Article 1: New School Year, New Attitude for Success!
Posted August 7, 2010
Summer is almost over, and the stirrings for back to school preparation have begun for most. For many of us as parent and teachers, preparing for the new school year and school has become a routine... something that we approach without much thought or enthusiasm, because it is something we have been doing year after year for some time now. We make all the necessary purchases – books, uniforms, gears and supplies for students, teaching aids and supplies for the teachers... 
On average, most teachers and students [really do] get up every school day morning hoping to succeed. That hope is not always realized however, as is evidenced by the rapidly sliding slope of mediocre or low performance and under performance of students at all levels of the education system. Researchers believe that this is because many factors exists that affect the degree of success or failure in a teaching and learning situation. Some of these factors are well beyond the control of the teacher and the school staff.  What teachers do control, however, are the decisions that they make about what to teach and how to present the lesson so that student learning is most likely to occur. In making these decisions, teachers draw on their knowledge based and experience to design activities, ask questions, and respond to the efforts of their students.
In today’s classrooms, more and more teachers  are finding that many students are struggling in one or a more subject areas, and that some of the tried-and-true strategies that they are employing [that worked well in the past] do not seem to be as successful as they were in the past, and more students seem to be having difficulty acquiring just the basic skills of reading, writing and computation. 
Research shows that the number of students being identified as being at-risk for, or diagnosed with learning disabilities seems to be growing at an alarming rate. Research indicates that 1 in 5 students have dyslexia for instance, and between 25-30% of students in any given classroom have some form of special education needs that requires special accommodation and support to help the student get and retain learning.  (Source: David A. Sousa. How the Special Needs Brain Learns. Corwin Press, Thousand Oaks, California. 2007.)
These numbers sound pretty high, don’t you think? But if you jog your memory and think back to when we were in school, how many students started out with you in your class? How did all students perform on average? Did everyone master every subject (taught to everyone by the same teacher)? How many completed school? How many were successful were the exams they took? As we begin to ask ourselves these tough questions, we begin to catch a pattern. The next line of questioning now is, what happened to the students who dropped out, failed or underperformed? Could they have been helped? Can they even succeed academically? Was there something that was missed, something hidden that affected their performance? Is it that these students were not cut out for the 'academic stream'? What other factors came into play? Is there anything that parents and teachers can do to help other students facing a similar path? Can the current trend of mediocre and sliding performance be stemmed?
These are some of the questions we will be seeking to address over the next few weeks, as we share what the research has to say on these topics, delve into factors which do impact learning and retention and explore some basic strategies that parents and teachers can employ to create rich learning environment and opportunities that will increase the learning and retention of all students. 

This school year, make the choice and commitment to do things differently. Get informed and keep informed, so that you can be better prepared to meet the needs of all your students. Come back next week, when we take a look at where it all begins... The Brain and Learning.
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