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James:		A	True	Story		

		

A	sixth	grade	class,		

laden	with	twenty	behavior	problem	students,	

and	the	first	test	of	student	adopted		

consensus	personal	goals.		



	

	

Steven	D.	Bell																																												

Facebook.com/5personalgoals	

	



	



	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

To	improve	the	behavior	and	

achievement	of	under	performing	

children,	two	things	are	needed.			

	

1.	We	who	work	with	them	must	

change	the	way	we	view	them.		

	

2.	They	must	change	the	way	they	see	

themselves,	and	their	peers.			

	

A	simple,	direct	way	to	address	these	

needs,	and	the	power	that	will	have	in	

the	lives	of	young	people,	can	be	seen	in	

James’	story.			

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



JAMES	–	DAY	ONE	

	

After	five	years	of	advising	teachers	in	

thirty	 schools	 of	 South	 (Central)	 Los	

Angeles,	I	decided	to	return	to	being	a	

classroom	 teacher	 to	 test	 whether	

student	 adopted	 goals	 would	 help	

students	 improve	 their	 behavior	 and	

achievement.			

	

When	 I	 first	 met	 with	 my	 new	

Principal,	 he	 made	 me	 regret	 my	

decision	 to	 return	 to	 teaching.	 	 He	

said,	 “I	 had	 to	 decide	 whether	 to	 do	

something	 good	 for	 you	 or	 for	 the	

school.	 	 I	 decided	 to	 put	 all	 my	 sixth	

grade	 behavior	 problems	 in	 your	

class.		You	can	handle	them.		My	other	

teachers	can’t.”			

	

“How	many	behavior	problems	would	

that	be?”		I	asked.	

	

“I	think	there	are	about	twenty.		If	you	

need	 any	 help	 with	 them,	 let	 me	

know.”	 	 He	 replied.	 	 I	 didn’t	 know	

what	to	say.			

	

Every	 teacher	 must	 find	 ways	 to	 deal	

with	 students	 who	 have	 behavior	

issues,	but	rarely	as	many	as	twenty	in	

a	class	of	thirty.		My	“test”	of	studentadopted	 goals	 would	 be	 conducted	

under	very	challenging	conditions.	

	

Student	 records	 revealed	 that	 year	

after	 year	 teachers	 had	 marked	

twenty	of	my	thirty	students	as	having	

significant	needs	to	improve	behavior	

and	 achievement.	 	 Most	 of	 these	

students	 performed	 worse	 over	 time,	

with	

increasing	

numbers	

of	

unsatisfactory	 marks	 on	 their	 Report	

Cards.			
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On	 the	 first	 day	 of	 school,	 before	 the	

morning	bell	rang,	while	I	was	making	

final	 preparations	 in	 my	 classroom,	 I	

heard	 a	 roar	 on	 the	 schoolyard.	 It	

sounded	like	fans	in	a	football	stadium	

responding	to	a	touchdown.			

	

As	the	roar	subsided,	two	adults	could	

be	heard	yelling:	“Line	Up!		Line	up!”													

I	immediately	left	my	classroom	to	see	

if	I	could	help.			

	

When	 I	 got	 to	 the	 schoolyard,	

hundreds	of	children,	everyone	on	the	

yard,	was	amassed	in	a	huge	circle	–	a	

sure	sign	that	there	had	been	a	fight.		

	

All	 the	 children	 were	 trying	 to	 see	

what	was	happing	at	the	center	of	the	

circle.	 The	 adults	 kept	 pleading	 with	

them	 to	 line	 up,	 but	 no	 one	 left	 the	

circle.	 	 The	 morning	 bell	 still	 had	 not	

rung.	

	

Children	 are	 usually	 excited	 when	 a	

fight	 happens.	 	 They	 gather	 round	 to	

watch,	and	they	talk	about	it	when	it’s	

over,	 but	 these	 hundreds	 of	 children	

in	a	circle	were	silent.		I	thought	there	

must	have	been	a	tragedy.			

	

I	held	up	a	sign	hoping	

Mr. Bell

that	 some	 of	 my	

students	 would	 see	 it	 Room 22

Grade 6

and	line	up.			

Within	a	minute,	thirteen	of	thirty	kids	

on	my	class	list	were	standing	in	line.		

Their	 faces	 had	 looks	 of	 shell	 shock	

and	 fear.	 Some	 were	 trembling.	 I	

thought	 it	 would	 be	 good	 to	 get	 them	

off	the	yard	quickly.			

