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SWEENEY, A former teacher, 
addressed Windom staff on 
the topic of “Keeping Stupid 
in the Box — Elminating Road-
blocks for Success.”
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A SLIDE IN Willow Sweeney’s Powerpoint presentation drove home the message to Windom 
Area Schools staff when it comes to guiding students.
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THE WAMHS LECTURE Hall Theater was packed with teachers, administration, paraprofession-
als, support staff and custodians to hear Sweeney’s motivational speech.

Sweeney presentation 
helps staff help students
■ Sweeney’s presentation is 
connected to Top 20 Training, 
which she co-founded.

Rarely does a school in-
service program speaker 
provoke anticipation. But 
then Willow Sweeney is not 
your everyday, run-of-the-
mill speaker.

Sweeney, a former teacher 
at Cretin-Derham Hall in St. 
Paul, returned to Windom 
Area Schools Monday with 
a program that focused on 
“stupid” — or more impor-
tantly, that “stupid” doesn’t 
exist. You won’t find educa-
tion professionals using the 
derogatory term very often, 
but it was tossed around 
freely during Sweeney’s 
engaging address titled 
“Keeping Stupid in the Box 
— Eliminating Roadblocks 
for Success.”

Sweeney is the co-founder 
of  Top 20 Training in St. 
Paul. 

Melissa Radeke, the 
district’s Director of  Teach-
ing and Learning, says 
Top 20 Training provides 
students, staff, parents and 
community members with 
powerful self-awareness and 
social-awareness strategies 
that facilitate good decision 
making and healthy relation-
ships, allowing individuals 
to develop to their highest 
potential. 

“Top 20 is helping us 
create a safe and healthy 
culture that develops strong 
social-emotional learning 
so that we learn, think and 
communicate effectively,” 
she adds.

The district introduced 
the Top 20 Training program 
in its schools last year with 
staff  participating in Top 

20 Training during fall and 
spring professional develop-
ment days. 

Students, meanwhile, par-
ticipated in Top 20 Training 
throughout the year in their 
homeroom and advisory 
classrooms. 

“It is our vision that we 
are a Top 20 school district 
in a Top 20 community,” 
Radeke says. 

Sweeney’s address ex-
plored situations that 
cause feelings of  “not good 
enough” or “not smart 
enough” and what educators 
can do to minimize the nega-
tive impact such feelings 
have on learning and human 
development.

She pointed out that even 
non-verbal expressions by 
students’ peers and, in some 
cases, teachers — such as 
rolling eyes or negative 
facial and body expressions 
of  disbelief  — can have det-
rimental effects on students. 
Together, Sweeney and staff  
explored not only what sends 
a message that one doesn’t 
measure up, but also ways to 
reach students who feel that 
way and to reverse that “not 
good enough” or “not smart 
enough” feeling.

She also pointed out that 
“confusion” for a student in 
learning a concept can be a 
positive thing. She explained 
that infants learning to roll 
over, don’t stop trying. They 
may get to their side, but roll 
back to their backs. Eventu-
ally, they roll over.

Why? Because they don’t 
realize, nor is anyone telling 
them, they “can’t” do it. If  
anything, they are receiving 
encouragement and praise 
when they finally do roll 
over.

Education can be the same 
way. If  a student feels they 
are “stupid” because they 
can’t grasp a concept, they 
likely will never get it, or 
even refuse to understand. 
However, if  someone is there 
encouraging them and there 
is motivation to continue 
trying, they will reach what 
Sweeney calls the Oprah 
Winfrey “A-haaaaa!” mo-
ment. 

Sweeney also used real-life 
examples to drive home her 
message, as well as a lot of  
humor. 

All district staff  attended 
Sweeney’s presentation 
Monday, including teachers, 
administration, paraprofes-
sionals, support and main-
teance staff. The district 
also invited members of  the 
community to take in part or 
all of  Monday’s training.


