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I like to build. Always have. From a 
young age, I discovered the satisfaction of 
turning ideas into realities. And though my 
first “fort” was little more than some old 
fence boards held together by straightened 
rusty nails, it was a product of my work — 
my imagination, my toil, and it became 
my place, my haunt for hours upon hours 
the summer before my fourth-grade year. 
Now, looking back, of course, I realize that 
my early creations were crude and limited 
by the tools and materials at my disposal. 
Indeed, one can only do so much with 
a hammer, some old nails, and weather-
warped boards.

I’m still building. I still enjoy trans-
forming paper plans into solid structures. 
My latest fort — planned and built collab-
oratively with my family — is a two-story, 
multi-deck, cedar board-and-batten affair 
perched in pines, a feat accomplished with 
tools and materials far beyond my early 
building years. Indeed, my toolbox has got-
ten a little bigger. And, now, in the summer 
of my son’s fourth-grade year, I hope he, 
too, finds joy in a place of his own. But I 
wonder. After all is said and done — after 
the considerable hours and money spent 
— I can’t help but wonder if he would not 
have been just as happy with a wobbly, 
bent-board deck fastened to a tree. Maybe 
it didn’t need to be fancy. Maybe it just 
needed to be a fort.

I build in the classroom, too. Of course, 
it’s a different type of construction, for my 
hammer and nails serve no practical purpose 
in my class. But all building requires tools 

and materials, and just as my outside-the-
classroom tools and materials have become 
more sophisticated, so too have my inside-
the-classroom tools and materials. But it 
wasn’t always so. Truly. No one taught me to 
build relationships. As a pre-service teacher 
I was led to believe that the key to success 
was compliance. So I entered the profession 
believing that if could keep them quiet and 
working, then I was successful. And I was 
successful — from the beginning. Indeed, 
I was the king of compliance my first year. 
I successfully structured a classroom full 
of quiet, working kids. I was a master, an 
expert with but one year under my belt. But 
it was a lie. In truth, I was as empty as the 
room, a fraud with a facade. But I did not 
know that right away. I learned that later. 
Fortunately, it was only a year later, an in-
valuable lesson in my early, formative years.

I had the same kids again the next year. 
I moved with them from seventh to eighth-
grade language arts. Though I had a new 
curriculum and even a new room, I did not 
expect things to be different. I had the same 
kids, and I would use the same “successful” 
approach. I had a blueprint for success, and 
heck, these kids were already molded into 
compliant creations of that plan. I was set 
for Perfect Year 2.0.

But things were different, at first subtly 
but later quite noticeably. And I wasn’t sure 
why. But they were. And the kids noticed, 
too. Now, looking back, I realize that I had 
come to know the kids and they me, and it 
started to change the dynamic. I was getting 
more out of them, and in turn they were 

getting more out of me. We were smiling; 
we were laughing; we were making noise; 
and we were learning. And before we knew 
it, we had developed a relationship. And 
though I still suspect that my first relation-
ships were more accident than skill, I now 
know that relationships with students are 
anything but accidents. They are intentional 
constructs that promote engagement in the 
classroom, foundations for success. I was 
lucky to learn this early. I have been build-
ing relationships ever since, and it has made 
all the difference. I only wish someone had 
told me sooner, before I entered the profes-
sion. It would have made a difference for 
me. And while I cannot change the past, I 
was recently presented with a chance to help 
change the future.

Last year I had an opportunity to teach 
a secondary classroom-management course 
at Eastern Washington University. And 
while I was initially intimidated by the high-
er education venue, I soon discovered that I 
was prepared, for I had acquired a number 
of tools — some simple, some sophisticated 
— over the years that I could now share 
with the young folks seeking to enter our 
profession. And so I showed up the first 
night with my tools newly shined, for it had 
been some time since I had actually thought 
— really thought — about the craft of man-
aging a classroom, and I was ready to share 
as much as I could so my college students 
entered the profession better equipped than 
I had been so many years ago.

