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Book Summary: ‘Teach Like Your Hair’s On Fire 
By M. Fontaine

	Attached are excerpts of a book by a passionate and dedicated teacher who teaches in an inner-city school in Los Angeles. I think that parents and teachers alike will appreciate his observations and the lessons he shares.

***

Teach Like Your Hair’s On Fire
The Methods and Madness Inside Room 56
Rafe Esquith
(New York: Viking. 2007)

	In a Los Angeles neighborhood plagued by poverty and violence, there is an exceptional public school classroom called Room 56. The fifth-graders inside are either immigrants or children of immigrants; most live in poverty and few speak English as a first language. They also play Vivaldi, perform unabridged plays by Shakespeare, and go on to attend the finest universities in the country. Rafe Esquith is the teacher who helps them achieve these accomplishments.
	In this book, Esquith gives any teacher and parent the tips, techniques, exercises, innovations, and visions that have made him one of the most celebrated teachers in the world. Instead of ruling with an iron fist, Esquith asks his ten-year-old students to “be nice and work hard,” and encourages them to embrace personal codes of behavior. His students voluntarily come to school at 6:30 A.M. and stay well after five; they come during vacations too. They learn to handle money with an in-class economic system. They read great literature, tackle algebra, take field trips all over the world, and play baseball and rock ‘n’ roll. Above all, the students in Room 56 are treated with respect and given license to engage in the world of ideas.
	Mediocrity has no place in Room 56, and the children in it dare to defy society’s expectations. This is their story.

Prologue: Fire in the Classroom
	It is a strange feeling to write this book. I am painfully aware that I am not superhuman. I do the same job as thousands of other dedicated teachers who try to make a difference. Like all real teachers, I fail constantly. I don’t get enough sleep. I lie awake in the early-morning hours, agonizing over a kid I was unable to reach. Being a teacher can be painful.
	For almost a quarter of a century, I have spent the majority of my time in a tiny, leaky classroom in central Los Angeles, at Hobart Elementary School. Because of a little talent and a lot of luck, I have been fortunate to receive some recognition for my work. Not a day goes by when I do not feel overwhelmed by the attention.
	I doubt that any book can truly capture the Hobart Shakespeareans. However, it is certainly possible to share some of the things I’ve learned over the years that have helped me grow as a teacher, parent, and person.
	I don’t claim to have all the answers; at times it doesn’t feel as if I’m reaching as many students as I succeed with. I’m here only to share some of the ideas I have found useful. Some of them are just plain common sense, and others touch on insanity. But there is a method to this madness. It is my hope that some parents and teachers out there will agree with me that our culture is a disaster. In a world that considers athletes and pop stars more important than research scientists and firefighters, it has become practically impossible to develop kind and brilliant individuals. And yet we’ve created a different world in Room 56. It’s a world where character matters, hard work is respected, humility is valued, and support for one another is unconditional.
	Years ago, feeling tired and frustrated, I spent a few weeks searching my soul and did something I rarely do—I questioned whether teaching was worth it anymore. But for some reason, when I was guilty of feeling sorry for myself, I spent a day paying extra attention to a kid in class whom I liked very much. She was one of those kids who always seem to be the last one picked for the team, a quiet girl who appeared to have accepted the idea that she could never be special. I was determined to convince her that she was wrong.
	I was teaching a chemistry lesson, and the students were excited about working with alcohol lamps. But the girl couldn’t get her wick to burn. The rest of the class wanted to move on with their projects, but I told everyone to wait. I was not going to leave her behind, even after she told me to continue with the others and not worry about her.
	I bent closely over the wick of her alcohol lamp. For some reason the wick was not as long as it should have been—I could barely see it. I leaned as close as I could, and with a long kitchen match tried to reach it. I was so close to the match that I could feel the flame as I tried to ignite the lamp. I was determined to get the lamp working. And it started working! The wick caught fire, and I looked up triumphantly to see the smile I expected on the girl’s face.
	Instead, she took one look at me and began screaming in fear. Other kids started yelling as well. I did not understand why they were all pointing at me, until I realized that while I was lighting the lamp, the flame had touched my hair; it was now smoldering. Several of them ran to me and swiped at my head. Talk about a dream come true—they got to hit their teacher on the head and say they were trying to help him.
	A few minutes later, all was well and the experiment proceeded. I felt (and looked) like an idiot. And yet for the first time in weeks, I felt great about being a teacher. I had done everything I could to help someone. I didn’t do it particularly well, but the effort was there. I thought to myself that if I could care so much about teaching that I didn’t even realize my hair was burning, I was moving in the right direction. From that moment, I resolved to always teach like my hair was on fire.

Gimme Some Truth
	Many teachers are so desperate to keep their classrooms in order that they will do anything to maintain it. This is understandable—an “end justifies the means” mentality is at the heart of many explanations of how children are handled these days. Given some of the practically impossible situations confronting teachers today, it seems reasonable.
	But let’s be honest. It might be explicable. It might be effective. But it is not good teaching. We can do better.
	I know this because I’ve been there. I’ve fallen into the same trap. The simple truth is that most classrooms today are managed by one thing and one thing only: fear.
	The teacher is afraid: afraid of looking bad, of not being liked, of not being listened to, of losing control. The students are even more afraid: afraid of being scolded and humiliated, of looking foolish in front of peers, of getting bad grades, of facing their parents’ wrath.
	This is the issue that overshadows all others in the world of education. It is the matter of classroom management.
	If your class is not in order, nothing good will follow. There will be no learning. The kids will not read, write, or calculate better. Children will not improve their critical thinking. Character cannot be built. Good citizenship will not be fostered.
	It’s not easy to create a classroom without fear. It can take years. But it’s worth it. Here are four things I do to ensure the class remains a place of academic excellence without resorting to fear to keep the kids in line.

Replace Fear with Trust
	On the first day of school, within the first two minutes, I discuss this issue with the children. While most classrooms are based on fear, our classroom is based on trust. The children hear the words and like them, but they are only words. It is deeds that will help the children see that I not only talk the talk but walk the walk.
	I use the following example with the students on their first day. Most of us have participated in the trust exercise in which one person falls back and is caught by a peer. Even if the catch is made a hundred times in a row, the trust is broken forever if the friend lets you fall the next time as a joke. Even if he swears he is sorry and will never let you fall again, you can never fall back without a seed of doubt. My students learn the first day that a broken trust is irreparable. Everything else can be fixed. Miss your homework assignment? Just tell me, accept the fact that you messed up, and we move on. Did you break something? It happens; we can take care of it. But break my trust and the rules change. Our relationship will be okay, but it will never, ever be what it once was. Of course kids do break trust, and they should be given an opportunity to earn it back. But it takes a long time. The kids are proud of the trust I give them, and they do not want to lose it. They rarely do, and I make sure on a daily basis that I deserve the trust I ask of them.
	I answer all questions. It does not matter if I have been asked them before. It does not matter if I am tired. The kids must see that I passionately want them to understand, and it never bothers me when they don’t. During an interview, a student named Alan once told a reporter, “Last year, I tried to ask my teacher a question. She became angry and said, ‘We’ve been over this. You weren’t listening!’ But I was listening! I just didn’t get it! Rafe will go over something five hundred times until I understand.”
	We parents and teachers get mad at our kids all the time, and often for good reason. Yet we should never become frustrated when a student doesn’t understand something. Our positive and patient response to questions builds an immediate and lasting trust that transcends fear.

Children Depend on Us, So Be Dependable
	Far too many times, an adult promises a child a reward for good behavior. This in itself is a problem, but even more problematic is when the adult breaks his or her promise.
	I know a well-respected teacher who once told her class, on the first day of school, that at the end of the year she would take them on a very exciting trip. Practically every day, students who were not behaving properly were threatened with the punishment of not going on the special trip. Many students even did extra work to make sure they would be included. During the last week of school, the teacher announced to the children that she was moving away and would not be able to take them after all. I wish she had stuck around long enough to hear the bitter comments of her students. This betrayal not only ruined anything good she had done with the kids that year, but soured many of them on school and adults in general. I can’t blame them. A broken trust has to be avoided at all costs.
	Parents and teachers have to come through. If I tell the kids we are beginning a special art project on Friday, I have to deliver, even if it means running out to a twenty-four-hour Home Depot at 4:00 A.M. to get extra wood and brushes. Being constantly dependable is the best way to build up trust. It’s a cliché, but our actions truly do speak louder than our words.
	A nice bonus here is that, if trust has been established, the kids are far more understanding on the rare occasion when a promised activity needs to be postponed.

