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There were several things that Ms. Ackert did during our three years
together that made her such an effective teacher. First, she was always an
advocate for us. The other kids in the lunchroom were always making fun
of us, calling us retarded and slow. My teacher made fun of the bullies,
saying, “They act more retarded than us”

She personally advocated for me, too. One year, I found a writing
program I wanted to join, but because I was in special ed I didn’t meet the
academic requirements. When Ms. Ackert found out, she was red with
rage. She told me to make a poster board that displayed all my writing.
She wanted me to present it to the principal, and to tell him I deserved to
join the program. I did, and in the end he was impressed with my work
and actually recommended me for an even better writing program.

My good work backfired on me, though. In seventh grade I noticed that,
little by little, they were pulling me away from special ed classes. I didn't
pay it much mind until one day my mom received a letter saying it was
time for me to leave special ed. Although I had gone into special ed with a
heavy heart, now I didn’t want to go back to regular classes. I felt at home
in special ed, mostly because of Ms. Ackert.

I felt like I was learning way more in special ed than I had in regular
classes. Since Ms. Ackert and I had known each other for over a year
already, every time she spoke to me during class or asked me a question,
she geared the question or assignment specifically to me, which made the
work more interesting.

In this way, I think looping benefits both the teacher and the students.
Basically, the teacher learns what techniques work with specific students.
And because the students already know the teacher, they feel comfortable
speaking their minds when they have a question.

I spoke with the principal and I told him that I needed special ed.
Thankfully, he let me stay for another year. It couldn’t last forever, though.
By the end of eighth grade, I really was on my way back to regular classes.
It was very hard, but I knew that at some point I had to move on.

I'd say leaving a teacher is the most negative part of looping. Students
can feel lost, like they’ve been thrown out into the wilderness. Ms. Ackert
tried to make the transition easier by giving me her phone number and
telling me to call her when I needed advice or help with homework.
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When we said goodbye, I felt like I was closing an important chapter of
my life, kind of like when you move out of your parents’ house.

An article in Education World also noted that students can have difficulty
“adjusting to large school environments after being used to cloistered
ones,” and I agree. High school was very different, and confusing. I had

to go to different teachers in different classrooms, and I was with different
students each period. It took a while to find friendship with other
students in such a place, but eventually I did. (Not so much with
teachers, though.)

Now, even though I'm a senior in high school, my old classmates and I
still go visit Ms. Ackert. She has pictures of all her former students taped
on the wall, including me. That shows that she really cares for

the students.

Through the years Ms. Ackert has watched me grow up, both on the
outside and as a person. But I have watched her grow, as well. When she
was my teacher six years ago, she was engaged, and I remember she told
me once, “Irving, I will never have a child, you guys are my kids.” Now, six
years later, she has a 3-year-old kid and a husband. Both of us have come
a long way, but one thing is the same: She is still the same great teacher I
met on that unforgettable September morning.

"Now, even though I'm a senior in high
senool, wmy old classmates and | stifl
90 Visit Ms. Ackert.
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Mama Casey
by Annmarie Turton

In the classroom of “Mama Casey,” Annmarie learns about the economy
of Haiti, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, global poverty — and the value

of collaborative learning. Instead of sending students directly to the
textbook, Mama Casey has them brainstorm together to share what they
already know about a given subject.

She also pushes them to think critically about the way general principles
connect to real-world situations — something that, as we found in our
roundtable discussion, teens tend to appreciate.

The moment Ms. Casey arrived at our school, I knew she was something
special. Her attire was reminiscent of high society English tea drinkers.
She wore broad-rimmed hats, long flowing skirts, and a vast array of old-
fashioned accessories. She never changed her style for anyone.

Her teaching style was the same; she said it hadn’t changed in the 30 years
since her career began. She took a simple and direct approach to her
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"She took a simple and direct
approach 1o er craft: Teach children

what they need To Know, using
textbooks only as a reference.

craft: Teach children what they need to know, using textbooks only as a
reference. “The world is our textbook,” she preached. “You can learn more
from others than you can learn in a classroom.”

But that didn’t mean we had it easy in her class. I had her first for eighth-
grade history and later for 12th-grade economics, and in both classes she
challenged us every day to use what we already knew to chart our course
of study. Before we read a particular chapter, she would make us identify
and dissect our topic into three categories: political, social and economic.
We would then throw out random things we knew about a particular
subject and group them into these categories.

Once we started brainstorming as a class, the ideas flowed freely. In the
15 to 20 minutes we took to do this activity, we would generate enough
ideas to fill two sheets of chart paper. After that, we would visit the
chapter in our book pertaining to our topic and check to see how much
we had covered without reading the chapter. Of course, we wouldn't get
everything, so it was our job to peruse the chapter and make detailed
notes on what we missed or didn’t understand.

Ms. Casey also helped us understand how the subjects we study in
school relate to one another and to the world. For example, in 12th-grade
economics we examined the current value of the Haitian dollar and
calculated what we already knew — that most Haitians are living below

the poverty line. Ms. Casey explained Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs”
principle — which holds that people will only worry about higher order
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concerns once their basic needs have been met — and we discussed how
the inability to meet the first level in Maslow’s hierarchy could affect
everything else in Haitian society, like literacy rates and civil and political
unrest. From here we were able to tackle how these issues affect the health
and overall growth of the Haitian people and other poor people around
the world.

This lesson on interrelatedness was effective. It made our subject matter
seem more relevant and important. Plus, it challenged us. We needed

to stretch our minds to find these connections. Throughout, she taught us
college-level terms and concepts and pushed us to practice higher

level thinking.

Although she demanded a lot of us, Ms. Casey was also compassionate.
Outside the classroom, she announced herself to every student as
“Mama.” She told us she was our second mother, the one who gave us life
not in the physical form, but in mental form.

She also taught us compassion and told us that learning can be achieved
even in life’s lowest moments. When one of my classmates lost her mother
to a terminal illness, Ms. Casey — Mama Casey — visited and consoled
her family. She even escorted our senior class to the funeral so we could
be there to support our grieving classmate. This moment made us see the
true goodness of her heart and realize that she was teaching us empathy,

a life lesson. To her, this was an opportunity for us to grow, grieve and
learn together.
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CollegeBoard
Advocacy & Policy Center

The College Board Advocacy & Policy Center

The College Board Advocacy & Policy Center

was established to help transform education in
America. Guided by the College Board's principles
of excellence and equity in education, we work to
ensure that students from all backgrounds have the
opportunity to succeed in college and beyond. \We
make critical connections between policy, research
and real-world practice to develop innovative
solutions to the most pressing challenges in
education today.

advocacy.collegeboard.org

The College Board

The College Board is a mission-driven not-for-profit
organization that connects students to college
success and opportunity. Founded in 1900, the
College Board was created to expand access

to higher education. Today, the membership
association is made up of more than 5,900 of

the world's leading educational institutions and

is dedicated to promoting excellence and equity
in education. Each year, the College Board helps
more than seven million students prepare for a
successful transition to college through programs
and services in college readiness and college
success — including the SAT® and the Advanced
Placement Program®. The organization also serves
the education community through research and
advocacy on behalf of students, educators and
schools.

For further information, visit www.collegeboard.org.
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