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The formula for getting the most out of school is simple. Students must attend, with all their attention, and they must do the homework, and be organized.

If Utopia exists in a high school, it's the first week of a new semester. A collective teenage energy fills the school with hope. Like athletes at the beginning of a race, students are pumped. As the bell rings to start the race, eager students come to class on time, alert, focused and ready for the challenge.
During this idyllic week, the students in my class are all potential winners. In my Utopia, they can all finish the race, but unfortunately some will drop out, while others will stumble and never end up with results that adequately reflect their potential.
You are now at the starting gate. You all want to finish the race. Here's how to avoid obstacles and distractions along this long-distance marathon of high school.

Be there.
I cannot teach an empty desk. A lesson includes not only my comments, but also the dialogue with students. If you want me to recall the 70-minute class you missed, you are asking the impossible. Also, I am not Jumbo Video. I do not rent a video of my lesson.
If you must miss a class for appointments, be selective. For example, miss the movie in English class, rather than the important lesson on the persuasive essay. Miss the gym class rather than the health lesson. Maybe orthodontists should have night appointments. After all, most of their clients are teenagers in school all day long.

Be on time.
The first five to 10 minutes of a class are the most important, for they include the review of the last day's class, the menu for the day, assignments collected and explained. Remember, that class has no rewind button.

Be alert.
Get enough sleep. Until school boards listen to the experts who say teenagers function better later in the day and therefore, classes should start later, you have to live with the current setup of the school day. If your part-time job is becoming more like a full-time job, you may have to make the tough decision of cutting back your work hours. Of course, this means less money in the short run, but high school graduates make more money than those without a diploma.

Be focused.
Watch where you sit in class. The front rows, especially in large classes, are the best for staying in focus. Will Rogers' advice, "If you're talking, you ain't listening and if you ain't listening, you ain't learning," makes sense. That means don't sit close to your friends. So-called friends are often the biggest distraction. Next to them are portable CD players, often smuggled into class.

Be realistic.
Take the proper courses, the ones that suit your ability. If you aren't good at math, don't take the academic level of this course. Once you find the right level and do well, you will feel more confident and this will have positive effects on your school work. Remember, nothing succeeds like success.

Be connected.
Sadly, some teens don't have a supportive family. Find a teacher or guidance counsellor you can go to for advice when family problems are dragging you down. Good friends can help here also.

Be informed.
Start with the school calendar of events. This includes holidays, report days, examinations, etc. Put a copy of this in the front of your binder. Post another copy on your locker door.

Be organized with your binder.
Have two binders, one for your morning classes and one for those after lunch. Buy dividers for your binders.
Take a monthly calendar and make a copy of each month, one for each subject. Put the calendars at the beginning of each subject section in your binder.
Here you can record important dates for tests and assignments.

Be organized with your locker.
Your job is to come to class with the proper tools, such as pens, paper and books. Right now you can find these. Soon, your locker will resemble an archeological site with the layered look.
This is how the site works.
The pile begins with the school calendar of events handed out on the first day, followed by the course outline for each subject, the assessment and evaluation policies, the first day's notes, and so on.
Later in the semester, often just before the Christmas break, the office will call for locker cleanout. Then, at the bottom of the heap, you will uncover that history assignment due on Sept. 25th. What good is it then?
Someone should design a locker with a filing cabinet section.
Same for your backpack. Like your locker, it becomes a garbage site. Some schools have banned these from the classroom because they are a hazard in the aisles.
I would ban them because they eat assignments and lead to student failure.

Be prepared.
Simply put, do your homework. Now that the sales of supplies are excellent, stock up for project night. When a project is due, you're usually looking for a glue stick, markers, tape and poster board. Computer paper is another must.

Be honest.
The Internet is a great research tool and brings the library to your room. However, plagiarism is rearing its ugly head. Teachers are becoming great detectives and usually with the first hit, we can discover where you came up with your great ideas on why To Kill A Mockingbird is the best novel of all time.

Be involved.
Students in sports and clubs, students who are joiners, like to come to school and usually do better than those who just "hang around." However, do this in moderation. Too much extra-curricular activity can lead to failure.

Be a volunteer.
Especially in grades 9 and 10. The Ministry of Education has mandated 40 hours of volunteering for high school students.
Many students scramble the last year to make up the compulsory hours at the time when courses are the most difficult and when the marks count the most.

Be a reader.
Efficient readers do better in high school. Reading is a skill and like all skills, your efficiency drops if you do not practise. If you have not played hockey all summer long, your first practice in September shows you how much your puck handling, passing and shooting abilities have dropped. It's the same with reading. Read anything, anywhere.

Within a few weeks, I will be preparing the first reports for my students. Many students will not take these preliminary reports seriously: "These don't count. Only the final reports count."
However, through decades of experience, I know that this first report is a fair indicator of how a student will perform throughout the whole year. I need no Ipsos Reed study to prove that the beginning of the term is usually a strong indicator of how it will end.
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