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Essay Exam-MLK School in Compton
The general consensus by most of the 204 students was that the students at Foshay clearly lacked motivation and enthusiasm.  The students continually talked, slept during class, didn’t do their homework, failed exams, and basically did not seem interested in the subject being taught.  It is reasonable to assume that the student’s lack of motivation did not suddenly occur, but that it was the result of built up frustration and the feelings of helplessness and failure that resulted over time.  So we went to observe Martin Luther King Middle school in Compton, in an attempt to see what occurred in these students early education that could have led to this lack of motivation.  But during the Compton observation, my stereotypes of what root causes I thought would appear rather obviously were far from apparent.  Although I did notice some possible causes like an inexperienced teacher, I was extremely impressed by another teacher, Mr. Cutler, who was more enthusiastic and caring than any teacher I have ever met.  Therefore, I believe that root causes exist mostly at home, in the community, and in society itself, since I could not seen any drastic causes during my time in the classroom.
When we first arrived at the school, I was surprised to find that it was far less threatening than I had imagined.  Teachers and peers had made me feel that this was going to be a dirty and basically unsafe school.  But we were immediately shown the entrance and welcomed in.  Although the auditorium and cafeteria were combined, I felt that it was very clean and nicely decorated with posters of famous African American and Latino men and women.  We then met the principal who seemed very enthusiastic, experienced, and caring.  She also had two assistants to help her in Urban Learning and finance.  She told us about how the ratio was about 1 to 20 or 1 to 33 between teacher to student; a ratio which I felt was acceptable.  She also told us of the many programs that existed at the school from SDC, the special day class for kids who can’t make it in the classroom, SST the student study team of the principal, teacher, counselor, and parents who work to find a way to help their struggling student to succeed, and RSP the resource specialist program which takes kids out of a class for an hour a day to work in small groups to get more individual help in reading or math.  There was also ELL classes, and EO (English only) classes to help students with different levels of English.  All these classes seem extremely helpful to the students, and definitely would motivate and help them to learn.  The curriculum itself seemed very organized and efficient with reading and language arts of Open Court, and Saxton math, PE, social studies, and science.  Although arts and music are left out, they can be covered in the after school program that goes till about 5.  Overall this school seems to be a great learning environment with motivated teachers, helpful programs, and good utilization of the things they have.  As a result I was forced to examine the teachers and the classrooms as possible root causes.
The first classroom we went into was Ms Gram’s fourth grade.  My first impression was that the classroom was very nicely decorated, the desks were neatly arranged in small groups which were beneficial for peer interaction, and there were numerous books, and five computers in the back of the classroom.  So the atmosphere and learning environment seemed very helpful, full of resources, and motivating for the students.  The students were all diligently at work brainstorming for an essay about why they like homework.  They were separated into groups based on ability, and there was a group of boys in the back who seemed to have more difficulty focusing and sometimes started to talk.  But the students seemed surprisingly motivated and hardworking, very different from the kids at Foshay.  So I looked at the teacher to see if she may be the cause of eventual lack of motivation.  She was very young, and we discovered that she was in Teach for America, and this was her first year.  I was surprised that such an inexperienced teacher was thrown into such a difficult situation in her first year, but I was also surprised that she seemed to be doing very well.  We later learned that she had a lot of help from other teachers, and she had a clear outline of things she was supposed to cover.  So although I feel that inexperienced teachers may be a root cause, I think that as long as the teacher is motivated and gets help from other teachers, they can be successful and so can their students.  
We then went to another forth grade class, Mr. Cutler’s.  This teacher has been the best teacher I think I have observed.  He was extremely enthusiastic, and motivated.  He constantly told jokes and used comedy as a way to make learning fun.  He didn’t act like an enforcer, but as an equal to the students, and you could truly see how the students could relate to him and felt more comfortable participating and getting involved.  He used motivational methods of teaching like finding nouns, and verbs to get 8 dollars, and they watched a cartoon tape about conjunctions which they sang along to.  And he constantly praised the children telling them he loved them and encouraging them to all participate.  And this entire time the class was still under control and manageable despite its obvious freedom.  He told us that this was because he had set rules right from the beginning, and these rules were very clear.  He also told us that he was basically given the problem children, and the students who were struggling; most were at a 2nd and 3rd grade level when they should have been at fourth, and one girl had never been at school before.  But these students clearly seemed to be succeeding, and even if they weren’t they were excited and happy to be learning and trying very hard.  So Mr. Cutler proved to me that it is the teacher who can make the difference.  He is the one to motivate and encourage students, and he can only do this by feeling this way himself.  It wasn’t until I met Mr. Cutler that I realized how a good teacher really taught; it is not through punishment, or reprimanding, or having a classroom completely quiet, or seeing A’s on every test, it is about the experience itself.  It is the learning that is important, and when these students feel that  learning is fun and feel successful (even if they may not be up to the required level), then they really are successful.
