CRACK THE CASE, authored by Dr. Nancy DeFrates-Densch, Northern Illinois University 

The Self-Esteem Program

Boggley Middle School is fairly large and serves a low- to-middle-income urban population. Recently a major employer in the city declared bankruptcy, resulting in the loss of thousands of jobs. Many of the students at Boggley live in single-parent families. The strain of poverty also is evident for many families.

The faculty and staff at Boggley have decided that their focus for the upcoming school year will be on enhancing the self-esteem of their students. They have decided on the following guidelines for teachers:

1. Serve as mentors to students in their homeroom. 

2. Provide positive feedback for all students.

3. Provide students with guaranteed success in all subjects, even if this means lowering expectations for some students.

4. Create multiple opportunities for students to work in cooperative groups. 

5. Create opportunities for students to explore their identities, and define who they are in a safe, accepting environment.

6. Intervene in student conflicts to keep them from escalating. 

All of the teachers enthusiastically embrace these guidelines and look forward to seeing students who really feel good about themselves this year. It is their belief that this will enhance achievement in their school as well as promote a positive social climate for the students.

Sarah is a student in the seventh grade. As she begins the school year, she notices that things are different this year. Homeroom is used for more than just announcements. Now, for some reason, her homeroom teacher, Mr. Crimmons, seems to want to get to know each of his students personally. Sarah is not comfortable with this. She has never been particularly fond of Mr. Crimmons, though she doesn’t dislike him either. Sarah doesn’t want to share personal stories about herself, let alone her dreams for the future, with the rest of the class. 

Sarah is concerned also about Ms. Carter’s science class. She nearly failed Ms. Carter’s class last year. The tests were difficult, and Ms. Carter had very high standards. Sarah is surprised to find that she will be working with a group of three other students in science this year. Working in groups is not something that Sarah enjoys. She never seems to be able to get her point across and the other students often discount her ideas because of her history of low achievement. 

In the first three days of Ms. Carter's class, Sarah hears how “dumb” she is five times. She decides that she will just sit quietly during small-group activities. One day Ms. Carter asks Sarah why she doesn’t talk in the group.  Sarah explains how her groupmates make her feel dumb.   Ms. Carter decides that the best thing to do is to move Sarah to another group, with students who seem less likely to pick on her. However, Sarah does not contribute there either. 

As the first test approaches, Sarah believes she is likely to fail, but while taking the test she realizes that she knows most of the answers. “This is a first,” she says to herself. She is happily surprised when her graded test is given back to her. 

“Well, I got a B!” she exclaims. Ms. Carter beams at her, very happy to see Sarah so pleased. Later, however, Sarah overhears other students discussing the test, and the questions they are discussing are different from the ones Sarah answered. Sarah goes to Ms. Carter after school to find out what is going on. Ms. Carter carefully explains to Sarah that students received different tests so that they all might be successful. 

Sarah is dumbfounded. “This could only mean one thing,” she thinks. “Ms. Carter thinks I’m stupid, too.”
1. What are the issues in this case?

2. Why might student self-esteem be of particular interest to middle-school teachers?

3. Suggest a rationale for each of the guidelines for teachers.

4. What changes would you make to the self-esteem enhancement program developed by the faculty of Boggley Middle School?

5. Why do you believe each of these changes is necessary?
