills). Educators need 
to use effective strategies that change these behaviors. These strategies 
will be grounded in a mindset that is upbeat, affirming, and hopeful.  
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Table 1: Selected Nassau Districts  (Torras, M., 2008; & NYSED.gov) 
 
A student’s success in school is not only about teachers including appropriate content, teachers us-
ing best practices strategies, or clean, well-lit, safe facilities. The attitude that the student has about 

learning, about the relationship with the teachers, and about being in school is also important. 
Teachers need to help students reflect on classroom successes and challenges. Students may need to 
learn coping skills for how to overcome the current problem. Some students need to learn that they 
have the power to choose their life story. Students may not be able to choose what happens to them, 
but they can choose how they respond.  
 
Everyone falls short at some point. Belief about why the mark was not reached determines whether 
the student learns from the mistake. Students can control their effort, attitude, learning strategy, us-
ing appropriate tools, and experiences.  
 
Public school educators do not choose the students who attend a particular school, nor may teachers 
be able to choose who will be their students. But teachers can choose to make every day great for 
their students and resolve to help every student succeed. Productive teachers are not the ones who 
complain about salary, hours needed to create lessons for new curriculum standards, or students who 
are not prepared for the course content.   
 
In almost every Nassau school district, teachers need to help students who live in poverty succeed. 
By the age of 18 months, it is more likely that children born into poverty will have a cognitive gap 
for language, memory, and cognitive control than students not born into poverty (Jensen, p. 72). The 
lack of exposure to vocabulary results in delays in letter recognition and phonological awareness, 
which may lead to reading difficulties.  Memory influences a student’s mathematics, reading, and 
thinking skills.  Weak cognitive control means that the student has difficulty changing their problem 
solving strategy if the first one is not working. All of these cognitive skills for learning can be 
taught.  
 

District ENL Poverty Dominant Immigration Countries (2000) 

Elmont 5%  63% Haiti, India, and Jamaica 

Franklin Square 3% 14% Italy 

Freeport 18% 67% Dominican Republic, El Salvador, and Jamaica 

Glen Cove 14% 63% El Salvador and Italy 

Great Neck 5% 12% Iran 

Hempstead 30% 68% El Salvador, Haiti, Honduras, and Jamaica 

Hicksville 8% 21% India 

Roosevelt 23% 69% El Salvador 

Uniondale 17% 76% El Salvador, Haiti, and Jamaica 

Valley Stream 13 5% 24% Haiti and Jamaica 

Westbury 31% 83% El Salvador and Haiti 
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Because of other issues related to poverty, students may be coming to school with cognitive 
overload. These issues may result in cognitive overload that competes with course content. 
These issues may include caregiver abuse, responsibility for a younger child, hunger, or not 
knowing where they will sleep. The brain will provide more space for focusing on the course 
content when the student feels physically and emotionally safe in the classroom. Physical activ-
ity helps the students to process information. Students can be taught coping skills.  
 
Suggestions for working with students from poverty are also good teaching strategies for all 
students. 

 Greet students with a smile every day. 
 Affirm student responses. 
 Reinforce caring. 
 Zero tolerance for bullying. 
 Chunk material into three to six minute segments. 
 Instruct students to write the most important points down. 
 Space learning—provide cyclical (retrieval) reviews.  
 Use graphic organizers. 
 Ask students to summarize the lesson by identifying two main ideas. 

 
Thinking skills may be a challenge to teach but are necessary for all content areas. Thinking 
involves seeing multiple viewpoints, acknowledging new evidence, and using logic. One of the 
grades 6—12 Common Core ELA anchor reading standards is to “Delineate and evaluate the 
argument and specific claims in a text, including the validity of the the reasoning as well as the 
relevance and sufficiency of the evidence.” Thinking skills should be taught in the mathematics 
classroom as well as in the ELA classroom. Jensen’s approach to problem solving is  

 Predict the main lines of argument (for or against). 
 Summarize the supporting evidence. 
 Analyze opposing view and merits of all arguments. 
 Explain the reasoning for identifying an idea or piece of evidence as being better. 
 Formulate tentative conclusions. 

 
 When educators discuss improving student achievement, the discussion may focus on aligning 
curriculum with standards, adjusting the time spent on each standard, improving teacher content 
knowledge, or implementing quarterly common district assessments. Research seems to indi-
cate that integrating strategies that decrease student cognitive overload,  improve language and 
vocabulary, improve memory, teach thinking skills, and build a positive mindset, student 
achievement will increase by an effect size of 0.6 or more. An effect size of 0.50 represents one 
full year of academic growth (Jensen, p.9).  
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