Discipline Must Be Logical
	You need to maintain order in your classroom. However, never forget this basic truth about discipline: Children do not mind a tough teacher, but they despise an unfair one. Punishments must fit the crimes, and too often they do not. Once the kids see you as unfair, you’ve lost them.
	Over the years, children have related to me their pet peeves regarding unjust punishments and illogical consequences. It usually goes something like this: A child is acting up in class; the teacher decides the entire class will miss playing baseball that afternoon. The kids take it, but they hate it. Many are thinking, Kenny robbed the bank—why am I going to jail? Another classic example: John does not do his math homework; his punishment is to miss art during the afternoon, or sit on a bench at recess. There is no connection here.
	In Room 56, I strive to make our activities so exciting that the worst punishment for misbehavior is to be banned from the activity during which the misbehavior occurred. If a child is misbehaving during a science experiment, I can simply say, “Jason, you are not using the science materials properly, so please stand outside the group. You can watch the experiment but you may not participate. You will have another chance tomorrow.” If a child is a poor sport during a baseball game, he is asked to sit on the bench. It’s logical, and I make sure that when a child plays correctly, he will be allowed back on the field.

You Are a Role Model
	Never forget that the kids watch you constantly. They model themselves after you, and you have to be the person you want them to be. I want my students to be nice and to work hard. That means I had better be the nicest and hardest-working person they have ever met. Don’t even think of trying to deceive your kids. They are much too sharp for that.
	If you want your kids to trust you, it takes consistent caring and effort on your part. Some of my students laugh bitterly at a teacher they once had. They discuss her in the most unflattering of terms. She often comes to school late. She doesn’t even realize it, but she’s lost them. Why would the kids listen to her lessons when her constant tardiness tells them they are not that important to her? When she lectures them, they smile and nod their heads. Inside they are thinking, Screw you, lady.
	This teacher talks on her cell phone constantly. Even when the kids are being taken somewhere, their fearless leader walks in front of them gabbing on the phone. Of course there are family emergencies and situations in which a teacher legitimately needs to take a call, but this woman is on the phone with her boyfriend. The same teacher thinks she is “secretly” shopping online while the kids do their science assignments. She believes the kids do not know what she is doing. She is very much mistaken.
	As a role model, the students need us to be advocates, not tyrants. I played the dictator enough as a young teacher to understand the futility of the role.
	But that’s the beauty of the job: You can learn from your mistakes. You can get better. In the process you may even stumble upon precious moments that can allow your students to soar higher than they ever thought possible. I had such a moment just recently.
	Lisa was a very nice little girl in my class who struggled with all her work. She was not the sharpest knife in the drawer, and she had a father who got angry when I wrote on her papers that I felt she could do better.
	One day I was walking around the room collecting a homework assignment. The children were supposed to have finished a simple crossword puzzle about Chief Crazy Horse, but Lisa could not find hers. It was early in the year and she desperately wanted to do well. I watched as she furiously searched several folders in her desk. Knowing I was behind her, she continued her desperate hunt for the missing page.

Rafe: Lisa?
Lisa: Rafe, give me just a second. I have it. I did it. Please…
Rafe: (Gently) Lisa?
Lisa: Pleeease, Rafe. I really did it (still frantically looking).
Rafe: (Practically singing) Leeeesa?
Lisa: (Stops the futile quest and looks up) Yes?
Rafe: I believe you.
Lisa: (Silence—a quizzical stare)
Rafe: I believe you.
Lisa: You do?
Rafe: (Gently, with a smile) Of course I do, Lisa. I believe you did the assignment. But you know what?
Lisa: What?
Rafe: I think we have a bigger problem here.
Lisa: (Meekly, after a long pause) I’m not organized?
Rafe: Exactly! You need to be better organized. That's exactly right. Now, how about picking two friends here whom you trust.
Lisa: Lucy and Joyce.
Rafe: Okay. Today after lunch, how about having your friends help you reorganize your folders? Would that be all right?
Lisa: (Relieved) Okay …

	These are the opportunities to seize upon. Of course you’re frustrated, but you can take potentially bad moments and turn them into good ones. In the course of a few minutes, I went from Lisa’s potential nemesis to her trusted teacher and friend. The class, watching my every move, saw me as a person who was reasonable. These are the moments when you build trust.
	Lisa never missed a homework assignment for the rest of the year.

Searching for Level VI
	Over the years, I have tried many different ways to develop a classroom culture in which students behaved well for all the right reasons. This alone is a tall order. Given a school environment in which kids urinate all over the bathroom floor, write on desks, and quite frankly don’t want to be in school at all, it is difficult to find a common language by which to develop morality.
	And then I found it. Most teaching victories come as a result of years of difficult and painful labor—there are very few “educational eurekas,” where the light bulb blazes over your head and you know where to go. But one glorious evening it happened to me.
	I had been planning lessons around my favorite book, To Kill a Mockingbird, and was reading a study guide that analyzed the novel’s characters in relation to Lawrence Kohlberg’s Six Levels of Moral Development. I just loved it. The Six Levels were simple, easy to understand, and, most important, perfectly applicable to teaching young people exactly what I wanted them to learn. I quickly incorporated the Six Levels into my class, and today they are the glue that holds it together. Trust is always the foundation, but the Six Levels are the building blocks that help my kids grow as both students and people.

Level I. I Don’t Want to Get in Trouble
	Most students are trained from the minute they enter school to be Level I thinkers. Practically all of their behavior is based on the fact that they want to avoid trouble. “Quiet down!” they frantically tell one another. “The teacher’s coming!” They do homework to stay out of trouble. They walk in a line to keep the teacher happy. They listen in class to stay in the good graces of their instructor. And we teachers and parents reinforce this constantly by promising them trouble if they don’t toe the line. “Wait till your father gets home,” indeed.
	But is this good teaching? Level I thinking is based on fear. Eventually we want our children to behave well not because they fear punishment but because they believe it is right.

Level II. I Want a Reward
	Eventually children begin to make decisions for reasons other than avoiding trouble. But teachers are especially guilty of enforcing what in our class is identified as Level II thinking. I guess too many of us read B. F. Skinner in college. We learned that if children are rewarded for good behavior, they are more likely to repeat behavior we deem acceptable. There is, of course, truth in this. Whether the reward is candy, toys, or more time for sports, a dangling carrot can be a powerful inducement for good behavior.
	I have visited middle school classrooms in which teachers use Level II thinking to encourage their students to finish homework. One history teacher I met pits his classes against each other in a competition to see which of them can complete the most homework. The winning class gets a prize at the end of the year. Apparently this teacher has forgotten that a knowledge of history is supposed to be the prize. When I spoke to the class that did the most homework, I learned that they were terrific at completing assignments and turning them in, but their understanding of history was shockingly limited.
	These payoffs are common in classrooms across the country. As someone who is on the front lines every day, I am well aware that getting kids to behave is one of the toughest jobs in the world. We’re all working way too many hours, and if a homework chart with gold stars gets kids to do their work, that’s good enough for many. But it is no longer good enough for me. I think we can all do better.

Level III. I Want to Please Somebody
	As they grow up, kids also learn to do things to please people: “Look, Mommy, is this good?” They do the same things with teachers, chiefly with the charismatic or popular ones. They sit up straight and behave the way we hope they’ll behave. But they do it for all the wrong reasons.
	The desire to come through for parents is an even greater pressure. Many children are so desperate to please their parents they will even pick their colleges and majors to keep their folks happy. These same kids grow into frustrated adults who hate their jobs and can’t understand why they are so displeased with their lives.
	Well, at least they were trying to please someone.
	But I think we can do even better.

Level IV. I Follow the Rules
	Level IV thinking is very popular these days. With so many young people behaving badly, most teachers are trained to lay down the law on the first day of class. After all, it is essential that kids know the rules. The better teachers take the time to explain the “why” of certain rules, and many creative teachers get their students involved in the creation of class standards. The theory is that kids who are involved in generating classroom rules will be more invested in following them. There is truth in this.
	I have no problem with rules. Obviously, children need to learn about boundaries and behavioral expectations. I am certainly not an anarchist. And when I come back from my day at the staff development meeting, am I glad that Robert behaved himself with the substitute? I am thrilled. But if we want our children to receive a meaningful education, do we really want Robert to do things because Rule 27 says he should?
	I met a teacher who had an interesting way of teaching his kids to say “Thank you.” One of his rules was that if the teacher gave you something—a calculator or a candy bar—you had three seconds to acknowledge his kindness by saying “Thank you.” If you didn’t do this, the gift was immediately taken back.
	And it worked. The kids said it constantly. The only problem was that they had no real appreciation for the gifts they received. They were merely following a rule. Also, the “lesson” did not carry over into other areas of the kids’ lives. One night I took these same children to see a play, and they were no more or less gracious than other children in the theater. They did not thank the ushers who handed them programs or helped them find their seats, and they did not thank the people who served them drinks at intermission. Their class rule was just that—a way of behaving in one class with one teacher.
	Level IV is a good place to be, but we must try to do even better.