Admittedly, I felt more than a little 
pressure to establish some credibility, and I 
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thought that required sharing an abundance 
of stuff. So I shared — a lot. In fact, I was 
amazed at how many tools I had accumu-
lated in my experience. But as the sharing 
continued over the course of the quarter I 
was struck by a realization that one tool had 
become more used, more worn than almost 
any of the others. And by contrast, others 
appeared hardly used at all, many simply 
flashy fads that worked but were soon for-
gotten or seldom used. Even more, the less-
used tools seemed to be more sophisticated, 
more “flashy” than the one that fit my hand 
so well. And I panicked, fearing that maybe 
my walk was not matching my talk. What 
was I selling? Was I simply filling my students’ 
bags with stuff to make myself look credible, 
to make myself look impressive? I wasn’t sure. 
Despite my doubt, time after time, situation 
after situation, I found myself reaching for 
the same tool when discussing classroom 
dynamics with my college students: the 

relationship tool. In truth, I was simply 
selling what I know best, and I’m not sure 
at this point in my career I can do any dif-
ferently, for I have come to realize a simple 
truth to my experience as an educator: any 
success or failure I have had over the years 
has had everything to do with relationships. 
Everything.

I will enter the college classroom again 
later this fall, and I will share — a lot. 
I will give my students tools to increase 
engagement in their classrooms, borrowing 
heavily from Marzano’s, The Art and Science 
of Teaching, and I will encourage them to 
Google “engagement strategies,” so they, 
too, have an abundance of tools to fill their 
respective toolboxes. But above all, I will 
hit home the notion that all is less or more 
depending on the foundation they establish 
with relationships. 

I have already entered my high school 
classroom, and I am already building. But I 

am keeping it simple. As my own children’s 
fancy tree house now sits empty with the 
start of school, I daily admire its beauty and 
seek to show it off. For it is impressive. But 
it’s empty. And, just as I learned so many 
years ago, if we are not careful, classrooms, 
too, can become empty structures full of 
compliant kids with whom we only com-
plete transactions. Fortunately, now, I know 
better. And while I will pull out some of 
my flashier tools at some point this year, at 
present, I don’t need them. My best tool has 
found my hand again, and I am building 
relationships. Simple. Nothing fancy.

Monte Syrie is 2013 ESD 101 Regional 
Teacher of the Year. He teaches sophomore 
English at his alma mater, Cheney High 
School. Monte also serves as an adjunct 
professor in the Education Department at 
Eastern Washington University.

Make plans now to join us for the first 
Washington Educators’ Conference 
being held October 21–22, at the SeaTac 
Doubletree Hotel. This two-day event is a 
new collaboration between WASA, AWSP, 
OSPI and WSASCD. The joint offering is 
a pilot and replaces the individual events 
each organization would have held this 
fall.  The conference theme is “Engage-
ment: Shaping the Education World.” 
National and local speakers will cover the 
hot issues in Washington State education: 
teacher-principal evaluation, Common 
Core, technology, Smarter Balanced, and 
much more.

AUDIENCE
All Washington State educators are invited—su-
perintendents and central office directors, princi-
pals, assistant principals and other building-level 
administrators; and teachers and teacher-leaders.

KEYNOTE SPEAKERS

JAY McTIGHE 
Educational Consultant
McTighe served as director 
of the Maryland Assessment 
Consortium. McTighe has 
also helped lead Maryland’s 
standards-based reforms, 
including the development of 
performance-based statewide 
assessments.

LAURA LIPTON, ED.D. 
Co-Director, Miravia, LLC.
Lipton is an international consul-
tant whose writing, research and 
seminars focus on effective and 
innovative instructional practices 
and on building professional 
and organizational capacities for 
enhanced learning

GOVERNOR JAY INSLEE 
Washington State Governor 

REGISTRATION
Registration is now available. Registration in-
cludes presentations, meals, materials and clock 
hours. Pre-register by October 10 to receive the 
discounted registration rate. Registration link.

ACCOMMODATIONS
Doubletree Hotel Seattle Airport
18740 International Boulevard
Seattle, WA 98188 

Book your room online here or call 800.445.8667 
(group code WED). Book by Friday, September 
30 for the conference room block rate of $125 
single/double and $135 triple. 

SPONSORING ORGANIZATIONS

Association of Washington School Principals (AWSP) 

Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) 

Washington Association of School Administrators (WASA)

Washington State Association for Supervision and  

Curriculum Development (WSASCD)

http://wcm.awsp.org/AWSP/Professional_Development/Conference/Conference_WA_Educators/Event_Details.aspx
http://bit.ly/1fopUHZ

