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“And here are the bathrooms,” Ms. Miriam pointed out, as two individuals walked down a hallway past a few empty classrooms. It was the last period of the day, and many students had gone home. Some stayed during the 3:45-5:05 block to catch up on their work, however. Those were the students that Alex would be working with on his first day at the Classic City High School.

“Annelle is one of our top students,” the lady at the front desk had proudly remarked when Alex was assigned to work with her.

‘This is good,’ Alex thought. ‘This is a great way to begin.’

Annelle was set to graduate at the end of that very semester. She struck Alex as the type of student that would have helped him with Calculus work back in high school. Math and science were her strong points, he noticed.

“English: not so much,” she remarked.

“That’s good to hear,” he responded.

So, the two of them watched as a lady on the computer screen lectured about Shakespeare’s sonnets.  This would be the first of many sessions where Alex would find himself disappointed at the lack of lecturing from a human teacher. He had attended during every period throughout the year; every time, it was just the student and the computer.

Annelle and the other students were equipped with 21st-century technological resources.  The e220 program provided the lectures and quizzes and allowed them to work at their own pace. They certainly appeared to have more independence than Alex had when he was in high school.

‘Maybe,’ Alex thought, ‘it’s better this way.’

Annelle was a good listener, but she often liked to talk about Shakespeare. She didn’t enjoy learning about him. But she enjoyed talking.  This worked in both of their favors.  Progressing to this point, however, Alex seemed to pick out the limitations of Annelle’s independence when she whipped out her cell phone to text.  But by reading the post-lecture questions to Annelle, she quickly realigned her focus.

It’s possible that Annelle didn’t care about concepts such as imagery and scansion. But when they translated Shakespearean themes to real world scenarios, that’s when Annelle’s critical thinking shined through.

“In this sonnet, Shakespeare’s pretty much dissing the young man for being irresponsible. Don’t you think?”

And she agreed. Often, she would come to these conclusions herself. By walking her through a cryptic Shakespearean love poem, we were able to set Shakespeare’s messages to the 21st-century setting.

Annelle continued through a pre-test on a number of sonnets that they had covered before.  From what Alex heard from Ms. Rose (the English teacher across the hall), the students were allowed to skip the online lecture if they passed the pre-test. So, eventually Alex heard screams of joy from students that scored a 90% or 100% on their tests. ‘Not exactly intrinsic motivation,’ Alex thought. But at least it got the students excited…about advancing to the next lesson.

Alex and Annelle advanced to the free-response portion of the Shakespearean unit.  Now, this seemed to pose the greatest amount of trouble for the student.  As soon as they arrive to question one out of six, Annelle reminded Alex that the teachers do not check the free responses for accuracy. A machine grades it for completion.  Essentially, Annelle could type anything she wanted, and she’d most likely get credit. Of course, e220 would provide a list of recommended responses.  Alex was wary of this honors system and began wondering what the students would list as their response if he was not around to look over their shoulders.

Nonetheless, Alex prompted Annelle to not only answer the complete question, but to also write in complete sentences. That couldn’t hurt. It was then that Alex discovered that Annelle needed help with her spelling and grammar.  Her vocalized ideas evidenced much thought and insight; the grader would have been unaware of her intelligence if he/she was limited to simply reading her written responses. So they slowly worked through corrections, capitalizing “Shakespeare” whenever needed and respelling “repetition” with an ‘e’ instead of an ‘i.’ Before they knew it, 5:00 had arrived.

But that was not the last time Alex would see Annelle. Next week was a quiz on another Shakespearean work: MacBeth. And afterwards, they never got to work with each other again, as a change in Alex’s schedule made it impossible for him to mentor on Thursdays at that time.

Annelle was probably the best of the brightest at the PLC. That is not to say that it ever got particularly rough for Alex. But he hoped to have similar experiences with students like her in the following weeks. In many ways, he would not be disappointed.

On one of Alex’s trips, he arrived during lunch. He asked the receptionist if there were any English classes in session. Alex found that most of the teachers were in the middle of a faculty meeting. Alex wandered across the halls to the classrooms downstairs. He had thirty minutes to spare.

In a classroom on the left-hand side, Alex noticed an adult giving a lesson to an even older adult.  He walked past a few classes and observed this same trend.  Eventually, he spoke with a lady who had just stepped out of the office.

“Are there any English classes in session?” he asked.

“For adult education?” she questioned back.

She went on to explain how the bottom floor of the building was devoted to the Athens Tech GED program. Unaware of this, Alex scanned the classrooms across the hall to take note of the math lectures that were taking place. It was not every day that one would see a younger adult lecturing to an older adult.  Nor would he often see a single educational facility utilized for more than one type of schooling.

Alex climbed the stairs again, just as a group of 20 students noisily made their way through the side entrance. Their lunch period had ended. Class would be in session soon.