Level V. I Am Considerate of Other People
	Level V is rarefied air for both children and adults. If we can help kids achieve a state of empathy for the people around them, we’ve accomplished a lot.
	Just imagine a world of Level V thinkers. We’d never again have to listen to the idiot on the bus barking into his cell phone. No one would cut us off when we’re driving or in line for a movie. Noisy neighbors would never disturb our sleep in a hotel at 2:00 A.M. What a wonderful world it would be, indeed.
	After many years of trying to get this idea across to my students, I finally found success by introducing them to Atticus Finch and To Kill a Mockingbird. At one point in the novel, Atticus gives his daughter, Scout, a piece of advice that perfectly illustrates Level V thinking: “You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view . . . until you climb inside his skin and walk around in it.” Many of my students took this advice to heart and before long the idea began to snowball. Soon almost all of my kids were becoming extremely considerate of others. With Atticus Finch leading the way, I learned that the old cliché is true. Kindness really is contagious.
	During these years, I received extraordinary thank-you notes from my substitute teachers. They were amazed that my students were able to modulate their voices throughout the day. When one sub asked the class why they spoke in whispers, the kids told him they did not want to disturb the students in the next room. When the teacher remarked that he was hot, several youngsters offered him cold bottled water they knew was stored in our small refrigerator.
	Hotel employees also remarked that my students were the kindest and best behaved they had ever seen. Announcements were made by grateful pilots on airplanes that the Hobart Shakespeareans were on board, and planeloads of people applauded their quiet demeanor and extraordinary manners. I was very happy and proud to be their teacher.
	But . . . you guessed it: I still think we can do better.

Level VI. I Have a Personal Code of Behavior and
I Follow It
	Level VI behavior is the most difficult to attain and just as difficult to teach. This is because a personal code of behavior resides within the soul of an individual. It also includes a healthy dose of humility. This combination makes it almost impossible to model; by definition, Level VI behavior cannot be taught by saying, “Look at what I’m doing. This is how you should behave.”
	I teach my students about Level VI in several ways. Since I cannot discuss my own personal codes, I try to help the kids identify them in others. There are any number of outstanding books and films in which the Level VI individual exists. It’s fun for parents and teachers to find this type of thinker—they’re all over the place once you begin looking.
	If you are skeptical about trying to get kids to this level of thinking, I don’t blame you. Any teacher who is sincere and ambitious about what he does opens himself up to colossal failures and heart-breaking disappointments. A while back, two former students returned to my school. Only a few years earlier, they had been smiling in my classroom. They had participated in extracurricular activities and performed Shakespeare. I took them on trips to Washington, D.C., Mount Rushmore, the Grand Tetons, and Yellowstone National Park; I have a photo album full of pictures of these boys smiling, laughing, and having a wonderful time. I still have the thank-you notes they wrote me when they graduated from the class. Both promised to continue to be nice and to work hard. Yet they came to our school one afternoon armed with smoke bombs. They ran through the halls and threw the smoke bombs into classrooms, destroying property. They also detonated them on teachers’ cars. Mine was the first one they chose. For weeks I didn’t sleep well, trying to understand how they had become so lost in such a short time.
	But that’s what I do. It’s what all good teachers and parents do. We ask a lot of our kids and do the best we can. We need to raise the bar for children precisely because so many kids are behaving so badly. We cannot allow incorrigible behavior to make us lower our standards.

Reading for Life
	The children at our school do not read well. They do not like to read. As of this writing, 78 percent of the Latino children on our campus are not proficient in reading, according to our state’s standardized tests. This means one of two things: Either we have the stupidest kids on the planet, or we are failing these children. Please believe me when I tell you that the vast majority of our students are perfectly capable of learning to read. No one wants to admit it, but a systemic conspiracy of mediocrity keeps these children on the treadmill of illiteracy.
	Teaching our children to read well and helping them develop a love of reading should be our top priorities. People seem to understand this. Millions are spent on books and other reading material, celebrities make public service announcements, and thousands of hours are spent training teachers. The spin doctors at various publishing companies tell us that our students are doing better, but honest people know this is simply not the case. Concerned teachers have learned not to bother raising their voices, because powerful textbook companies have carefully prepared answers to anyone who points out that the emperor has no clothes. Young teachers are afraid of being crushed by bureaucrats whose only real mission is to keep selling their product. As testing services compete to rake in millions of dollars, nervous school districts anxiously await the latest test results. And year after year, most children do not become passionate lifelong readers.
	It’s complicated. There is a lot of finger-pointing. But to borrow a phrase, our children are victims of a sort of “confederacy of dunces.” Powerful forces of mediocrity have combined to prevent perfectly competent children from learning to love reading. These forces include television, video games, poor teaching, poverty, the breakup of the family, and a general lack of adult guidance.

A Different Focus
	Schools have lost sight of why we read. Like many school communities, the Los Angeles Unified School District uses scripted basal readers to teach children to read. A glance at the district’s list of reading objectives explains why students do not find this reading material exciting. The objectives always focus on fluency, comprehension, and other necessary but deadly dull goals. I have never seen district reading objectives in which the words joy, passion, or excitement top the list. I think they should.
	These are the reasons why readers read, and we’ve lost sight of this fact. I read every day, and it is not because of a test coming up or because I want my achievement scores printed in the paper to demonstrate that my school is improving. I read because I like to read.
	I want my students to love to read. Reading is not a subject. Reading is a foundation of life, an activity that people who are engaged with the world do all the time. It is often exceedingly difficult to convince young people of this fact, given the world in which they are growing up. But it is possible, and when you consider what is at stake, the effort is worth it. If a child is going to grow into a truly special adult—someone who thinks, considers other points of view, has an open mind, and possesses the ability to discuss great ideas with other people—a love of reading is an essential foundation.

The Adult as Guide
	Children—even very bright ones—need guidance. Whether they are selecting food or literature, kids need our leadership to help them find the right path.
	I am not smarter than my students. But I know more than they do because I am older than they are. I know about fabulous books that they might not yet have come across. It is my job as their mentor to put these books in their hands. Because the kids trust me, they are more likely to try a book I suggest. Sharing the joy of great literature can be a cornerstone of a relationship between an adult and a child. It is through literature that young people first begin to look at the world differently, to open their minds to new ideas, to journey down an avenue of excellence. To complete the metaphor: Reading nothing but basal readers often leads to a dead end.
	There are many ways to find terrific books for children. Of course the simplest way is to share books you love and continue to enjoy. Librarians also have all sorts of lists from which both parents and teachers can begin their quest to find books that will be remembered forever.

Students Who Cannot Read
	Many teachers would love to read literature with their students but have some students who struggle with challenging works. Fearing the idea of leaving a child behind, teachers often use less demanding material to help such students feel they are succeeding. The result is that capable and exceptional students are bored out of their minds waiting for others to catch up.
	I use a two-pronged strategy here. First, by constantly explaining material, I am able to keep struggling students up to speed. I prepare in advance particularly simple passages for students who are beginning readers. I create their success before the lesson even begins. They gain confidence on a daily basis because they read in front of their peers, are never laughed at when they struggle, and find themselves improving faster than they ever had in the past. When I assign written work, I am there to help such students answer questions and improve their writing skills.
	The second part of my reading strategy is to have individual kids read books associated with their particular reading levels. Each month they write reports on these books.
	By guiding the students and helping them overcome their insecurities, I help even my lowest-achieving students gain confidence. They are being challenged in an environment that combines a push for excellence with a nurturing, positive mentor. Last year all of my students who came to me with a rating of “far below basic” passed their basic reading proficiency tests at the end of the year.

Middle and High School Teachers
	One of the misconceptions young people have today is that reading is something we study only during English class. This notion is absurd and must be countered. I’ve found that one of the best ways to do this is for all teachers to start book clubs. Where is it written that math or science teachers should not be reading role models for their students?
	I’ve seen any number of marvelous science, history, and physical education teachers run book clubs. They select a good book and give all the kids in their various classes the option of reading it. Most of these clubs have scheduled meetings, often during the lunch hour or after school. After completing a chapter, the group meets to discuss it. The students participate voluntarily, so the teacher is working with enthusiastic young people. The kids get to meet like-minded peers from other classes whom they might not have gotten to know otherwise. Friendships are formed. The teacher bonds with young scholars in a different environment, which strengthens the teacher-student relationship in the classroom. It is a superb way for all involved to spend a couple of hours a week. Everyone wins. It’s reading for all the right reasons.
	Parents can do the same thing at home. Some have a family reading hour, while others ask everyone to read, say, chapter 2 of Great Expectations by dinner on Thursday. Our children need to have adults constantly reading and discussing books with them. We need to be the people we want our children to become.

Making Things Relevant
	I am constantly astonished to hear the range of reasons why students are reading what they’re reading: “My teacher assigned it because it’s on the list.” “There are questions on the test that refer to this book.” “I need to read this to pass the course.” All of these far-too-frequent answers fall wide of the mark in terms of why we want our children to be readers.
	Young people who read for pleasure are able to make connections with the world around them and eventually grow to understand themselves on levels they never thought possible. They make associations between characters and situations that can shape their own decisions. When my ten-year-old students performed both parts of Henry IV in one night, many cynics questioned their ability to find meaning in the antics of Prince Hal and Falstaff. The children knew better. In scrutinizing Prince Hal’s struggle to find honor in a dishonorable world, they learned something about how to approach their own struggles in the cafeteria and on the playground.

