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self-esteem, their self-confidence, that aspect of it, we 

needed to get them involved. (N, 01/05)

Their work with Randy demonstrated how they 
nurtured academic momentum in ways that illustrate 
the model for developing academic momentum with 
reluctant students (Figure 2). 

1. Creating classroom communities that nurture 
trusting relationships 
To encourage self-confidence and involvement, Nancy 
and Terri began the school year with activities designed 
to create a sense of community. On the first day of 
school, they established a daily routine that featured 
classroom meetings. In these meetings, they defined 
their expectations for team behavior, taught procedures 
explicitly, and clarified rules. They planned outdoor 
learning experiences that built camaraderie such as 
Hacky Sack® competitions and team football games. 
They created lessons that required teamwork and peer 
tutoring, held conversations about teams and working 
together, and guided reflections about team events. 
During classroom meetings, they planned team field 
trips and asked students to make basic decisions about 
these trips. To make teamwork more concrete and 

specific, they asked students to plan community service 
activities. Students decided to volunteer at a nearby 
elementary school, an elder care facility, and a local soup 
kitchen. Other students chose to work on the school 
grounds. Randy quickly became the leader of the team 
that worked on the school garden with students from one 
of the special education classes. “We show them how we 
can garden and improve the community. It’s a benefit for 
them to get out and do stuff that they normally can’t do. 
I enjoy doing that, helping people and doing something 
outside” (01/05). 

When students misbehaved, Nancy and Terri 
conducted extensive individual conversations with them. 
Early in the year, Randy became distracted during a 
math lesson and had to miss his service learning time. 
He reported to us later that this was a turning point 
for him. He decided he did not want to miss his service 
learning time again. He told us, “If I do my part in the 
garden, I get a reward and can come back next time. You 
show teachers you’re responsible, they let you come back 
and do it again. You have to be trusted by them so you 
can leave class. Rewards work better than ISS and OSS” 
(01/05). For Randy, this realization became a threshold 
event. He did not miss service learning again for the 
rest of the year. In January he reported, “I’ve really paid 

Threshold for creating connections

4.  Experimenting with new behaviors, thoughts, and feelings—As
they address goals and enact plans, students find it helpful to have 
choices of assignments. They can consider alternatives, tap prior 
knowledge, try strategies in different ways and relate them to real-world 
experiences.

5. Growing stronger academically—As students gain 
confidence in themselves, they assess their progress more 
candidly, monitor their engagement, refine their goals, and 
improve their skills, thereby increasing academic momentum 
and achievement. 

2.  Engaging in learning activities—Once trusting relationships develop, students can begin to take some risks 
and engage in specific learning activities, especially those that “scaffold” strategy instruction and provide models 
of strategies in action. As they take these small steps, they begin to expect teachers to provide honest 
assessments of their work and give them explicit guidance.

1. Creating classroom communities that nurture trusting relationships—Caring relationships are the key to engaging reluctant 
learners. Successful teachers cultivate trust by involving students in conversations that allow them to learn more about students as 
individuals, to understand their academic strengths and needs, and to encourage shared responsibility and team building. They also 
promote positive relationships among students so that they support each other.

3. Setting goals and planning—As students engage more frequently with learning strategies,  
t  teachers can encourage them to set goals, make plans, and assume more responsibility for  
t  their learning.                                                                                                                                    
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