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EDUCATORS ME TO YOU ME TO ME FAMILY

Observe students’ 
reality rather than 
your expectations.

Listen to your 
friends when they 

are struggling.

Orient your mindset to 
the reality of 
the situation.

Provide 
opportunities for 
reparations rather 
than punishment.

EXPECTATION VS. REALITY
It’s not fair. Why is this happening to me?

These are common thoughts when reality doesn’t meet up with your expectations. 
Common, but unhelpful. Life isn’t fair. Bad things happen to good people. Everyone makes 
mistakes. 

Even if you do everything right, you may still fail, but you have an opportunity to learn from this event and 
prepare for similar situations in the future. One method for seizing opportunities like this is the OODA Loop, 
originally developed by US Air Force Col. John Boyd:

Observe. Often there are physical signs that there’s a disconnect between what you think should be happening 
and what is actually happening. Your palms get sweaty or you feel imaginary butterflies in your stomach. These 
signs are your trigger that something isn’t meshing, and you need to be situationally aware to respond in the 
most productive way.

Orient. Once you recognize the disconnect, you can focus on adjusting your thinking from what you wish 
would be to what actually is. That means facing and accepting the truth of your situation so you can adjust your 
actions accordingly.

Decide. With a clear, honest picture of the situation as it really stands, you are ready to make a decision about 
how you are going to handle it to get things back on track or alter your course for a more realistic outcome. 
It’s essential that your decision is based on the truth of the situation, rather than your desires for how things 
“should” be.

Act. Decision is useless without action. Once you decide what you need to do to bring your expectations and 
reality closer together, act on it. But remember, sometimes the best action you can take is to pause and give 
yourself room to process. In that case, calm down, clear your mind, and go back to the beginning of the loop.

C O N T E N T  O V E R V I E W

Expectation vs. Reality
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E D U C AT O R S

EXPECTATION VS. REALITY: EDUCATORS
Are we engaging with students based on our expectations or their reality? For example, our expectation 
might say that kids think the periodic table is the greatest thing ever, but their reality might be that it’s a 
series of numbers and letters deliberately designed to make them feel dumb. 

Every class is different because every individual student is different. Basing our expectations on previous 
classes, or even other classes in the same semester does our students a disservice. We need to understand their reality so 
that we can teach from that place, rather than our personal expectations and preferences. 

To do that, we need to observe and orient:

Observe. How do students feel about our subject? Observations can be made from their reactions (vocal and physical) to 
assignments and lectures and how well they perform on exams. We can also take an anonymous survey of the class to get a 
feel for what they’re thinking but not expressing. Think of this as taking the temperature of the class. 

Orient. Based on our observations, we need to adjust our teaching accordingly. Being responsive changes what it means to 
teach our subject well because we can influence the engagement (or lack thereof) of our students. Is there an activity that 
would be a more effective teaching aid than the questions in the textbook? Is there a particular topic students are dreading 
that we can make more fun or relevant when we get to it?

This isn’t a one-time endeavor. Seeing and responding to our students’ reality requires experimentation. We need to 
continually reassess what our students are experiencing and retaining in the classroom versus what we expect or think they 
should be experiencing.

THIS WEEK, BE ON THE LOOK OUT FOR 
1. Opportunities to OBSERVE students’ reality of your 
subject. Create a survey—doesn’t have to be long—to 
get a read on how students feel about the class and the 
subject specifically. Include questions like: What do you 
like about this subject/class? If you were teaching the 
class, what activity would you have the class do? Why do 
you think this class matters?

2. Opportunities to ORIENT your teaching to your 
observations. Make a list of potential adjustments 
that could be made based on the survey and other 
observations of your students. Focus on the ones that 
you can realistically implement. Try out one new thing 
this week and observe the results. Then, (you guessed it!) 
repeat the process.

3. Opportunities to TEMPER your expectations. Are 
you daydreaming about what the perfect class would be 
like? Are you comparing your current students to previous 
students, or even students from a different school? 
Brainstorm ways to stop dwelling on what you don’t 
have, and start focusing on the students you do have. For 
example, anytime you notice yourself wishing the class 
liked Hamlet more, write down a way to make the subject 
more fun.

QUOTES OF THE DAY:
MONDAY:
“Life’s under no obligation to give us what we 
expect.” Margaret Mitchell
 
TUESDAY:
“When you make decisions based on a lie, you 
never end up at what is best.” Coach Mackey

WEDNESDAY:
When you stop expecting people to be 
perfect, you can like them for who they are.”   
   Donald Miller

THURSDAY:
“Expect the best of yourself, and then do 
what is necessary to make it a reality.” 
   Ralph Marston

FRIDAY:
“Reality is that which, when you stop believing 
in it, doesn’t go away.” Philip K. Dick

Expectation vs. Reality
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EXPECTATION VS. REALITY: ME TO YOU
There will be times in your life when the kindest, most generous thing you can do for someone 
is to share hard truths with them. If your friend or classmate’s behavior is off, or they’re putting 
themselves in a bad situation, speak up! But, do so from a place of love and understanding, 
rather than from a desire for personal gain.