Laughter and Tears
	We parents and teachers must remember that despite the state of our culture, it is still possible to develop lifelong readers. Many of my students are living proof. But in the age of cable television, DVDs, video games, and the Internet, it has never been more difficult. This fact must not discourage us. As Shakespeare wrote in Measure for Measure:

Our doubts are traitors,
And make us lose the good we oft might win
By fearing to attempt.

	If we do make the attempt, we may have a student like Luis. Like many of my students, Luis volunteered to participate in a Saturday class I teach for former students who miss Room 56 and want to keep this haven as a part of their lives. These middle and high school kids practice for the SAT, read literature, and prepare for college.
	One Saturday we were reading Lorraine Hansberry’s classic play A Raisin in the Sun. In a few weeks we would take a field trip to the Shakespeare festival in Ashland, Oregon, where we would see Hansberry’s play and many others, and I wanted the kids to be prepared. I took the time to find copies of the play and guide the students through it while providing context on how it changed the face of American theater. As we read the final lines of the play, many students sighed with the joy and contentment that comes with finishing a masterpiece. But Luis sat there with tears rolling down his cheeks. No one laughed at this fourteen-year-old student as he choked back the sobs. When he had regained his composure, I asked him what moved him so deeply about the play. His answer was simple. “I am crying,” he said, “because this is my family.”
	He is a reader. He makes connections. He understands. He is able to investigate great ideas and see their relevance to his own experience. It may very well be that years from now a young student will be reading something Luis has written.
	This I believe: If young people develop a love of reading, they will have better lives. That objective is not listed in our state curriculum standards. Our assessment of reading may begin with standardized test scores, but in the end we must measure a child’s reading ability by the amount of laughter exhaled and tears shed as the written word is devoured.

Writing
	In general, students today are very poor writers, and it’s no wonder. Given the cumulative effect of lack of practice, poor teaching, text messaging, e-mail jargon, and a culture that practically celebrates illiteracy, it should come as no surprise that the majority of students cannot write even a cohesive paragraph, let alone an essay or report.
	We teachers and parents have our work cut out for us. Despite these hurdles and roadblocks, we need to find strategies and activities that help children become better writers. Francis Bacon wrote, “Reading maketh a full man, Conference a ready man, and Writing an exact man.” I want my students to be able to express themselves with precision. I want them to write well not because of the test coming up, but because writing well will help them for the rest of their lives, whether they are applying for college or a job. Here now are four things I do with my students to improve their writing:

Step I. Start Me Up: Grammar
	Our school day officially begins at 8:00 A.M. Although the majority of my class voluntarily begins school earlier than this, all of my students are in their seats by then. A grammar assignment is already on the board and worksheets are on their desks (workbooks of grammar exercises can be found at any teacher supply store).
	Each morning begins with a grammar exercise. Perhaps the students are asked to identify proper nouns or to choose the correct verb tense for a sentence. Before attendance is taken, before homework is collected, before the kids have a chance to even consider being distracted, they are working on grammar. I do take a moment to wish them good morning and tell them we have an exciting day planned, but by 8:01 we are hard at work while other students saunter by our door. We do not waste time in Room 56. Even a few squandered minutes at the start of the day can add up to twenty or thirty hours over the course of a year. Our children cannot afford such waste.
	They work hard for three reasons. First, many of the students come to enjoy grammar. All of my students speak English as a second language, and they appreciate learning to write their new language correctly. They see themselves improve and, because they feel comfortable in Room 56, they do not worry about making mistakes. They know no one will laugh at them or scold them.
	The second reason is to avoid having to take work home. In class, the kids are given thirty minutes to answer twenty questions. After I teach the skill for five or so minutes, and check to make sure the kids understand it, they have perhaps twenty-three minutes to finish. Whatever questions are left will be assigned as homework, so they have learned that it is always better to finish work in class. Here they have peers and their teacher to consult when questions arise, and the classroom is almost always more conducive to quality work than home, with siblings screaming and television sets blasting.
	Most important of all, the kids want to do this work because of what we call the “Dreaded Rewrite.” This idea arose from hearing former students complain that in most classes, when they turned in an assignment of any kind, one of three things happened: It was either returned with a good grade or a poor grade or, most often, not returned at all. In Room 56, rather than receive poor grades, my students are told they must get at least 90 percent or better on grammar assignments or do them again. They are not punished, disgraced, or any such thing. They simply have to do the assignment over and over until they have mastered the skill. At the beginning of the year, practically every child in the class rewrites his or her grammar on a daily basis. By the second week, only two or three students need to redo work each day. The Dreaded Rewrite makes kids understand that Room 56 is a serious place and they might as well listen, try hard, ask questions, and get things right the first time.
	The next morning, as the students work on their new grammar assignments, my graders come around and pick up the previous day’s work. At recess, the graders quickly and accurately correct the papers and prepare a list of Dreaded Rewrites. The list is posted at the front of the room and is greeted with delirious sighs and cries of exultation by the many students who have done their work correctly. My favorite part of all this comes a few minutes later, after the exhilaration or despair is over, when the students who mastered the skills are sitting right alongside those who did not, helping the less fortunate with the problems they missed and encouraging them to succeed that night and the next day.

Steps II and III. Essay of the Week and Monthly Book Report
	The next two writing exercises arose from mistakes I made in my younger days. As an elementary-school teacher, I had frequent conversations with former pupils now attending middle or high school. They missed Room 56 and would tell me what I was doing well and, more important, what I could do to improve. One of my many mistakes was not helping the children understand the importance of time management. All of the homework assignments in my class were given one day and due the next. My recent graduates thought it would be helpful for some assignments to be due at the end of the week or even the month. In this way, students could learn to begin work on such projects before they piled up.
	Enter the Essay of the Week and the Monthly Book Report. These two projects are harder to assign, grade, and teach than the grammar exercises, but they teach the value of time management while simultaneously improving the students’ writing.

	Essay of the Week. Each Friday, I assign the Essay of the Week. These short essays, usually about a page long, run the gamut from serious to silly. One week the children may be asked to weigh in on George’s decision to kill Lennie in Of Mice and Men. The following week the students may write a page on how they would spend twenty-four hours if they swallowed a potion that made them invisible. In all cases, the students are asked to write with proper grammar, spelling, sentence structure, and organization. I want their writing to be—as Francis Bacon says—precise.
	These essays are assigned on Friday and collected a week later for two specific reasons. First, it gives the kids the opportunity to write on the weekend. They don’t have to do this, of course. I encourage them to spend lots of time with family and friends, playing ball, relaxing, and having fun. But even if they spend only an hour or two writing on the weekend, they still have dozens of hours for play. The Essay of the Week gives students the opportunity to practice balancing work with play.
	Second, it gives me the weekend to give student work the time it deserves. There is no way for me to adequately correct essays on a school night. With so many lessons to prepare for the next day, and my family to care for, I am too tired and busy to do the essays justice. By Monday morning, my students have their work back with helpful comments. I must show them I care about their writing if I expect them to care as well.
	Over the weekend I do something else I’ve found to be extremely effective. I choose a few of their essays and type them up exactly as I received them, mistakes and all. On Monday morning, instead of a grammar assignment of the day, the students read two or three essays from the previous week. The names are removed from the papers to avoid embarrassment.
	Within weeks the kids grow enormously as writers. By looking at a range of student essays, they start to see why some are better than others. By the end of the year, my fifth-graders rarely make mistakes in spelling, grammar, or structure, and they even master many finer points of writing, such as avoiding dangling modifiers. By constantly writing and evaluating one another’s work, the kids become better writers, and they have a good time getting there.
	
	The Monthly Book Report. Like the Essay of the Week, monthly book reports are an effective way to help students learn time management while simultaneously improving their writing skills.
	Our monthly book reports are divided into short sections, each of which is devoted to a different element of the novel: the protagonist, antagonist, conflict, setting, plot, climax, denouement, and theme. To help the kids understand these difficult concepts, I show them The Wizard of Oz (which the majority of my students have never heard of!).
	I use Oz because the story is so clear it allows the kids to quickly understand the concepts. Dorothy is the protagonist and the Wicked Witch the antagonist. The conflict is person versus person (as opposed to person vs. nature, himself, or society). The setting is a Kansas farm and the Land of Oz. The climax is the moment when the Wicked Witch gets hit by water (“I’m melting!”). The denouement comes when Dorothy and her friends resolve their situations: the Scarecrow gets his brains, the Tin Man his heart, the Cowardly Lion his courage, and Dorothy returns home. Of course the theme is easy enough for the children to identify, because Dorothy repeats it so many times: “There’s no place like home.”
	Of course, the kids will make all sorts of mistakes on their first book reports. Even with an example to follow, they make numerous errors in spelling, grammar, tense, and sentence structure. They also make analytical errors. They often identify the wrong character as the protagonist or tell the entire story rather than summarizing the plot. But that’s okay. It’s only the first time they’ve tried it. I take at least a week to go over these book reports. In the meantime, the kids begin working on their next report. By the time they get their first papers back and see what they could have done better, they are able to use my comments to improve their second papers. After a year of this, my students generally turn in excellent papers and have read ten or twelve good books in the process.
	Monthly book reports are not easy for teachers or parents. It can be a challenge to select books that children find captivating, and it takes time to grade the reports and provide helpful feedback. But your kids will grow as readers, writers, and critical thinkers when this happens. It’s hard work but it’s worth it.