	

Without	 waiting	 for	 the	 rest	 of	 my	

class	to	line	up,	I	asked	the	student	at	

the	 front	 of	 the	 line	 to	 lead	 us	 to	 our	
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classroom.	 	 A	 name	 card	 was	 on	 each	

desk.		Student’s	found	their	desks	and	

sat	down.			

	

A	half	sheet	of	lined	paper	and	a	pencil	

were	 on	 each	 desk	 so	 that	 students	

could	 answer	 the	 question	 on	 the	

board	 while	 we	 waited	 for	 other	

students	to	arrive:					

	

					“What	can	you	do	to	enjoy	school,	to	

learn	as	much	as	you	can,	to	make	and	

keep	as	many	friends	as	possible,	and	to	

keep	yourself	safe?”			

	

I	 asked	 my	 class	 to	 answer	 the	

question	 with	 “I	 will”	 sentences,	 but	

no	 one	 seemed	 able	 to	 get	 to	 work.		

They	sat	in	a	stupor,	looking	blankly	at	

the	 board	 or	 at	 the	 paper	 and	 pencil	

on	 their	 desk,	 or	 into	 thin	 air.	 	 They	

didn’t	 pick	 up	 their	 pencils,	 or	 move,	

or	speak.			

	

One	 student	 remained	 standing	

behind	a	desk	at	the	back	of	the	room.		

I	 asked	 him	 if	 he	 had	 been	 unable	 to	

find	his	name	card.	

	

“I	won’t	sit	here!”		

	

It	 was	 Michael,	 speaking	 with	 a	

forcefulness	that	clearly	meant:	“Don’t	

challenge	me!”			

	

“What’s	 wrong	 with	 that	 desk	

Michael?”		I	asked	

	

“James’	name	is	on	that	desk,”	Michael	

pointed	to	the	desk	next	to	his.	“He’s	a	

bully!		He’s	a	gang	member!		I	won’t	sit	

next	to	him!”	

	

The	 class	 moaned	 and	 groaned.		

Someone	 said,	 “OH!	 NO!”	 	 I	 offered	

Michael	another	seat.	



“You	 don’t	 know	 who	 James	 is,	 do	

you?”		A	girl	asked.			

	

My	 students’	 eagerness	 to	 tell	 me	

about	 James	 evaporated	 their	 stupor.		

Hands	popped	up	all	around	the	room,	

but	they	didn’t	wait	to	be	called	upon	

to	speak.	

	

“James	 fought	 with	 a	 teacher	 on	 the	

yard	this	morning!”			

“He	knocked	the	teacher	out!”	

“No	he	knocked	the	teacher	down!”			

	

“His	family	is	in	a	gang.”	

“He’s	in	the	gang.”	

“One	of	his	brothers	is	dead.”	

“His	father’s	in	jail.”	

“One	of	his	brothers	is	in	jail.”	

	

“He’s	a	bully.”	

“He’ll	fight	with	anyone,	even	you!”	

	

“Does	he	have	to	be	in	this	class?”	

“If	he’s	in	this	class,	I	don’t	want	to	be	

in	it!”	

	

I	felt	my	modest	hopes	for	this	school	

year	 draining	 away.	 	 	 The	 class	 fell	

silent.		Everyone	was	looking	at	me	for	

a	response.		What	could	I	say?	

	

“Thanks	 for	 all	 that	 information.”	 I	

said.	 	 “Let’s	 try	 not	 to	 worry	 about	

James	right	now.			If	what	you	told	me	

is	 true,	 he	 won’t	 be	 coming	 to	 class	

today.	 	 He	 may	 never	 come	 to	 our	

class.	 	 Let’s	 move	 on	 with	 what	 we	

need	to	do.”			

	

They	 seemed	 to	 relax.	 	 Perhaps	 they	

were	 imagining	 James	 never	 coming	

to	our	class.			

	

I	 asked	 Michael	 to	 read	 aloud	 the	

question	 on	 the	 board	 about	 what	

	



each	student	could	do	to	enjoy	school,	

to	make	and	keep	friends,	to	learn	and	

to	 keep	 safe.	 	 After	 he	 read	 it,	 I	 asked	

two	other	students	to	read	it.			