You will observe things about your friends that the adults in their lives might not notice. When you 
care about someone, you pay attention to what they do and say. For example, if your friend is making 
self-deprecating comments or seems less confident than usual, let them know that you’ve noticed the 
behavior and you want to help. To do that, you need to understand what’s going on, which means 
having a possibly uncomfortable conversation.

And make sure your conversation happens in person, not over text. As Randi Gunther, Ph.D., says, 
“Words are only ten percent of any emotionally-laced verbal connection. The other 90% is voice 
intonation, body language, facial expressions, and other subtle cues.”1

Here are a few communication tips:

• Make sure you’re in a good environment 
for the conversation. Somewhere quiet, and 
appropriately private.

• Be straightforward about what you noticed, 
and ask them to clarify if what you’ve seen is 
accurate to their experience.

• Pay attention to your body language. Face 
the other person, make eye contact (if they’re 
comfortable with that), and respect their 
personal space.

• Listen. Don’t think about what you want to say 
or what you’re feeling right now. Focus on them 
and the words and physical cues they are giving 
you.

Sensitive subjects aren’t fun to talk about, but it is 
necessary. Check out More Resources for additional 
communication tips from the Youth Health 
Education Program, Teen Talk.2

///  ME TO YOU EXERCISE  ///
“LEADERS ALWAYS LEAD”

Do you consider yourself a good listener? How 
about a good communicator? Why or why not?
Listening is a big part of communication, but 
it’s not all. What else is important for good 
communication?
There are ways to practice for uncomfortable 
conversations, such as getting used to telling 
someone there’s something stuck in their 
teeth without feeling embarrassed for them. 
List three ways you can practice for difficult or 
uncomfortable conversations.
Think about a difficult conversation you 
had with a friend, classmate, or adult. Write 
down a few things you could have done to 
communicate more effectively.
Who do you turn to when you need to talk? 
What about that person makes them easy to 
talk to?

Expectation vs. Reality
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EXPECTATION VS. REALITY: ME TO ME
Your expectations are never going to meet your reality because nothing in the real world will 
ever perfectly align to what you can imagine in your mind. You can either sulk and ask “Why 
me?” when expectations don’t meet reality, or you can let go of your preconceived ideas and 
orient yourself to deal with the current situation.

Let go of what you thought would be or how you wish things were, and observe what is actually in front of 
you. Orient your mindset to focus on what you can adjust in your life to help things go your way.

For example, you didn’t get the grade you expected on an essay. Your expectation isn’t meeting your reality. 
Anxiety and doubt start creeping in. My mom’s going to be so disappointed in me. My teacher must think 

I’m stupid or He’s out to get me. Thoughts like this begin a negative spiral, and it doesn’t help you accept 
your reality.

Stop and breathe. A breathing exercise can be as simple as counting ten slow breaths, but there are tons of 
other exercises available to help you calm down and center your mind.

From this place of calm, orient your mind to the reality of your situation, so that you can decide what you 
need to do now. Sometimes it helps to make a list of available options. For the example above, if you adjust 
from the anxiety and self-doubt to looking at how you can improve, one of your options might be reading 
the teacher’s comments and talking it over with them.

Orienting your thinking is only helpful if you make a decision based on that adjustment in your thinking. 
If you aren’t being honest with yourself about the reality of your situation, any decision you make will be 
tainted by that lie. Make decisions based on the truth of your reality.

For more examples of breathing exercises, check out: https://www.uofmhealth.org/health-library/uz2255

Exercises:
1. What physical signs do you recognize when your expectations don’t pan out? For example, do 

you get sweaty palms or increased heart rate?

2. Think of the last time your expectation didn’t meet reality at school. For example, getting 
a lower grade on a test than you expected or losing an assignment. Write one sentence 
representing your expectation and one sentence representing the reality.

3. Imagine yourself in a similar situation for the next few questions. What do you observe about 
the situation and your response to it? 

4. How do you orient or adjust your mindset to accept and analyze the situation as honestly as 
possible? Why is it important for you to be honest with yourself?

5. Now it’s decision time. What are you going to do about the disparity between your 
expectations or the reality of the situation? What action(s) do you need to take based on that 
decision?

Expectation vs. Reality
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EXPECTATION VS. REALITY: FAMILY
According to Dr. Laura Markham, Ph.D., “Strict Parenting raises angry kids who lose interest 
in pleasing their parents. Permissive parenting raises unhappy kids who test their parents. In 
both cases, the child resists the parent’s guidance and doesn’t internalize self-discipline.”1

When we punish our kids for everything they do wrong, they will fear not being perfect because they are 
punished every time they aren’t perfect. It stunts the growth of their personalities and our relationship with 
them. On the flip side, we can’t remove all correction and let them run amok without guidance.

Luckily, as with most extremes, there’s a middle ground for parents between strict punishment and passive 
permission. Punishment generally involves the removal of something. We remove the freedom to go out 
with friends or take away privileges. To our kids, this can seem like we are removing our love, too.