Step IV. Paperback Writer: The Young Authors Project
	Young Authors projects are not for the faint of heart. They are hard to pull off, take massive amounts of time and patience, and can be exhausting. But I will let you in on a little secret: I have students from twenty years ago who completed hundreds of assignments for me, and the only things they have kept after all these years are their Young Authors books. They are important to the children.
	The idea itself is not complicated. Basically, each student is given a year to write a book. There is more than one way to accomplish this, but I can share with you what has worked for Room 56. Here are a few dos and don’ts.
	The students should write most of their books during class. This ensures the work is being done by the children and not by overanxious parents, siblings, or family friends. It also encourages the children to take their time.
	I give my students thirty- to forty-five-minute chunks of time two or three afternoons a week in which to write their books. During each session I meet with five or six children. I ask each child to tell me what he is writing about. He shows me what he has written. This way, I can help him with grammar and spelling mistakes as the book is being written. It’s the “ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure” school of editing. I also talk with the writer about his characters. Too many kids write about what happened and forget that the best stories generally revolve around characters we care about. I make sure the forest is indeed a magical place but remind the kids to write about the characters who go into that forest.
	From time to time I divide the class into small groups of three or four children who share their stories and edit one another’s writing. This is good for all of us. The editors learn about writing by helping others get better. The writers get helpful advice. And I save time because many sloppy mistakes are cleaned up before the final stories are turned in.
	During the editing process, you can encourage the kids to use figurative language. If a child writes that a character was scared, ask him, “How scared was he? Was he as afraid as a balloon near a porcupine?” Show the kids how much fun writing can be. It’s a project, after all, not an assignment. It’s different from test questions, Essays of the Week, or science experiments. Writing these books might be the only thing the children get to do with complete control—from the characters to the language to the plot twists. Remind the children that Shakespeare, Twain, Cervantes, and Steinbeck were once Young Authors, too. Your students could grow up to write the books that readers around the world will fall in love with.
	Once the stories are completely written and edited, the kids type them into the computer, making sure they leave space throughout the text for illustrations. Drawings are done separately and pasted into the books. This way the children can attempt all sorts of drawings before settling on the perfect ones for the printed page. The kids come up with all kinds of creative pictures that pop up, unfold, or dazzle the reader.
	When the books are ready to be bound, some teachers simply take them to Kinko’s, which is fine, but I prefer to do the binding in class. The kids use heavy cardboard for the book covers and create bindings with Contact paper, glue, and masking tape. It’s always a lot of work, but I’ve found that the kids appreciate seeing the project through to the end.
	If you don’t give up, writing might just be the key that unlocks a child’s heart. We want to make connections with our children. Sometimes we build bridges playing catch, reading, or solving problems. Yet it is the power of the written word that might change a life. Children often write things they may feel too shy to express publicly. One girl I had wrote a story about her red ball. The ball had a happy face on it, and she and the ball played every day. One time her ball bounced over a fence and rolled down the street. The ball got covered in mud and now wore a sad face, as did the little girl in the story. The next day the girl’s father drove down the street and saw the sad ball lying in the mud. In the author’s words, “Her daddy saw it but was too lazy to pick it up.”
	Ouch! Here was a little girl who needed some love and attention, but I would have never known it without reading her story. She was a quiet and beautiful girl who was so painfully shy she was afraid to leave the classroom and play in the yard. It was her story that inspired me to be the man who would take the time to pick up the ball, clean it, and return it to her. We had a wonderful year together, and I gave her a red ball for graduation. We are still close twenty years later. She is a lawyer today, and her Young Author book about the red ball sits on her shelf with the law books in her office.

Add It Up
	The study of numbers is a polarizing subject. Kids (and adults) love it or hate it. Very few students shrug their shoulders with a neutral opinion when asked how they feel about math.
	In urban elementary schools like the one where I teach, test scores follow a predictable pattern. Many students speak English as a second language and score poorly on reading tests but fare better in math. There’s no mystery here. Numbers are a universal language, and computation and multiplication tables are more accessible to limited English speakers than Ernest Hemingway is.
	Yet many students are proficient with arithmetic in their elementary years and then begin to fail when they enter the world of advanced mathematics. Algebra, geometry, and other areas become a mystery to kids who once called math their favorite subject. It is rare for students to sigh and say, “I used to be good at history.” But it is all too common to hear students cry in frustration, “I was a really good math student, once!” Why does this happen?
	Students today are so busy preparing for exams that they often do not have an actual understanding of numbers. As schools become more and more beholden to standardized testing, students are drilled to death with multiplication tables and math problems based solely on computation. Kids are taught “tricks” to help them compute. They have no idea what they are doing but can get the right answer. Their test scores are decent, and everyone is happy.
	But this should not be our ultimate goal in teaching numbers. We want our children to understand the power of numbers, to appreciate that mathematics is both relevant to their lives and fun. Simply training kids to pass a test, like Pavlovian dogs, will only lead to the familiar story of students hating math when they reach high school.
	Sadly, I have seen far too many elementary school math classes in which the teacher says the following:

Boys and girls, open your math books to page 142. There you will see five hundred multiplication problems. Please do the five hundred problems. When you have finished the problems, please turn to the back of your book, where on page 543A you will find five hundred more multiplication problems. Let’s keep the room silent and do our math.

	If a child can do ten multiplication problems, why make her do five hundred? And if she can’t do ten multiplication problems, why in the world make her do five hundred? The only real purpose of this drill-and-kill strategy is to make life easier for the teacher. I have discovered more effective ways to spend a math period. Here are some activities that can be applied in any classroom, at any dinner table, or during any car ride.

Buzz
	The kids and I love to play a game called Buzz. It’s a ten-minute math exercise with numerous variations that we usually play several times a week. All of the students stand, and I randomly choose a number—3, let’s say—which I tell them may not be spoken aloud. Whenever the number 3 comes up in the course of the game, the word buzz must be said in its place. Then we go around the room counting to 100, with individual students announcing the next number. For example, if the buzz number is 3, the first student would say “One,” the second “Two,” the third “Buzz,” and the next child “Four.” I point to the child who is next to speak, and do not point to the kids in order. This way they all have to concentrate on the upcoming numbers. In the current example, numbers such as 23 or 73 would have to be buzzed because they contain the forbidden number 3. Students who get an answer wrong simply sit down, and we see who survives the game when we reach 100. The game in question would get particularly exciting when we arrived at the number 30 because it would be the start of ten buzzed numbers in a row. The kids have to pay close attention; at the end of the series one of them would need to say the number 40 at the right time.
	As kids grow, you can challenge them by adding new elements, such as multiples and fractions. For example, if the taboo number is 6, the kids might count in this manner:

1 2 3 4 5
Buzz (You cannot say the number 6.)
7 8 9 10 11
Buzz (You cannot say 12 because it is a multiple of 6.)
13 14
Buzz (You cannot say 15 because 1 + 5 = 6. Ouch!)
Buzz (You cannot say 16 because it contains 6.)
17
Buzz (18 is a multiple of 6.)

	In still another version, students are not allowed to say prime numbers. It’s fantastic to watch the wheels spin in a child’s mind when her turn comes up. You can see her mentally running the rules of divisibility before she either says the number or buzzes it. Meanwhile, thirty-plus students wait silently. They respect the fact that she is concentrating. They’ve been there. When she finally announces “Ninety-one,” I ask the class why she didn’t buzz the number. Hearing all the children say that 13 x 7 = 91 is music to my ears. There is communal laughter and excitement and all kinds of learning that does not take place when doing a worksheet.

A Mental Math Warm-up
	Many teachers admire the fact that in Room 56 we flow from subject to subject without wasted time. We always begin our math lessons with a mental exercise, and the transition to math from another subject is made infinitely smoother by using “number tiles.” Each number tile is a one-by-one-inch soft tile on which a digit from 1 to 9 is printed.
	As our grammar lesson winds down, I ask the students to put away their work and, in the same sentence, begin announcing a mental math problem. This captures the children’s attention. While they listen to the problem, they quietly put away their grammar work and bring out their number tiles. The tiles are placed on their desks. The beauty of these mental warm-ups is that all the kids participate. When a problem is finished, they all hold up the tile they believe to be right. Since they are not called upon, no one is put in the spotlight and the fear of embarrassment disappears. By having all the kids hold up their answers, I can see immediately who understands the concepts and who needs help. This game can be played by kindergartners learning to count and trigonometry students searching for cosines.