	

I	asked	if	anyone	had	a	question	about	

what	 they	 were	 to	 do.	 	 None	 did,	 so	 I	

asked	them	to	write	a	couple	of	“I	will”	

sentences	to	answer	the	question.	

	

Most	students	finally	got	to	work,	but	

some	 just	 watched	 as	 I	 greeted	

students	who	continued	to	straggle	in	

one	by	one.			

	

The	 rest	 of	 that	 morning,	 before	 and	

after	 recess,	 we	 discussed	 students’	

responses	 to	 that	 question.	 	 I	 wrote	

their	responses	on	the	board.		Similar	

answers	received	a	check	mark.		Some	

answers	 were	 expanded	 or	 combined	

with	others.			

	

Finally,	 before	 lunch,	 the	 class	 voted	

to	select	just	five	of	their	responses	as	

consensus	 “Personal	 Goals”	 for	 the	

school	 year.	 	 During	 lunch	 I	 charted	

their	 Goals	 and	 hung	 them	

prominently	beside	the	Flag.		

	

	

My	Personal	Goals	

“In	order	to	be	proud	of	myself	and		

my	class,	I	will:	

Respect	all	people	and	their	property.	

Keep	my	hands	and	my	feet	to	myself.	

Follow	my	teacher’s	directions.	

Leave	gum,	candy	and	toys	at	home.	

Always	try	to	do	my	best.”	

	

After	 lunch,	 the	 class	 discussed	 what	

the	goals	would	mean	to	them	in	class,	

on	the	playground,	in	the	cafeteria	and	

the	restroom.		

4	



When	 I	 asked	 them	 what	 these	 goals	

would	 mean	 to	 them	 on	 the	 way	 to	

and	from	school,	at	home,	at	the	store,	

at	 a	 friend’s	 house,	 they	 were	

surprised.			

	

“Are	 these	 Goals	 for	 school,	 for	 our	

class,	or	for	home?		I	thought	we	were	

making	goals	for	school.”		One	student	

asked.	

	

A	 class	 conversation	 resulted	 in	

students	 agreeing	 that	 we	 should	

respect	 other	 people	 and	 their	

property	 everywhere,	 not	 just	 in	

school.	 	 They	 accepted	 the	 fact	 that	

doing	 their	 best	 and	 keeping	 their	

hands	 and	 feet	 to	 themselves	 would	

be	good	everywhere	too.			

	

Then	 Michael	 asked	 the	 inevitable	

question.	 	 “So	 what	 are	 we	 supposed	

to	 do	 if	 someone	 wants	 to	 fight	 with	

us	after	school,	in	the	neighborhood?”	

	

A	few	kids	were	quick	to	say	that	they	

would	 have	 to	 defend	 themselves.		

They	would	fight.	

	

I	 asked	 the	 class	 if	 they	 would	 like	 to	

be	 able	 to	 follow	 their	 goals	

everywhere.	 	 They	 agreed	 that	 they	

would,	 but	 they	 also	 agreed	 that	 it	

wouldn’t	 be	 possible	 if	 someone	

threatened	them.			

	

I	told	them	that	if	anyone	made	it	hard	

for	 them	 to	 follow	 their	 goals,	 if	

someone	 threatened	 them,	 I’d	 like	

them	to	tell	me	about	it.		I	said	that	I’d	

be	 happy	 to	 talk	 with	 anyone	 who	

tried	 to	 interfere	 with	 them	 trying	 to	

achieve	their	goals.			

	

“If	 someone	 in	 this	 school	 threatens	

you,	or	if	someone	outside	this	school	

	



threatens	you,	tell	me.		I’ll	speak	with	

them	about	it.		I	want	you	to	be	able	to	

follow	your	goals	wherever	you	are.”			

	

They	 looked	 at	 each	 other,	 surprised,	

but	we	didn’t	speak	about	that	further.		

I	 don’t	 know	 if	 they	 believed	 that	 I	

would	 honor	 that	 promise,	 but	 in	 the	

weeks	that	followed,	no	one	asked	me	

to	 back	 up	it	up.		That	was	a	surprise	

for	me,	but	there	were	surprises	more	

to	come.	

	

Every	 morning	 after	 the	 Flag	 Salute,	

the	 class	 chorally	 recited	 their	 goals.	

They	 were	 asked	 to	 memorize	 the	

goals	for	spelling	dictation	and	by	the	

end	of	the	second	week,	every	student	

managed	to	do	that	dictation	perfectly.		