Overall the school and especially the teachers seemed to be anything but causes for what we saw at Foshay.  So I was forced to think outside of the box, and therefore beyond the school.  Although things like inexperienced teachers and limited resources do affect children, I believe that the more influential root causes are with the parents, the community, and society.  The principal herself expressed how these factors greatly influenced children’s learning, and how the school is trying to help these with things like Urban Learning.
The first important factor is parents.  Children spend most of their time either at school or at home, and it is important that they continue their education outside of school.  Parents need to encourage their children, and help them in any way they can.  Even if the child has exceeded the knowledge of the parents, they still need to praise their child and emphasize how learning is important.  If this does not occur, than students have very little motivation.  MLK attempts to deal with this situation by having conferences where they teach parents how to help their children.  They also have a teacher who helps them with their English so they can show kids that if they can do it, so can their kids.  So to help the children we have to help their parents, by encouraging them and teaching them how to help their kids.  As Sadovnik says, “it is difficult to ignore the relationship between family beliefs in the importance of academic success” (442).  Home and family is where children receive a lot of their validation and encouragement, and if that is not there, than teachers have less of an impact.
Community is also a root cause.  As we drove through Compton we saw gated fences, weeds in place of grass, stray dogs, dirty streets, and cops arresting people.  Education outside of school can be very difficult for students of lower socioeconomic status because their home environment is less beneficial for learning, and there are typically less resources.  And since children spend most of their day in either school or at home, this atmosphere can often begin to cause students to feel helpless and unmotivated.  They feel like their poverty limits them and that “they could never get out and education is pointless”.  So when success seems impossible to reach, teachers and parents have to emphasize that it can.  For instance, the fact that the school simply had posters of African Americans and Latinos who have succeeded can help a child not want to give up.  Urban Learning also attempts to help, by working directly within the community and helping to make it a better learning atmosphere for children with better health care, clean water etc.  Overall, schools need to provide as many resources as possible to compensate for the lack of them at home and in the community.  Schools also need to do everything they can to expand educational opportunities with extra programs; like how MLK has an after school program.  So while groups like Urban Learning are working to help the community, children can spend as much time as they can in a positive and educational atmosphere.
Another root cause that is more difficult to prevent occurs in society.  Sadly, in our society racism and prejudice are still large issues, and many children feel the affects of their negativity in school.  Stereotype threat, which is when stereotyped individuals are in a situation where the stereotype applies, is something that can affect many children.  For instance, one possible result of stereotype threat could be “students withdraw, claim not to care, and exert little effort- they disidentify or psychologically disengage from success” which is exactly what we saw at Foshay (Woolfolk, 174).   We need to discuss with older students the falseness of stereotypes and how making assumptions about people and placing them as part of a group can be hurtful.  We also need to teach students different ways of coping, so that if a situation does occur the student has methods of dealing with it.  But most importantly, we need to teach children to value their culture and ethnicity. We need to teach all students the value of learning about their peers many different cultures.  This allows students to learn from each other, become more accepting of each others differences, and feel better about themselves.  One way of doing this is with Culturally Relevant Pedagogy which is “excellent teaching for students of color that includes academic success, developing and maintaining cultural competence, and critical consciousness to challenge the status quo” (Woolfolk, 189).  
Similarly, with most students in Los Angeles schools being bilingual, we need to emphasize how Spanish is not inferior to English.  Because of the fact that we are forcing Spanish speakers to learn English, we have to be careful that Hispanic students don’t feel less valuable.  This is mostly done through encouragement and motivation, but like with culture and ethnicity students can learn from each other.  English speaking students should see this as an opportunity to learn another language, and schools should implement programs that teach children both languages equally.  Also, teachers should learn at least the basics of Spanish, not only so that they can teach kids more easily, but also so that they can show Hispanic students how valuable Spanish is.  But most importantly Spanish should be continually taught, not replaced by English.  This way children can be educated in two languages, which give them a beneficial characteristic for the future.
Going to MLK I expected to observe clear root causes; poor facilities, limited resources, unmotivated and inexperienced teachers, and poor programs.  But despite the fact that these do exist to a certain extent, I felt that they were outweighed by the many positives at the school like the enthusiastic administration who are going beyond simply the boundaries of the school and into the community in order to help educate these kids, and the extremely motivated teachers.  As a result, I think that root causes for the lack of motivation at Foshay are because of the parents, community, and society. But most importantly I think it is the teachers at Foshay itself who are also a cause.  I think that their lack of motivation comes through to the students, and impairs their potential for success.  In the end, it is the teacher who has an immediate and important influence on the students, and the teacher has to help the students work past the barriers that they face.  The teacher can be the one to truly motivate a child, and help him/her discover their own potential.
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