Rafe: Okay, kids, everyone think of the number 7. (They do.)
Multiply by 4. (The kids silently are thinking of 28.)
Double that number (56).
Subtract 50 (6).
Show me your answers.

	Immediately the students hold up their tile with the 6.
	I love to weave other subjects into our mental math game. There are so many numbers we want our kids to know.

Rafe: Start with the number of states in the United States of America (50).
Add a dozen. (Now they are thinking 62.)
Subtract the number of Supreme Court justices. (The kids subtract 9 to get 53.)
Add the number of weeks in a fortnight. (There are 2—now the kids have 55.)
Divide by 11 and show me your answer.

	All the students will hold up a 5. It is amazing how well the kids retain an astonishing amount of information.

Rafe: Start with the number of pints in a gallon (8).
Add the number of innings in a baseball game (17).
Multiply by the number of millimeters in a centimeter (170).
Subtract the total number of U.S. senators (70).
Subtract a half dozen (64).
Show me the square root.

	Like lightning, the 8s appear.
	By the end of the year, my students know their metrics, fractions, and all sorts of numbers that help us remember facts from science, history, and literature. This simple little game gets the kids warmed up, happy, and energized. By the time we are ready to focus on the skill of the day, all of them are ready to do good work.
	This game is simple to do, it takes practically no time, and the kids have a ball. Many students, in fact, like to run the game and make up their own problems for the class.

	Obviously, math problems and games are only a beginning. But first things first: If kids are going to succeed in mathematics for many years, they have to develop a true love of numbers. As with reading, exceptional children find joy in numerology at all hours of the day. Math is not just something that happens at 9:30 in the morning from Monday to Friday but at any time and in any place.

We Won't Get Fooled Again
	My class performs well on standardized tests. Later in this chapter, I will share a few things I do to help my students prepare for such tests. But let’s be clear about something: The testing obsession that has swept our nation’s schools is detrimental to helping children reach their potential as students and human beings.
	“This is your life on the line!” Mr. Intense is screaming at Lucy. “Your future depends on this! Sit down, shut up, and let’s be serious!” Lucy is nine years old and about to take a state math test.
	I witnessed this. Lucy later told me that what frightened her most was the fact that her teacher was so out of control, he was actually spitting at her.
	Standardized testing has become a nightmare in our schools. Teachers have become so overwhelmed by testing demands that they no longer have enough time to teach their students the subjects they are supposed to master. Students have become so burnt-out taking the tests that they no longer care how well they score on them. Among the situation’s many sad ironies, perhaps none is more profound than this: Despite the fact that standardized testing was conceived to help our children succeed, in practice it has only contributed to their failure.
	I am not opposed to tests. We need to assess how the kids are doing. But the current system of testing is broken. We are spending so much class time giving so many tests that the kids do not care anymore. The fact that they rarely see the results of their work only adds to their indifference. In April 2005, for example, my fifth-graders were given the all-important, end-of-the-year, this-goes-on-your-record Stanford 9 test from the state of California. The children did not get their results until October! They never get to go over their answers to learn what they did right or wrong. They get percentile numbers that mean nothing to them. It is ironic that the people most obsessed with testing children do such a poor job of creating conditions in which the kids will perform well. In fact, many respected educators speculate that testing companies do not care if the students perform poorly. These testing services have capitalized on failing schools and made a ton of money exploiting our fear of failure. Consider the following:

	Every week, my ten- and eleven-year-old students take a test in spelling and vocabulary.
	They take a weekly state-dictated math test.
	They take three state-dictated science tests a year. That’s four to six hours down the drain.
	Many take English tests to prove to the district they are proficient in their new language.
	They all take four district-sponsored literacy tests per year. These tests each take approximately ten hours of class time.
	They take four district math tests every year. These tests consume between one and two hours each.
	They write three essays for the district every year. Each essay can take up to an entire day to complete, and the children never see the results.
	At the end of the year, the students spend two weeks taking the California State exams.

	If you have come to the conclusion that our system of testing is insane, imagine how our children feel. The fact that more children are not running for their lives is a testament to their courage.

How to Study
	Many years ago I heard an interview with the Great One himself, hockey champ Wayne Gretzky, that had a profound influence on me. Gretzky spoke about his relationship with his father and, in particular, how his dad helped him develop his work ethic. When Gretzky was a child and would ask permission to go outside and skate, his father’s “yes” was conditional. Gretzky was not allowed to simply go and skate around. He had to go to the pond and work on a specific move or shot. He learned at an early age to practice effectively and not waste time. It was a habit developed as a youngster that helped him become the greatest hockey player of all time.
	The same is true with studying. I teach my students that how they study is far more important than how much they study. They learn that in order to study effectively they need to “create the conditions of the test.”
	The classic example of misused energy is the manner in which many diligent students study for a vocabulary test. They make flash cards. They write a word on one side, its definition on the other side, and test themselves when they have time. For some children, this seems to work. But I’ve encountered far more who do poorly on the test and moan, “But I studied!”
	They did study, but not effectively. The test required them to write words and their definitions out on paper. Throwing flash cards did not create the conditions of the test. It’s common sense, and our kids need all the common sense we can give to them.
	Let’s say the kids have a math test coming up. Before we head home for the night, we always take a moment to discuss the evening ahead of them and the manner in which they will study for the test. As I give very little homework, we usually have a conversation that sounds something like this:

Rafe: Okay, munchkins. You did a great job today. Who remembers what’s happening tomorrow?
Erick: We’ve got a math test.
Rafe: Is that all?
Erick: It’s a test on integers.
Rafe: And since you don’t have any homework, you’re done for the night, right?
All: No!
Rafe: Tell me how you’re going to spend your evening. Are you going to look over your math book?
All: No!
Rafe: Why not?
Soo: Because we won’t be looking over the book tomorrow.
Rafe: That’s right. What is going to happen tomorrow?
Soo: You’re going to give us problems about integers, and we’re going to write them down and solve them.
Rafe: Exactly, Soo. Who can tell me some things you are going to do tonight?
Edgar: I’m going to do page 265. It’s a review of the entire chapter.
Rafe: But we’ve already done that. It’s not due.
Edgar: I’m not doing it because it’s due. I’m doing it because the problems are similar to the ones you’ll give us tomorrow. I need to create the conditions of the test.
Rafe: What music will you listen to while you do the problems?
Edgar: None.
Rafe: But Edgar, you love music!
Edgar: I do, but there won’t be music playing during the test tomorrow. I am going to do the work in the same environment as the test.
Rafe: Jacob?
Jacob: I’m doing page 262. It’s the one with problems about subtracting integers. I missed some and need to practice.
Stephanie: There are more of those in the practice workbook. You could do them.
Rafe: That’s true, you could. Valeria?
Valeria: And you can make up your own problems.
Rafe: What will you do tonight if you don’t understand a problem? What will you do when that happens?
Randy: We can call a friend.
Rudy: We can call you.
Jessica: We can come in early tomorrow and ask you for help then.
Rafe: You certainly can. And I think you should stay up and study till midnight.
All: No!!!
Rafe: (With mock shock) Really? Why not?
All: We need to go to bed early. Sleep is important. We’ll do better on the test if we’re feeling good.

	These are children who study effectively. They are prepared and relaxed. And they score well on tests.

Consequences
	Some teachers tell students their futures depend on their test scores. Others remind the kids that poor performance makes the teacher look bad. In Room 56, I tell the kids a few things that help them relax and do better on tests.
	First, I laugh with them at the whole testing situation and ask to hear horror stories about teachers who have gone ballistic on them after poor performances. This loosens them up. Then I explain an important concept: A test is like a thermometer. It’s a measuring device, pure and simple. Instead of measuring temperature, it measures the understanding of a skill. I pose a question: If they do poorly on a math test, what is the actual consequence? Is their future over? Will the sun not rise the next day? Young people need to understand that a poor test grade is not the end of the world. Their parents will still love them, and so will I. If a student does poorly on a multiplication test, it means one thing and one thing only: He does not understand the skill yet. And I will be happy to show him again. Going back to the trust issue, I practice what I preach. The kids learn by my consistent actions that I will not give up on them or be upset over a test score. We adults must work hard to help the kids navigate the ridiculous hoops through which they are asked to jump.
	I always remind my students that life’s most important questions are never asked on standardized tests. No one asks them questions regarding character, honesty, morality, or generosity of spirit. In Room 56 these are the issues of true importance. Why have we lost sight of this? It’s probably because raising scores a little higher is easy. Teaching honor and ethics is not nearly as simple a task. But if we want to create extraordinary students, we must be the ones to keep this in perspective.
	A few years ago, a letter appeared in the Los Angeles Times from a person who had witnessed something at the Shakespeare Festival in Ashland, Oregon. A garbage truck had overturned and the trash had spilled all over the street. This person was astonished to see a group of teenagers cross the street, pick up all the garbage, and help the driver get his truck in order. The writer of the letter was inspired to see young people who were so kind and thoughtful. Today, many of those same students attend Cal, Northwestern, and Notre Dame. They were able to get there because they studied hard in school, made sacrifices with time more ordinary students would not, and did very well on tests. One of them even made a perfect score on the SAT. But I am prouder of the day they helped a stranger pick up trash in Oregon. In an era when “You are your test score” has become accepted in too many school hallways, we adults must work hard to make sure kids know that their test scores are actually a very small part of who they are.