This	 was	 a	 surprise	 because	 many	 of	

these	 students	 had	 reading	 and	

writing	 skills	 markedly	 below	 grade	

level	and	had	been	repeatedly	labeled,	

by	 prior	 teachers,	 as	 “needing	 to	

improve”	their	work	habits.		

	

Their	“Personal	Goals”	substituted	for	

classroom	 rules.	 There	 was	 no	

separate	list	of	rules.		The	goals	would	

be	 used	 to	 evaluate	 the	 decisions	

students	 would	 make	 and	 the	 things	

that	 students	 would	 do.	 	 The	 effects	

seemed	to	be	immediate.	

	

Even	 though	 two-thirds	 of	 the	

students	 in	 this	 class	 had	 been	

previously	 identified	 as	 “behavior	

problems,”	 not	 a	 single	 one	 of	 them	

presented	 a	 discipline	 problem	 in	 or	

outside	 of	 class	 during	 the	 first	 two	

weeks	 of	 school	 (excepting	 James	 on	

the	first	day).			

	

There	 were	 no	 fights	 in	 the	 first	 two	

weeks,	 no	 class	 disruptions,	 no	 need	

to	 remind	 students	 to	 do	 their	 class	
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work	or	to	complete	their	homework.		

That	 would	 have	 been	 unusual	 in	 any	

class.	

	

Students	want	to	be	good,	and	usually	

exhibit	good	behavior	on	the	first	day	

of	school	as	they	try	to	figure	out	how	

they	 will	 relate	 to	 their	 new	 teacher	

and	to	the	peers	around	them,	but	that	

doesn’t	 last	 indefinitely.	 	 By	 the	

second	 or	 third	 day,	 students	 with	

behavior	 and	 achievement	 problems	

typically	show	those	problems.			

	

Some	 students	 will	 argue	 with	 each	

other,	 vie	 for	 space	 at	 their	 shared	

desks,	refuse	to	share,	fail	to	complete	

assignments,	 or	 show	 a	 flash	 of	 anger	

in	class	or	on	the	yard,	but	that	didn’t	

happen	with	this	class	during	the	first	

two	weeks.		Was	that	because	of	their	

consensus	 Personal	 Goals,	 or	 was	 it	

because	James	wasn’t	there?	

	

Each	 day	 after	 recess	 and	 lunch,	 I	

asked	 if	 anyone	 had	 a	 problem	

following	 his/her	 goals	 on	 the	 yard.		

No	problems	were	reported.			

	

At	 the	 end	 of	 each	 day,	 I	 asked	 if	

anyone	 would	 like	 to	 commend	

someone	 for	 the	 way	 they	 followed	

their	goals.		The	first	time	I	asked,	my	

students	just	sat	there,	saying	nothing.	

As	 the	 days	 progressed,	 one	 or	 two	

students	 began	 complementing	 each	

other	 for	 the	 way	 they	 handled	 a	

situation	 at	 recess	 or	 lunch,	 on	 the	

schoolyard	 or	 in	 the	 cafeteria.	 	 They	

seemed	proud	of	themselves	and	used	

their	Goals	to	describe	that	pride			

	

Things	 were	 going	 much	 better	 than	

expected,	 but	 James	 wasn’t	 there.		

He’d	 been	 suspended	 for	 two	 weeks.		

We	hadn’t	discussed	him	in	class	after	

	



the	 first	 day.	 	 Week	 three	 would	

change	all	that.	

	

	

	

	

Week	Three	–		

James	Returns	

	

When	I	saw	James	for	the	first	time,	at	

the	 end	 of	 the	 class	 line	 on	 the	 yard	

that	 Monday	 morning,	 it	 looked	 as	 if	

someone’s	 father	 was	 standing	 there.		

He	was	big,	near	six	feet	tall	and	hefty.		

He	wasn’t	speaking	to	anyone.		No	one	

in	the	class	line	was	speaking.	

	

As	I	walked	from	the	front	to	the	back	

of	 the	 line	 to	 greet	 him,	 I	 passed	

students	 whose	 fright	 was	 palpable.	

Their	sallow,	frantic	looks,	and	silence	

reminded	 me	 of	 our	 first	 traumatic	

morning	together,	two	weeks	ago.	

	

At	 the	 back	 of	 the	 line,	 I	 said,	 “Hello	

James.”	He	looked	sideways	at	me,	out	

of	 the	 corner	 of	 his	 eye,	 without	

moving	his	head.		He	didn’t	speak.	

