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Dear All:

Language is a powerful tool and it has been said that the pen is more powerful than the sword.  We use words constantly to express our thoughts, to share information, to interact seriously with each other, and to interact in less formal settings.   Words have power and influence, and because they are so powerful, an important aspect of instructing students at John Paul II Academy is to teach them to use words correctly and respectfully.  Please consider the following situations:

Situation 1:

Bobby and Timmy, both three-year-olds, are playing together in the play area of the Pre-School.  Mrs. Muir hears Tommy call Bobby a ‘poop head.”  She puts Tommy on warning for his language.  Too severe?

Situation 2:

What about this exchange?  Bobby and Timmy (same three-year –olds) are playing and Mrs. Muir asks them to please clean up their area and one responds, “What is this s_ _ t?”  NOW what should be done?  A trip to the principal’s office?  A phone call home?  A day out of school?  

Situations such as this are not as fictitious as they sound.  NO child is born with a present vocabulary of swear words – children learn what they hear and see and experience  -- and like little tape recorders, play back what they have heard on TV, from adults in the neighborhood, from older siblings at home when they come to school, and perhaps they also bring “earthy language” back to your home.  

It is difficult to tactfully explain to a little one that some of the words that adults use in conversations at home are not to be used in school.  That has always been my personal challenge when I call home in cases such as this.  Being judicious in speech is critical when one is around children.  

Cursing in public settings has been increasing in America since 1992.  Similar to the styles of clothing that range from conventional to relaxed, language has ”deteriorated” to less formal, less conventional, and even more crass over the years.  Think for a moment about the TV shows – even the cartoons – that children watch and the language being used in them.  And what about the lyrics in modern music?  Little by little we are becoming desensitized to the effects of offensive speech.

Most of the time, adults and students are not even aware of what they say (or text) until they are called on it – and then the excuses come, “everybody does it,”  “why are you picking on me?”, “so and so said that yesterday”  and the list goes on – This situation cannot be allowed to continue any more if we are to preserve the character of John Paul II Academy and the respectful atmosphere we wish to see.  

The use of crass language is not confined to one gender, age, racial, or religious group.  That is the crux of the issue – and why we are taking a full school focus on “clean – speak”.
The eighth graders (28) were challenged by Mrs. Shumiloff to become aware of and then chart specific irreverent statements such as the use of “Oh My God” as an explanation of surprise or anger.  Here are the results the eighth-graders who heard and counted brought back:

 OMG – both the full line and the abbreviation were heard 290 times within a 48 hour period both in school and outside of school.  

Again, the use of vulgar and profane statements – swearing – was charted as well in two specific areas – at school and home, and at school only.  I was floored by the results of what our students hear and, most probably, say.

Swearing at JPII and at home:

590 times within a 72 hour period.  

Swearing at JPII only – 2 days – 99 times.  

There was no outside recess and I do not know if the total would have been higher if there had been.  Personally, I would assume so.

I will agree that we, as a faculty and staff, have identified some major areas where inappropriate language is being used by students, including speech and texting.   In addition we have strengthened our policy on cell phones – I would ask that you also check your child’s phone for photos and his or her Facebook account.  You may be surprised at what you find.    

Please be aware that we are on a mission!  Just as the “Clean up Litter” campaign was popular decades ago, we are on a cleanup mission, too!  Below are the definitions of what types of language we are working to “stamp out” here at the Academy.  

These definitions below are taken from the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language.

1.  Blasphemy – a contemptuous or profane act, utterance or writing concerning God or a sacred entity.  Specific words:  Oh My God (OMG), Jesus Christ (JC) being used in the Academy.

2.  Epithet – an abusive, or contemptuous word or phrase – often racial, again, written or spoken or texted.

3.  Insult – offensive action or remark—  words such as “stupid, retard, etc”  The term “your mother”  WILL NOT be tolerated even if the words following the first two are “is the most beautiful woman in the world.”

4.  Profanity  / Vulgarity -- Something such as an act or an expression that offends, insults good taste and/or propriety, is abusive or irreverent.  (Earthy language, dirty jokes, gestures, etc.) The phrase “shut-up” also will not be tolerated – it is just plain offensive in our estimation.

5.  Disrespect to a Staff Member or a Faculty Member – verbal arguing, written statements, refusal to follow directions.  These types of actions will be dealt with swiftly.  I do confess that we have only a FEW students who are argumentative and disrespectful to adults – but those few are very frequent offenders and often consume 90% of my time.  

Here is how we plan to do this:

· Our behavior code will be updated

· Children must learn to take PERSONAL ownership of what they say or do.  The “he/she made me do it” is gone as an excuse.

· Children will learn alternative and appropriate ways to express displeasure.

· Good behavior will be rewarded.

· We will separate disruptive and frequent offenders

· We will adapt the physical environment especially during lunch and on the playground.

· We will involve parents immediately.

One important goal for all of us here at John Paul II Academy is to teach our students – to teach your child --  to use acceptable language not only in the classroom but also anywhere on the Academy grounds and at Academy events – including sports!!!

I can truly understand how difficult your job is as a parent, and how stressful it is to add one more task to your plate.  But you are your child’s first teacher and without your help in this initiative, we will not succeed. 

The change we are looking for will not happen in a day – or a month – or even before the close of this school year.  HOWEVER, if students’ language use gets better – day by day – then we will have successes to celebrate.  

If you have any questions about the data in this article, the action we are taking, and our specific modifications, do not hesitate to contact me.  Sitting down to discuss you concerns is much easier than writing an e-mail and far more personal/

I look forward to making this “Clean Up Campaign” a win / win for every family at JPII!

PTU Founders’ Day
The February PTU meeting is the Traditional Past Presidents’ or Founders’ Meeting, where all those parents (usually moms) who have served as president are honored.  This year the format has been designed to include ALL those Past PTU Presidents from both schools to join our “JPII” Founders. 

 This is an exciting event for all of us and, I hope, for all who will attend either as member or as Past President.  Our history is a gold mine and the “history of the past” is held in the minds and hearts of the many who will be honored.  I look forward to seeing you at the meeting!!!

Dates for Your Calendar

February:


3
Honors Ceremony


9
PTU Meeting At 7:00 PM

            10
Cupcake Sale –Kindergarten and odd numbered grades  

            18
Mid-point – Interim reports SOON

            21
Presidents’ Day – No School

 25
Father / Daughter Dance at the K of C hall –6:00 to 9:00 


 28
ITBS Testing begins

March:


  1
Easter Candy sale begins


  4
Mother / Son Monster Hockey Game


   9
Ash Wednesday


  13
PTU Mass – St. Therese – 10:00


  21
Teacher Retreat Day – No school for students

  25
End of Term (may be delayed due to snow days -- )