What a Wonderful World
	Probably more than he knew, Sam Cooke and dozens of other singers crooned the absolute truth when they sang, “Don’t know much about history . . .” The catchy pop lyric provides a dead-on description of how little our young people understand history and its importance in our daily lives.
	It is understandable given the current state of our schools. Here are a few simple things I do in Room 56 to help my students master social studies.

Roam Around the World
	In recent years the Internet has become a valuable resource for teaching geography. A number of Web sites feature excellent maps. My favorite is www.worldatlas.com. This simple site is comprised of outline maps of every part of the world. Each map can be printed. The site also features maps on which countries are numbered instead of labeled, with corresponding practice tests. Each day we spend ten or fifteen minutes utilizing the tools on worldatlas.com.
	We spend varying amounts of time learning the different sections of the planet. It depends on the complexity of the region in question. South America is relatively easy. Africa and Asia are obviously more difficult. We may spend as little as a week on South America and as much as a month on Africa.
	After the students have learned the countries of the world, and how to spell them correctly, we play a game called Table Points. The kids love it. They sit on top of their desks in tight groups of about six to eight. They do not have their maps in front of them. At first, I go around from table to table and ask simple questions that are worth one point: Name the state directly south of Oklahoma (Texas). Name five states that border the Pacific Ocean (Alaska, Washington, Oregon, California, and Hawaii). Name the two states that border Florida (Georgia and Alabama). When a question is asked, the students discuss the answer with one another before coming up with a group response. This fosters teamwork, listening skills, and compromise. By forcing the kids to visualize the world without a map, I help them begin to see our planet mentally rather than merely regurgitating countries on paper.
	Once the groups have each answered a few questions worth one point, the exercise becomes more challenging in two ways. First, the questions become more difficult: Name at least twelve states that border Canada. Name all six states that border Nebraska. Name the country west of Argentina. Remember, the students do not have a map in front of them. The second phase is to ask questions that, instead of being directed to a specific team, may be answered by any member of the class. These challenges are announced as “first hand up” questions. However, I add an important wrinkle to the problem. I explain that these are “four for seven” questions, meaning a team will get four points if one of their members comes up with the correct answer, but will lose seven points for a wrong guess. This forces the students to think before they speak. We have all seen kids who love to scream out answers both for attention and for their need to be first. Learning to think before they speak is a skill that serves students well in all areas of school and life.

The Extra Mile
	It’s true of all subjects, of course, but social studies can be especially boring or fascinating, depending on the teacher. Most history lessons begin with some sort of text, but it’s impossible for even good texts to cover everything with the depth of relevance, excitement, and fun we want our students to feel when they study history. Good teachers and parents supplement history texts with additional materials.
	Films, for instance, can be powerful tools in helping our students love and understand history. In Room 56, practically all holidays are introduced on the big screen. The films we watch together do not replace our daily lessons—they are shown after school and are intended to supplement the kids’ knowledge of issues that have already been learned in class. As with audio books, showing a film is not an excuse to take a break. Days before the film will be shown, I begin building excitement by listing its title on a “Coming Attractions” board in our class. I prepare the kids by talking about sections of the film that may be difficult for them to understand. My excitement about the viewing transfers to the students. I have true believers before the DVD even begins.
	Let me give an example of how I use film to supplement our regular lesson. Because I teach in a year-round school where classes begin in July, my students all get a Labor Day holiday. In general, students in the United States know next to nothing about Labor Day.
	So, in addition to reading about the history of Labor Day and learning about unions, we watch all sorts of relevant films. Some we watch together after school, and some I simply make available to students for checkout.
	Labor Day is just one example. The judicious use of film to enrich history is a powerful way for students to learn about the past.
	Documentary films also provide outstanding learning opportunities. The fifth-graders in Room 56 watch the entire Ken Burns masterpiece The Civil War each year during our study of the War Between the States. The kids not only learn enormous amounts of history, but the series also features terrific period music, which the students learn to play. In addition, the History Channel and A&E’s Biography series offer seemingly endless good documentaries. I have copies of most of these films for the students to take home and watch. Presidents, inventors, explorers, and all sorts of fascinating people need to be made available to our students. Too often, students go home after school and waste hours watching awful television shows or mindlessly chatting online. Let’s give them an opportunity to spend an hour with the Wright brothers or Martin Luther King. Such documentaries inspire, inform, and provide positive role models for our children.
	Another fun way to make history come alive is to play historic speeches, many of which are available on CD or the Internet. If we are studying the Kennedy administration, it’s easy to supplement any textbook by playing his famous inaugural address. I find the speech with a Google search and make copies for the kids. Hearing President Kennedy’s voice makes his words so much more vital to the students; no text can match the real thing.

Rocket Man
	Teaching can be a humbling and frustrating experience. Even when things seem to be going well, someone or something will be there to remind you of your shortcomings. Unfortunately for me, one of the most painful (and important) lessons I ever received came from my own stepdaughter.
	Caryn is beautiful and brilliant. She attended public schools and went on to graduate from the MD/PhD program at Johns Hopkins University. Today she works as an oncologist. Several years ago, she came to visit Room 56 for a day. Naturally, I was most excited for her to watch me teach a science lesson. Many elementary school teachers do not even attempt to teach this subject, so I proudly wanted to show my scientist daughter what I could do.
	The kids opened their books and read about cells. The students paid attention even as they laughed at my bad jokes. Questions were answered correctly. The children learned about the parts of a cell and closed their books, ready for the next lesson. All of the students were orderly, polite, and involved. I was proud until Caryn gave my science lesson a one-sentence evaluation: “That may be the worst science lesson I have ever seen!”
	Ouch! I picked myself off the floor and attempted to stutter a defense of my work. I told her I taught my class a daily science lesson. Other teachers did not. My class finished the entire book during the year. Other classes left their books on the shelf, overwhelmed by all the time spent preparing for reading and math tests. Most important of all, I had students who openly proclaimed that they were going to be doctors and scientists one day, just like Caryn. At this point Caryn gave her evaluation an addendum: “Nope—it will never happen. No kid in here is going to be a doctor.”
	It shook me up. This was not some bureaucrat who didn’t have a clue about teaching. This was a top scientist bluntly telling me that I was doing a poor job. (She was right on all counts. No student in that class grew up to be any sort of scientist.) Despite my bruised ego, I sat down and listened. She told me that to learn science, kids had to put down their books and pick up their equipment. They had to observe, experiment, record, and analyze. Above all, they had to fail and learn from their failures.
	Now, years later, I have former students who are doctors.
	For thirty to fifty minutes a day, Room 56 is a science lab—and the children love it. Many point to science as their favorite subject in school. Several have lamented previous classrooms in which their teacher “told us to open our books, played a cassette, and had us follow along while she went online to shop.” Thank goodness my daughter gave me the kick in the pants I needed when I was drowning in a sea of mediocrity.

Finding the Money
	Science is disappearing from elementary schools for a number of reasons, but one of them is no secret: a lack of money. All teachers use some portion of their meager paychecks to buy classroom supplies. It’s ridiculous. And science materials are expensive. A good Delta kit might cost $300 or $400. It is unreasonable to expect even the most dedicated teacher to spend thousands of dollars for a year’s supply of science materials. Let me offer one way out of this dilemma.
	Every Christmas, teachers are showered with gifts from their students’ families. Even in a poor school like mine, I see teachers carrying all sorts of packages to their cars on the day before winter break. As a male teacher, I could probably open a store selling wallets, ties, belts, socks, and mugs proclaiming “I love my teacher.” This phenomenon led to an idea that helped me raise much-needed dollars for classroom supplies.
	Early in the school year, when most classrooms open their doors to parents for conferences or some sort of Back-to-School Night, supportive parents will invariably say, “If there’s anything I can do to help, please let me know.” I came up with a good response to this generous offer. I inform the parents that I need science supplies and show them my wish list. If they were planning to buy me a holiday gift, I ask them to donate the money it would cost to a class fund instead. Parents, even those of limited means, are incredibly generous when they know their children will benefit.