	

When	 we	 arrived	 in	 our	 classroom,	

James	 found	 his	 name	 on	 a	 twoperson	 desk,	 which	 no	 one	 would	

share	 with	 him,	 at	 the	 back	 of	 the	

class.	 Everyone	 remained	 standing	 to	

recite	 the	 Pledge	 of	 Allegiance	 and	

then	 their	 five	 Personal	 Goals,	 before	

taking	their	seats.			

	

I	then	asked	the	class,	“Boys	and	girls,	

let’s	 welcome	 James.	 	 Let’s	 say	 hello.”		

The	 class	 sat	 silent.	 	 I	 asked	 again.		

Students	 rolled	 their	 eyes	 and	 said	

with	 a	 sound	 of	 reluctance	 in	 their	

voices,		“H		e		l		l		o				J		a		m		e		s	!”	
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As	 the	 class	 began	 the	 morning’s	

activities,	 answering	 a	 question	 that	

was	 written	 on	 the	 board,	 I	 asked	

James	to	copy	the	Personal	Goals	from	

the	wall	chart	so	he	could	study	them	

for	spelling	dictation	at	the	end	of	the	

week.		He	complied.	

	

We	 went	 forward	 with	 our	 Math	

lesson.	 	 James	 listened,	 and	 did	 the	

work	 that	 was	 assigned	 without	

incident.			

	

Before	 recess,	 I	 approached	 his	 desk	

and	asked	if	he	would	stay	in	the	room	

with	me	for	a	few	minutes	so	we	could	

talk.	 	 I	 said	 that	 I	 would	 explain	 the	

five	Personal	Goals	to	him.		As	he	had	

done	 on	 the	 yard,	 he	 looked	 at	 me	

through	the	corner	of	his	eye	without	

turning	his	head.		He	nodded	(yes).	

	

When	the	class	lined	up	in	the	room	to	

leave	 for	 recess,	 I	 explained	 that	 I	

would	 not	 be	 going	 with	 them	 this	

time.	 	 “I’ll	 be	 staying	 here	 with	 James	

so	we	can	have	a	talk.”	

	

The	kids	line	turned	to	look	at	me	with	

the	 shock	 of	 disapproval	 on	 their	

faces,	some	with	their	mouths	agape.	

	

	“Are	you	sure	you	want	to	do	that,	Mr.	

Bell?”		A	girl	asked.			

	

“Yes,	I’m	sure.		I’ll	see	you	on	the	yard	

after	 recess.	 	 Remember	 to	 follow	

your	Goals.”		As	the	line	filed	out	of	the	

room,	 my	 students	 looked	 at	 me	 like	

they	would	never	see	me	alive	again.	

	

Of	 course	 they	 were	 right.	 	 I	 should	

not	 have	 remained	 alone	 in	 the	 room	

with	 James,	 or	 any	 student,	 but	

particularly	not	with	James.	

	

	



I	asked	James	if	he	would	join	me	at	a	

table	 near	 the	 front	 of	 the	 room.	 	 He	

refused.			

	

“You	 can	 come	 sit	 here.”	 He	 said,	

meaning	 beside	 his	 desk.	 	 I	 chose	 not	

to	 argue	 about	 that.	 	 I	 turned	 a	 chair	

around	 from	 the	 desk	 next	 to	 his	 and	

sat	there	beside	him.	

	

I	 told	 him	 that	 I	 was	 glad	 he	 had	

returned	 to	 school,	 that	 we	 had	

missed	 him	 those	 two	 weeks.	 	 He	

looked	again	at	me	from	the	side	of	his	

eye	with	an	expression	of	doubt	that	I	

meant	what	I	was	saying.	

	

“Would	 you	 like	 to	 tell	 me	 what	

happened	 that	 first	 day	 of	 school?”	 	 I	

asked.	

	

James	 shook	 his	 head	 (no).	 	 He	 didn’t	

want	to	discuss	it.					

	

I	told	him	that	I	didn’t	want	him	to	be	

suspended	 again.	 	 I	 offered	 to	 deal	

with	anyone	who	he	thought	he	might	

have	 a	 problem	 with,	 whether	 that	

was	 an	 adult,	 a	 teacher,	 or	 another	

student,	 so	 he	 wouldn’t	 have	 to	 get	

into	 trouble	 and	 be	 suspended	 again.		