After the students began filing in, Alex stepped into Ms. Rose"s English classroom.  He followed the original routine of asking her if he could assist any students, preferably those who needed help with their English work.  She recommended that Alex help Anthony with a typing assessment. Although he waited for this particular student to show up, he got a request from Dr. Silvey that there was a readily available student who needed some help.

Ashanti worked.  And attended school.  If her frequent dozing off was not a sign of this, the fact that she had taken Alex's order at the drive-thru the previous day certainly was.  Her lesson was over Don Quixote, which Alex had never read.  It turned out that Ashanti had not read it either. Nor was she planning on it.

"I cannot help you with plot, obviously," Alex explained. "But I can help you through critical thinking questions."

She claimed to be a good writer.

Which was interesting. When it came to dealing with sentence fragments and run-ons, she was skillful at identifying even her own mistakes.  Warm-up exercises prompted her to identify a clause as either a run-on or fragment.

"I just think of whatever I would say in a conversation. The right answer is usually the opposite," Ashanti explained.

"Not a bad strategy," Alex thought. In actuality, Ashanti quickly began to demonstrate her understanding of language rules, using her "flawed English" (as she may have identified it) as a reference point for what not to put in the answer fields.  This was an intuitive approach, and it allowed Alex to observe exactly how students" flaws can deconstructively work in their favor.

The two discussed further discussed what constitutes as "proper" dialect. How does one determine how to speak "well"/"correctly"/"good"? Ashanti's frequent use of the double negative may not yield her green squiggles on Microsoft Word, but it will certainly catch the attention of a trained grammar enthusiast (or, most English teachers).

"In the classroom, you have to play by their rules," Alex laughed. "It really depends on who you are speaking to. (Or to whom you are speaking.)"

Alex was not informing Ashanti of something that she did not already know.  But it was an enriching experience for the both. They continued distinguishing between run-on sentences and fragments. Alex utilized a strategy that improved the performance of a former "tutee." He recorded a list of terms and examples for her to keep for her own personal use.

"If you never use these, it will not hurt my feelings. Just consider it a resource."

With that, we sank our teeth into Don Quixote.  Neither of them would be able to read an entire novel in less than an hour. But that did not mean they had to resort to SparkNotes either.

"This story is so long," Ashanti stated while flipping through a handout that Dr. Silvey gave her during the last period.  On this handout was Chapter 8 of the novel, along with what appeared to be a summary.

"Does the teacher expect you to read the entire novel?" Alex questioned.

"No," she answered.  "He gave us this summary, and most of the times we can look up the answers to the questions on Google."

Even to Alex, it did not make sense for a student to read an entire novel for a short 6-question pre-test. But it also did not make sense to assign a book, expecting the student to read it completely for a test that he/she could possibly exempt.

20 minutes left.

Moments like these accentuated the true heart of the PLC in Alex"s eyes.: helping students "succeed." But what about later?  When the kids are not assigned to take any tests after graduation, what happens then?  The situation with Ashanti reminded me of a prior case where a reluctant student, Jessica, forced herself to read a Shakespearean play with me (out loud) for a 10-question pre-test.  In this particular case, Alex feel that Jessica was glad that she put in the effort. Even if the payoff seemed to be low. What Alex observed in Ashanti"s case was the sole acknowledgment of immediate results; not the anticipation of positive but unanticipated outcomes.  

Alex observed potential in students like Ashanti and Jessica (these students seemed to work well with real-world examples, translated from cryptic Old and Middle English dialects). But there was an extrinsic aura at the PLC. Students were learning so that they could pass the pre-tests and skip the lectures, moving on to the post-tests. In essence, the ideally perfect student will breeze through any and all tests. But he/she will miss out on the lecture.

Nonetheless, Alex often thinks back to what Dr. Juneau told him at the beginning of the semester.

"The one thing that these kids will definitely have in common is that they do not want to
be here."

Now, Alex found this paradoxical.  These students are (generally) isolated from intrinsic motivations in regards to their studies.  But this observation does not prevent these students from being united by their own "extrinsicity."  Alex seemed to notice that these students were driven by a different force.  But, at the same time, their motivation was not terribly deviant from what Alex witnessed in his own high school. While students, depending on where they live and what school they attend, may be limited by their opportunities; it is not to say that the "bright ones" ever enjoyed school in the first place.  Perhaps, Alex thought, the unmotivated students have to apply themselves more than the "bright students." In this attempt, it is possible that something "clicks." That the drive to succeed comes not as an innate gift, but an earned virtue.  

In retrospect, Alex did not condemn the teachings of the PLC. As his classmate, Mary, proved during a class discussion, it is perfectly feasible for a student to succeed if he/she has the worst teachers in the world, attends the worst school in the world, and is in the most undesirable economic situation in the world.  In these students, Alex was able to see a potential.  It was not always a realized potential. But given the fact that most of the students may reach their potential later in life, a modest and realistic hope emerges. Alex is no optimist. He is, in fact, far from it. But even to a realist like him, there exists an acknowledgment that these students are still searching for a drive that may "move" them.

This excites Alex.