If he does poorly on a test, even if all of his grades are slipping, grounding him may not be very helpful. 
Instead, give him options of ways to make reparations. For example, studying in the family room every 
evening or accepting a tutor. 

If she goes to a friend’s house after school without asking first, or even letting you know where she went, 
you may be panicking, but venting that emotion will probably just cause her to shut down. Again, removal 
of privileges could easily backfire. Instead, explain that not knowing where she is causes the people who 
love her to worry, and give her ways that she can make it up to you.

If we punish our kids for making a mistake, we 
remove the support they need to turn that mistake 
into a learning opportunity. Home is a safe space. 
It should also be a place where our kids feel secure 
enough to experiment and grow. Experiments 
require trial and error. Growth means making a few 
mistakes. Let’s celebrate the growth that comes 
from the mistakes.

///  BEST 5  ///
THE BEST FIVE MINUTES OF THE WEEK

What do you think is the difference between 
punishment and reparations? Why is that 
distinction important?

Why are mistakes important for growth? What 
would happen if you never made any mistakes? Is 
that even possible?

Discuss why structure is necessary for a healthy, 
happy family life. What is the structure of your 
family like? Or, put another way, what are your 
rules and guidelines?

Make a list of your family’s hard rules—the things 
that shouldn’t even be bent a little. Then, make a 
list of some guidelines based on the brainstorming 
you did for question three.

Expectation vs. Reality



2 W o r d s  C h a r a c t e r  D e v e l o p m e n t  •  Y e a r  1  •  W e e k  3

03
W E E K

M O R E  R E S O U R C E S

MORE RESOURCES
Video: Good Communication Skills for Teens - Let’s Face It!

Book: Peaceful Parent, Happy Kids

Article: How to Accept Reality Without Giving Up Your Dreams

Other: How to Accept Yourself, Your Life, and Your Reality

End Notes:

ME TO YOU:

(1) “Bionic Teens - Effective Communication Techniques” by Randi Gunther Ph.D. Psychology Today.

https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/blog/rediscovering-love/201110/bionic-teens-effective-communica-

tion-techniques

(2) “Communication”, Teen Talk http://teentalk.ca/learn-about/communication-2/

FAMILY:
(1) “Why Peaceful Parenting?” Aha! Parenting https://www.ahaparenting.com/parenting-tools/positive-disci-
pline/positive-discipline

(1) “Beyond Discipline for Teens”, Aha! Parenting https://www.ahaparenting.com/ages-stages/early-teens/
positive-discipline-teens

Expectation vs. Reality

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_UTx6iPLsH4
https://www.theladders.com/career-advice/how-to-accept-reality-without-giving-up-your-dreams
https://www.inc.com/lolly-daskal/how-to-accept-yourself-your-life-your-reality.html
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/blog/rediscovering-love/201110/bionic-teens-effective-communication-techniques
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/blog/rediscovering-love/201110/bionic-teens-effective-communication-techniques
http://teentalk.ca/learn-about/communication-2/
https://www.ahaparenting.com/parenting-tools/positive-discipline/positive-discipline
https://www.ahaparenting.com/parenting-tools/positive-discipline/positive-discipline
https://www.ahaparenting.com/ages-stages/early-teens/positive-discipline-teens
https://www.ahaparenting.com/ages-stages/early-teens/positive-discipline-teens
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Summary
The way we talk to ourselves shapes how we see ourselves and the world around 
us. If we are constantly saying things like “I’m stupid” or “I never get anything 
right,” those are the things we will start to believe about ourselves. People say 
awful things to themselves that they would never say to another person, and they 
do it without thinking.

On the flip side, positive self-talk leads to increased confidence and physical 
well-being, as well as decreased stress and depression.¹ That’s a pretty compelling 
reason to help our students think more kindly about themselves and their abilities. 
We can help them identify negative self-talk, so they can adjust their thoughts to 
be more positive.

Statistics
One powerful method of transforming thinking from negative to positive is 
thinking about ourselves in the second or third person.² We’re likely to be more 
kind to others than to ourselves. So, if we create some distance between our 
sense of self (the one throwing around negative phrases) and the way others 
would see us, we open up room for the same compassion we show to others to 
be directed to ourselves.

Another technique is to “interrogate” negative thoughts. This just means 
whenever a negative thought is identified or we say something really mean 
about ourselves, we stop and pause to ask questions like: Is that really true? or 
Am I overexaggerating? This makes us really think about the words that we’re 
using, so we can make corrections to hyperbolic negative thinking. 

Signs of Negative Self-Talk

• Self-deprecating comments told as a “joke”
• Envy at the success of others
• Lack of effort in school
• 

Remember:
If you believe a student may be suffering from excessive negative self-talk or 
other mental health issues, contact your school counselor and administration.

Resources:
¹ “Positive thinking: Stop negative self-talk to reduce stress” from the Mayo Clinic

² “Why Saying Is Believing — The Science Of Self-Talk” by Laura Starecheski. from NPR

SELF
TALK
FACTS
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https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/stress-management/in-depth/positive-thinking/art-20043950
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2014/10/07/353292408/why-saying-is-believing-the-science-of-self-talk