That	got	a	reaction.		He	looked	directly	

at	me.	

	

“I	 don’t	 need	 your	 help.	 	 I	 can	 take	

care	of	myself!”		James	said	firmly	and	

then	 looked	 away	 toward	 the	 front	 of	

the	room.	

	

“I	know	you	can	take	care	of	yourself,	

James.	 	 I	 think	 everyone	 knows	 that,	

but	 if	 you	 have	 a	 problem	 with	 an	

adult	or	another	student	and	take	care	

of	it	yourself,	what’s	going	to	happen?”		

I	asked.			
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“I	 might	 get	 suspended	 again,	 but	 I	

don’t	care	about	that!”	James	said	with	

certainty.			

	

“Well,	I	care	James.”		I	said.		“I’d	like	to	

have	 you	 in	 school.	 	 Will	 you	 let	 me	

handle	 any	 problems	 you	 might	 have	

so	 that	 you	 can	 stay	 in	 school?”	 	 I	

asked	again.	

	

“I	 told	 you	 no!”	 	 James	 said	 with	

irritation.	 	 He	 moved	 as	 if	 he	 was	

going	to	get	up	and	leave,	but	he	didn’t	

get	up.	

	

“James,”	 I	 asked.	 	 “Would	 you	 like	 to	

go	out	to	recess?”			

	

He	 turned	 to	 look	 at	 me	 and	 said,	

“Yes.”			

	

“Well,	 I’d	 like	 to	 know	 that	 you’ll	 be	

coming	 back	 after	 recess,	 James.	 	 Can	

we	have	a	deal?		If	we	have	a	deal,	you	

can	go?”			

	

I	 realized	 that	 I	 had	 just	 gone	 all	 the	

way	out	on	a	limb	that	he	could	easily	

cut	off	by	standing	up,	saying	no	again,	

and	 leaving.	 	 But	 he	 didn’t	 stand	 up.		

He	didn’t	say	no.			

	

“O.K.”	he	said.		“We	have	a	deal.”	

	

I	 extended	 my	 hand	 for	 him	 to	 shake.		

He	shook	it.		We	stood	up.		“You	can	go	

out	 to	 recess	 James.	 	 Let’s	 keep	 this	

deal	so	you	can	come	back.”	

	

He	 walked	 to	 the	 door	 and	 stopped.		

Turning	around	he	said,	“You	said	you	

were	 going	 to	 explain	 the	 Personal	

Goals	to	me.”	

	

“I	 don’t	 need	 to	 explain	 them	 to	 you,	

James.”	 	 I	 said.	 	 “The	 kids	 in	 the	 class	

	



can	 explain	 them	 to	 you.	 	 Go	 on	

outside.	 	 I’ll	 see	 you	 after	 recess.”	 	 He	

turned	and	left.	

	

The	 rest	 of	 that	 day	 and	 the	 next	 day	

proceeded	 without	 incident.	 	 We	

recited	 the	 Personal	 Goals	 in	 the	

morning.	 	 I	 asked	 if	 anyone	 had	 any	

problems	 at	 recess	 or	 lunch.	 	 No	 one	

did.		As	usual,	I	asked	at	the	end	of	the	

day	if	anyone	wished	to	complement	a	

student	 for	 the	 way	 they	 followed	

their	goals.			

	

On	James’	third	day	in	class	he	asked	if	

he	 could	 stay	 in	 for	 a	 minute	 to	 talk	

with	 me	 at	 the	 start	 of	 recess.	 	 When	

the	class	left,	he	asked	if	I	could	use	a	

film	projector,	a	tape	recorder,	a	map,	

a	globe,	or	a	set	of	encyclopedias.			

	

“You	have	things	like	that?”		I	asked.	

	

“We	 have	 a	 garage	 full	 of	 those	

things.”		James	replied.	

	

“Your	 family	 is	 o.k.	 with	 you	 giving	

those	things	to	me?”		I	asked.	

	

“We’d	be	happy	to	get	rid	of	them.”		He	

replied.	

	

Every	 morning	 for	 the	 next	 week,	 he	

and	 his	 older	 brother	 (the	 one	 that	

was	 not	 in	 jail)	 came	 to	 school	

carrying	 items	 of	 stolen	 school	

equipment.	 	 Each	 item	 was	 engraved	

with	the	names	of	schools	from	which	

they	were	stolen.			

