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Remember that not getting what you want is sometimes a wonderful stroke of luck.


Dalai Lama



“I shall always be a flower girl to Professor Higgins, because he always treats me as a flower girl, and always will; but I know I can be a lady to you, because you always treat me as a lady, and always will.”

G. B. Shaw, Pygmalion.
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Three years ago, in 2017, I was studying to become a primary school teacher and I had to choose a school where to carry out my compulsory internship in order to get all the course credits I needed to graduate. Among the many alternatives available in the capital of Spain –we have in fact  public, state-subsidised and private schools–, and considering only those options which could have improved my future job prospects, I perhaps took the least provident decision: a public school in my not particularly glamorous but, at the same time, very multicultural district, called Usera.

Two main reasons pushed me to make that choice: the first one was the school proximity: in fact, that primary school was, and I still is, 5 minutes’ walk from my house; something that can be certainly considered a great privilege when you live in a city as vast as Madrid. That way I could carry on my internship in the morning and keep my teaching job in the afternoon, without leaving my dog unattended all day long.

The second reason that led me to that choice was a certain curiosity, that I felt at the time, to find out by myself the objectivity and truthfulness of all those articles I was reading in the newspapers - practically one or two every 3 months since I had embarked on this formal education path - about school segregation in Spain and its effects on the performance and drop-out rates of students who suffer from it.

Almost 3 years later, I can state that, despite those bad premises, my real classroom experience, which lasted for about 4 months, have been highly instructive from multiple points of view. Furthermore, I have been positively surprised both by the students’ potential and by the capacity that we, teachers, have of taking advantage of that limitless potential. Indeed, this ability of making the most of our environment would be underexploited without a strong teamwork mentality, which, in my specific case, involved both my tutor and my Behaviour Modification professor. The latter, by pure chance, knew my new school perfectly, because he had worked as a counsellor in that same district for several years and could assess my research and observations in a very specific way.

These promising impressions and experience are the reason why I wrote this book: with it I’d like to send a message of hope to all those teachers who decide to read it, pushed by the fact that, thanks to the educational intervention proposal we put into practice, the obtained results were absolutely positive, in spite of the fact that the protagonist of my Final Project about educational innovation was a group of very demotivated third grade students who couldn’t find any appeal in their Social Sciences lessons and whose disinterest was reflected in their scarce general performance in this area of knowledge.

In the same way, through the report of this first-hand experience, I would like to let you know the tools and the didactic strategies that were used to tackle this almost desperate situation, and thanks to which the general performance of the whole group improved considerably. On the other hand, I would also like to be able to transmit to every reader that the figure of the teacher, despite of his imperfections and infinite possibilities for improvement, continues to be a fundamental pillar of any teaching and learning process, for the simple fact that teachers always have in their hands the crucial opportunity to catalyse and promote the motivation and interest of their students.
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ON MOTIVATION, SELF-CONCEPT AND SELF-ESTEEM

Every day, at work, in sport, in learning, there is a force that pushes us to act and be proactive over a longer or shorter period of time, in order to achieve a goal or satisfy a need: we prepare something to eat because we are hungry, we study for a good grade, we cure every detail of a presentation for a company meeting, we train every day for winning a tournament, we abandon harmful habits for our health, etc. These are just a few examples of the power of this force that we all know as 'motivation'. It is a kind of motor that ignites in response to different stimuli and needs, for the simple fact that our way of being and acting depends on 5 different dimensions: cognitive, emotional, psychomotor, volitional and social.

Many times, in the education sector, we hear the expression 'motivating activity', in reference to any form of learning other than opening a school manual and learning its contents by heart and in a repetitive way ­– the very effective procedure to end the natural curiosity of any student. However, there is a factor somewhat more complicated to be identified that is causally linked to motivation: the self-concept. The self-concept is defined as the image that each person has of himself and always entails a value judgment about their abilities and their limits. For example, if a student is good at Mathematics, their judgment of self-worth in relation to their ability to have a good performance in that subject, and all related fields, will be high and therefore they will be motivated to continue demonstrating this competence they have. On the other hand, if they think they are bad at Mathematics, their value judgment about themselves in relation to their ability to learn that subject, and all the subjects related to it, would be low and, following their intuition, they would try to avoid any not strictly necessary contact with that subject, showing themselves unmotivated or even accepting low grades because they are convinced that they might not be so able to achieve anything better.

Both in the first as in the second case a third factor is involved, a very popular one these days, which we call self-esteem: the appreciation and consideration one has of oneself. The pupil in the first case ends up having a high self-esteem because the results of their effort (due to her high motivation), feedback her self-concept, while, on the contrary, the second pupil ends up having a low self-esteem because their 'no effort' (due to her low motivation) feedbacks the low value judgment she has on her math skills.

It is thus quite clear that the teaching-learning process is more complex than processing curricular content through one or more motivating activities, simply because behind motivation, as previously explained, there are psychological factors and mechanisms – self-concept and self-esteem – that activate or extinguish it. Taking these factors into account, any teacher, in addition to the necessary academic preparation, will have to develop the capacity to interact and communicate with their students in order to identify situations similar to the second example given above and, at the same time, modify them in order to achieve a change at the level of the students’ self-concept. It is a potentially infinite circular process in which a high self-concept corresponds to a good level of self-esteem, which, consequently, fosters motivation that pushes personal effort and generates good academic results, which, in turn, positively reinforce self-concept. If I had to graphically represent this process, I would use the image of a three-dimensional spiral that develops upwards, with a beginning, but without an end.  

Motivation is influenced by numerous factors, however, inside the school, there is one that links the work of the teacher with the performance of the pupil in a directly proportional way: the high expectations of the teacher towards his pupils. It has been scientifically demonstrated that when teachers believe that their students are high-performing, put in place a series of behaviours and attitudes towards them, which  indirectly communicate these beliefs; the result is that the student who perceives these high expectations has a tendency to put more effort into his tasks because this perception makes him unconsciously modify the beliefs he has about himself (self-concept).This process, consequently, produces an improvement in the student's academic results, which positively feedbacks the teachers’ beliefs about that same pupil and about the effectiveness of their own intuition. As a consequence, the teacher will feel authorized to continue with the same ways of relating that have favoured the achievement of those results, thus nourishing a positive feedback mechanism, potentially infinite, that will lead that student to school success. 

On the other hand, the exact opposite has also been scientifically proven: low expectations of teachers towards their students lead the latter to school failure, by exactly the same mechanisms, although in this case we would talk about negative feedback and demotivation.
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THE TEACHER’S FAVOURITE  

In an ideal and utopian world, favourite students would not exist. Each member of the class would be treated the same as the others, regardless of prejudices, ideals, and the teacher's previous experiences. Unfortunately, we live in the world that we have been developing through our human imperfection and peculiarity and, therefore, when we interact with the different members of our class we do so instinctively from a personal perspective. This highly subjective dimension of human relations influences the perception we have of each student and produces an important imbalance: we generate and project high expectations only towards a certain group of them. 

In order to be more concrete, let’s think for a moment about those students’ characteristics which we usually remember with more appreciation and affection - those boys and girls that we could define as 'cool' - and let’s make a list of their characteristics, their behaviours, their attitudes towards learning. 

Done?

Now let's have a look at this list below and see if, in
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