
Abstract: How can college teachers invite connection and create the social scaffolding essential to success?  This article recommends proactive methods that can capture students with supportive home environments as well as those without. 

Early Intervention Can Help Convey Teachers’ Positive Messages

Vincent Castronuovo                                                                                Psychology Department

In Driggers’ thought provoking research, (see Increasing Early College Awareness: Faculty Mentoring and Parental Involvement May Help Improve Persistence of African American Male Students) one of the significant characteristics that each of his interviewees appears to have in common is a supportive home environment. It should come as no surprise that this is the case. Research by Temple University psychologist Laurence Steinberg, reported in his book, Beyond the Classroom, identifies a number of factors correlated with both academic success and failure. His subjects were from nine “average” U.S. high schools, whose students were diverse in terms of socioeconomic levels, ethnicity and family educational background. Parental concern and involvement, peer interactions, and part-time work hours, among other criteria, such as ethnicity, have all been found to impact on students’ potential “engagement” with school. We, as educators, no matter how well meaning, dedicated or relentless in our efforts to engage students in becoming active participants in the educational experience, have only limited influence on these factors, especially with the inherent disadvantage of teaching at a commuter school. But we must continue to try. 

In our favor is the mental set of students whose families have actually encouraged them to view continuing education as not only a wise economic choice, but also as an achievable and worthwhile goal in itself. Even if, as some of the young men in Driggers’ research indicate, they didn’t have viable study skills, or know how to play the academic game, they did have a few assets, which were possibly unknown to them. They possessed the schema that depicted the world as a place inhabited by others who had relevant experience, who might be concerned about them and who could be supportive. Their parents had provided them with what socio-cultural psychologist Lev Vygotsky called scaffolding. They had a frame-work on which to build new, trusting, productive relationships because they had experienced similar ones at home.  

Consider the research on children characterized as “at risk,” that is, those who experience abusive parents, unstable home environments, multiple school placements, or multiple foster care placements and countless strikes against them. Among these children whose original prognosis is grave, there are some later identified as “resilient.”  They somehow succeed despite the numerous strikes against them.  The one salient factor that distinguishes them from their less successful cohorts is the presence of one adult who they believe believes in them. Each one of us has the opportunity to be such a person in the lives of our students.  We have an opening to generate resilient students, those who persevere despite the odds, and are successful.

Cognitive psychologists inform us that different individuals may experience the same events and have significantly divergent interpretations. Two students can earn a “D” on an assignment.  One interprets that grade as a sign that he is doomed to fail the entire course.  The other views it as a motivating factor to do better.  Faculty are in a unique position of influence regarding assisting students to interpret our institution as a place where there exist concerned individuals available to guide them on their collegiate life journey.

So what should we as teachers do? We could wait until these students serendipitously begin to recognize from us a familiar positive message, reinforcing the attitudes they have seen at home. Maybe then they will feel the courage to seek us out for our sagacity and trustworthiness, and use us as mentors. The more pressing question is what to do about the untold numbers of our students who have not had the advantage of an academically supportive family member, friend, or employer. How can we invite connection and create the social scaffolding essential to success? Clearly, this is especially crucial with some of our students, who, unlike those Driggers interviewed, may not have faith in anything, including themselves.  In his theory of reciprocal determinism, social-cognitive psychologist Albert Bandura explains that an individual’s environment, cognitions and behavior all have mutual interactive influences on one another.  Mentoring faculty can be an environmental influence that alters the cognitions students have about their belief in themselves, and those revised cognitions can stimulate new, more productive behaviors. 

One subtle tactic is to present ourselves in class as approachable, providing a bit of personal disclosure, and see if they get the message. Students will be more likely to have the impression that a teacher is concerned about him/her if the teacher actually remembers students’ names. Statements in the syllabus that students contact us when absent are door openers and can reduce the likelihood that they disappear or fall too far behind when they return. However, current historical context dictates that we move beyond the subtle. This is not the time to sit back and wait. 

Taking a much more directive stance on early intervention strategies, we could schedule conferences with students, as a structured component of our semester plan. These sessions, held during regular office hours, could be informal assessment sessions at key points in the semester, for example after the first exam, or even as late as mid-term, during which we have students perform a self-evaluation of their current progress, identifying strengths, weaknesses, assets, liabilities, ideas for improvement. If time availability is an issue, at risk students can be identified and addressed first. Another economical approach to foster student-teacher connections is the use of brief reflective writing assignments in which students are asked to identify people, places and/or things that have been barriers to their academic success, as well as those that have been instrumental. The second part of such an activity asks them to come up with a specific plan of action to reduce stumbling blocks and increase resources. While student-generated ideas for improvement have the advantage of increased sense of ownership and increase the likelihood of implementation, we have much to add to students’ own academic plans. Those with limited scope of the academic landscape will certainly benefit from our enlarged view of what the College has to offer. Although we are in the perfect position to diagnose and prescribe, we must exercise caution.  Instead of overtly telling an adult student what to do, probing questions, aimed at guiding students toward particular avenues have more merit. If we are to be mentors, that approach has the potential for more long-term positive change in that it stimulates independent decision-making and enhances students’ sense of self-efficacy.  As more knowledgeable members of the relationship, we can support as well as supplement what they conceive of, drawing them into closer participation with the academic culture. 

Another directive approach that my English Department colleague, Ned Bachus, and I have taken in our linked courses with students on a spectrum of skill levels, from College Achievement Partnership (CAP) to Honors, is to incorporate these very ideas about learning into the curriculum; after students have written essays in which they apply the learning concepts of theorists and researchers like Vygotsky, Steinberg, Albert Bandura, and others in explaining the learning experiences of various case studies, they write a follow-up essay in which they do the same with their own learning experiences. Although there is a difference in the complexity of the assignments with the different groups, the approach is the same. The link is the notion that refection about learning has value, and insights hold more substance if grounded in theory.

Openings for academic consciousness-raising, large and small, are even available outside traditional settings—we all have email. We must also not fail to recognize another resource over which we have influence, student-to-student interaction. Steinberg points out, peer influence can cut both ways. We can offset the negative by constructing activities both in and outside the classroom that require peer collaboration. On campus activities are ideal, but our students’ lifestyles are complex. Including email communication into our bag of tricks, for example, electronic jigsaw activities in which each student completes a piece of a problem and sends it to classmates using the “my courses” tab on the College web site, is a solution, enhancing college connectedness by establishing fruitful peer-to-peer relationships 24/7. 

These proactive methods can capture the predisposed, the timid—those with and without a supportive home environment. As many of us have already seen, the personalized office environment or even a few scribbled responses on a reflective writing assignment, can afford us and our students the opportunity for student-faculty connection and a way into the mentoring process. “Relationship” appears to be an essential ingredient in the success of the students Driggers interviewed. We can provide this social scaffold, upon which our students can effectively build their academic careers.  

Reference

Steinberg, L., Brown, B. B. & Dornbusch, S. M. (1996). Beyond the classroom: Why school reform has failed and what parents need to do. New York: Touchstone.

Viewpoints  volume 9, number 2   Spring 2008


