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1. Get kids moving! Students learn better when 
they’re not seated all day long. (So do adults, 
by the way!) As Brad Johnson and Melody 
Jones suggest in Learning on Your Feet, why 
not start every class with “a stretch, walking 
around the room, or even a few jumping 
jacks?” Physical activity improves focus, and it 
can also build teamwork. If you’re trying to 
teach students to work more effectively in their 
small groups, try a group juggle or rock-paper-
scissors chain to promote team building.

2. Inspire Genius! So you’ve heard all the buzz 
about Genius Hour. Maybe you haven’t tried it 
yet because it’s scary to feel like you might lose 
control of your classroom when students are 
working on different projects at the same time! 
But as Gallit Zvi and Denise Krebs say in The 
Genius Hour Guidebook, don’t be afraid to let 
go. By loosening the reigns, students will be 
able to develop their passions, and you’ll be 
able to enjoy a new role as a teacher who isn’t 
simply imparting knowledge but is guiding the 
learning process itself! (And Genius Hour 
doesn’t have to be a free for all—you can still 
lay down some ground rules and provide 
templates!)

3. Engage with parents more. Don’t wait until 
something goes wrong to have your first contact 
with parents. As Todd, Madeline, and Katherine 
Whitaker say in Your First Year, “If we wait to hear 
from parents, or wait to contact them only when 
something is going wrong, many times the only 
contact we have with them is negative. When a 
parent’s sole interaction with a teacher or school 
is negative, they will understandably be much 
less likely to want to interact with the school”. Try 
starting off the year with positive phone calls 

home about your students. Also, keep parents 
informed of what you’re teaching and why. In 
Getting Parents on Board, Alisa Hindin and Mary 
Mueller provide strategies and sample letters you 
can send home to explain what you’re teaching 
and why.

4. Teach social-emotional learning. Students 
come to school with a lot on their minds that 
has nothing to do with you or your classroom. 
This can cause behavior problems or lack of 
motivation. As Carla Tantillo Philibert explains 
in Everyday SEL in Elementary School and 
Everyday SEL in Middle School, when students 
learn to cultivate self-awareness, self-
regulation, and social awareness, they can 
control behavior and be more prepared to 
learn. Check out her books for a wide 
variety of classroom-based strategies 
to try.

5. Have those tough conversations. 
Encourage students to think and talk 
objectively about complex and 
sensitive issues such as race, 
gender, and social class. Students 
are forming their identities and 
need a safe environment that 
“encourages empathy, positive 
peer acceptance, and the 
inclusion of diverse ideas” 
(Martha Caldwell and Oman 
Frame, Let’s Get Real.) See 
Caldwell and Frame’s book 
for practical lesson plans 
that enable students to 
think creatively, rather 
than stereotypically, 
about difference.

Here are five powerful ideas to try in your classroom this school year – and the 
resources to help you get started!
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