	

My	 Principal	 agreed	 to	 say	 nothing	

about	 this	 to	 the	 School	 Police.	 	 The	

Plant	 Manager	 arranged	 to	 return	 the	

equipment	 to	 the	 schools	 from	 which	

they	had	been	stolen.	
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A	 few	 weeks	 later,	 my	 Principal	 told	

me	 that	 the	 Region	 Superintendent	

wanted	 me	 to	 call.	 	 When	 I	 called,	 he	

offered	 me	 a	 job	 working	 in	 the	

District	Office.		It	wasn’t	an	offer	that	I	

had	asked	for.		I	didn’t	want	that	job.	

	

When	I	hesitated,	I	told	him	about	my	

commitment	 to	 my	 students.	 	 I	 told	

him	 how	 well	 they	 were	 doing,	 how	

despite	their	prior	records	we	had	no	

incidents,	 no	 discipline	 problems	 in	

class	or	outside	of	class,	none	at	all!		I	

thanked	him	for	the	offer,	but	told	him	

I	 thought	 it	 was	 important	 to	 follow	

through	with	these	children.		

	

He	 said,	 “I	 thought	 you	 wanted	 a	

career.	 You	 can	 stay	 with	 your	

students,	 but	 know	 that	 if	 you	 turn	

down	 an	 offer,	 there’s	 no	 assurance	

that	 you’ll	 get	 another	 one.	 	 Think	

about	it	and	get	back	to	me.”			

	

That	 conversation	 was	 over,	 and	 so	

was	my	joy.		This	first	test	of	the	value	

of	students’	consensus	goals	was	over.		

I	called	a	friend	in	the	District	Office	to	

explain	 my	 situation	 and	 asked	 if	 she	

would	 help	 me	 prepare	 a	 “good	 bye	

party”	for	my	students.	

	

At	 the	 end	 of	 my	 sixth	 week	 with	 the	

first	 class	 to	 adopt	 five	 consensus	

personal	 goals,	 their	 classroom	 was	

decorated	 for	 a	 surprise	 “good	 bye”	

party	to	greet	their	return	from	lunch.				

When	 the	 door	 was	 opened	 and	 they	

could	see	the	decorations	they	asked,		

“Why	are	we	having	a	party,	Mr.	Bell?”			

	

Their	 excitement	 transformed	 into	

disappointment	 when	 I	 explained	 the	

reason	for	the	party.		I	explained	how	

everyone	has	a	boss,	and	how	we	must	

do	what	our	boss	asks	us	to	do.			

	



They	settled	down	when	I	changed	the	

subject.			

	

“You’re	all	going	to	graduate	the	sixth	

grade	 and	 go	 on	 to	 Junior	 High.	 	 I’ll	

come	back	to	see	you	graduate,	and	to	

congratulate	 you.	 	 We	 can	 celebrate	

that	now.		Would	like	to	have	some	ice	

cream	to	celebrate	that?		I	need	some	

helpers.		Who’d	like	to	help?”		I	knew	

I’d	have	help.		Hands	went	up.	

	

We	ate	ice	cream	and	cake.		We	played	

music	and	danced.		We	cleaned	up	and	

prepared	for	dismissal.	

	

At	 the	 dismissal	 gate,	 I	 said	 that	 I’d	

like	 to	 shake	 their	 hands	 as	 they	

departed.	 	 As	 I	 prepared	 to	 shake	

hands	 with	 the	 line	 leaders,	 James	

shouted	 “STOP!”	 from	 the	 back	 of	 the	

line.	

	

Everyone	turned	to	look	at	James	who	

then	 said,	 “Let’s	 say	 our	 Personal	

Goals	 one	 more	 time	 for	 Mr.	 Bell!”			

The	class	immediately	began	shouting	

their	 Personal	 Goals	 in	 unison,	 loudly	

enough	 to	 stop	 other	 classes	 from	

moving	to	the	dismissal	gate.			

	

A	 teacher	 came	 over	 to	 ask,	 “What’s	

wrong?	 	 Did	 someone	 die?”	 	 Holding	

back	tears	I	said,	“Yes,	me.”	

	

When	the	class	finished	shouting	their	

Goals,	 I	told	 them	 that	I	was	 proud	 of	

what	 they	 had	 accomplished	 with	

their	 Goals.	 	 We	 shook	 hands	 and	

hugged	as	we	said	good-bye.	
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