Failure Is Good!
	A few years back a group of young teachers from a dynamic charter school was spending a day in Room 56. These instructors were terrific—energetic, bright, and caring. However, I noticed a key mistake in their approach to teaching. Their desire to help kids feel good about themselves was so pronounced that they never allowed the students to get the wrong answer or take a fall.
	We were building rockets that week. My students were working in groups of four. Each group was given a small Viking model rocket, instructions, and the materials with which to put it together. The challenge for each team was to precisely measure, plan, and assemble their project. One group was trying hard but making mistakes in the placement of missile sections. Several of the teachers kept going over to the kids to show them how to build the rocket correctly. On a number of occasions I had to politely but firmly ask the guests to leave the kids alone.

Guest: (Whispering) You don’t understand, Rafe. They’re doing it wrong.
Rafe: I understand.
Guest: Their wings are crooked.
Rafe: Yes, they are.
Guest: The launch lug is glued too closely to the nose.
Rafe: That’s true.
Guest: And you’re just going to sit there?
Rafe: Yes, I am.
Guest: But their rocket won’t fly!
Rafe: Not at first...
Guest: But...
Rafe: And then the group will have to figure out why their rocket won’t fly. They’ll have to come back to class and figure it out for themselves. It’s what scientists do all the time.

	It’s important to remember that we teachers individually define the word failure. In Room 56, a rocket that doesn’t fly is not a failure. Failure happens only when students stop trying to solve a problem. It may be solved in five minutes, or it may take two months—as was the case when my students built an enormous roller coaster and could not create a loop with enough centripetal force to allow the cars to move along the track safely. But those two months of failed trials were some of the most fascinating and exciting times the kids had in science that year. And when the roller coaster finally worked, the kids could say they did it themselves. They understood the physics of the roller coaster. I did the best teaching during those two months when I decided to shut up and leave the kids alone.

Art Lover
	I have no artistic ability. None. Any attempt to draw anything on the board—even a straight line—brings my students to their knees in hysterical bouts of teary-eyed laughter. I am also the only teacher in history to receive the National Medal of Arts. Go figure. How in the world could that have happened?
	When I was young and stupid, I entered my first classroom brimming with confidence and convinced I could change the world. I was more than a bit annoyed to learn that my young students had interests outside the walls of Room 56. There was an orchestra in our school, and the kids eagerly signed up to play. This meant they had to leave class twice a week for an hour during the morning math lesson. There was also a chorus, which meant another hour out of the room. I grudgingly allowed the kids to attend these music classes, while I mentally planned elaborate makeup sessions for the lost three hours.
	I soon learned a basic truth about the arts: Students involved in arts education are learning about things far beyond the art they study. When a child goes off to play in an orchestra, he is not only learning to play the violin or clarinet, he is also learning about discipline, responsibility, teamwork, sacrifice, practice, correcting mistakes, listening, and time management. That’s not a bad set of skills for a kid to have in his pocket. And to learn them and have fun at the same time is a pretty neat trick.
	Once I saw the value of the arts, I became determined to work them into my class.
	Once you begin using the arts in your classroom, you will find them more addictive than chocolate. Whether you use music, performance, or visual art—or, better yet, all three—your students will grow in ways you never could have predicted. Your relationship with the kids will evolve into something strong and unbreakable. This bond will translate into students who are better behaved, harder working, and happier.
	In a world in which everything is becoming standardized, the arts allow children to remain individuals—to march, in Thoreau’s words, to a different drummer.

Put Me In, Coach
	In the first part of this book I discussed the necessity of creating a classroom culture that is conducive to teaching and learning. The playground, when used properly, can be just as effective as the classroom. These days it is all the more important to teach kids about the positive virtues of sports. In the span of a generation our culture has gone from celebrating athletes who embodied humanity’s noblest virtues to celebrating athletes whose behavior on and off the court would land ordinary citizens in jail.

Playing Correctly
	The bad news is that most elementary-school teachers do not run effective physical education programs. Perhaps you see the importance of sports but do not feel competent to teach them. I have teacher friends who don’t feel comfortable taking the kids outside because they did not play sports as children. The good news is that, as teachers, we can get better.
	Some teachers take their kids outside and simply let them run around on the theory that it calms them down and helps them focus back in class. There may be some truth in that, but surely it’s better for everyone if the kids can burn off energy while simultaneously learning a skill. Many other caring teachers structure organized activities—but without rhyme or reason. One day they run. One day they play kickball. The next day’s activity is dodgeball. Imagine teaching math the same way: What teacher would teach multiplication on Monday, fractions on Tuesday, and integers on Wednesday? In teaching any subject, an instructor targets a particular skill and doesn’t move on until the students have mastered it. Physical education should be no different.
	Goals are a key element of all instruction. In Room 56, my goals for physical education are the following:

1. The students will have daily exercise.
2. The students will learn the importance of proper fundamentals.
3. The students will exhibit outstanding sportsmanship at all times.
4. The students will learn the value of teamwork.
5. The students will apply lessons they learn from sports in other areas of their lives.

	Any physical activity can be used to accomplish these objectives. It could be hopscotch, volleyball, or basketball. As with all education, parents and classroom leaders should share their passions with children.
	Students are sometimes afraid to play because of bad previous experiences. Young people rarely forget the anguish of being yelled at by a peer or parent for dropping a ball or making a mistake. In Room 56, we do not tease or ridicule people. This practice carries over into everything we do, including physical education. In fact, it is a key component of the physical education program in Room 56. Would students mock a classmate who couldn’t do a math problem? Of course they wouldn’t. The playground is no different. I teach the kids an essential truth of sports: When teammates make mistakes, they need our support, not our derision. I point out an irony of the all-too-common scenario in which teammates scream at the kid who dropped the ball: They are usually yelling because they desperately want to win, but humiliating a teammate only makes the “offender” more likely to make future mistakes—he will be playing scared. Students in Room 56 learn that being nice to a player who screws up (and who surely feels bad enough already) is not only the right thing to do, but the smart thing as well.
	We study baseball first. After about two months of baseball, we begin work on two other physical education units. I teach volleyball the same way as I teach baseball. Of course, it’s the same way I teach reading or math. The volleyball players learn their positions. They are taught how to properly serve, dig, pass, set, and spike. Then they learn strategies and begin to understand how complex the game is, even if they once thought it was simple. We also begin running as part of our third unit of study. The goal is for each fifth-grader to run the mile easily by the end of the year. This prepares the students for the national test they will take.

Independent Practice
	Once the students have skills to practice, they are divided into three teams of ten or eleven players each. While one team runs the mile, the second team practices passing volleyballs. The third team takes batting practice with me. This rotating schedule accomplishes several objectives that make the kids not only better at sports but also better in the classroom.
	In order to excel at anything, kids must learn to practice without a teacher constantly evaluating them. Sports drills provide a perfect opportunity for teachers to show kids they are trusted while also giving them time to do the solitary practice that leads to real improvement. Don’t be afraid to let them practice on their own or in teams. One wonderful thing about sports is that they allow kids to compete against their own past performances. When a student shoots free throws or runs a mile, he can evaluate himself. If he can run a mile in eight minutes, his new goal should be 7:55. If a student can run only three-eighths of a mile, perhaps today he will try to run half a mile before slowing down to a walk. Always give students guidance, but remember that it’s important for them to learn to practice for themselves and not for their teacher.

Keeping Statistics
	In Room 56, the kids monitor their progress in sports by keeping statistics. In this way they learn to assess themselves and set goals while also practicing their math skills. No matter what sport or game they are playing, it’s easy to keep records. If the kids are running the mile, have them keep a daily log of their times. If they are shagging fly balls, have them keep track of their success rates. The same goes for shooting free throws, practicing the long jump, bowling, or any other sport. Keeping stats provides students with goals and purpose—two things that will serve them well in all areas of life.
	Even a simple game of catch can be recorded with statistics. When I first began teaching, I was shocked to discover how few children can actually throw and catch a baseball correctly. These skills may seem like second nature to adults, but learning them is not as easy as one might think. Students have to be in tune with one another, concentrate on the accuracy of their throws, and use their gloves correctly. In Room 56, we keep track of how many throws and catches a pair of students can make before the ball hits the ground. Each day the kids play catch, they are trying to set new personal bests.

Going to the Games: A Golden Chance to Teach
	Many teachers take their students to sporting events. That’s a good start, but I use such outings to do some of my best teaching. Whether you are a high school science teacher, a parent desperate to spend some time with your teenager, or an elementary-school teacher like me, a trip to a sporting event is a golden opportunity to teach kids not only about sports but about the more important, and largely ignored, issue of sportsmanship.
	One of my primary goals in Room 56 is to teach my students to be kind in a world that is often anything but. Nowhere today is bad behavior more prevalent, or accepted, than in the sports arena. A trip to the old ball game offers a perfect object lesson in behavior that is boorish, obnoxious, and downright disgusting. At basketball games, for instance, fans scream obscenities at the opposing team and its fans. They think it’s acceptable to upset the concentration of players shooting free throws by whistling and waving their arms behind the basket. To my mind, that’s no different from tripping a player as he runs down the court. Today’s fans believe they are part of the game. This mentality is now accepted even by people who are normally intelligent and reasonable. But it is not correct, and kids need to learn that fans are no more in a game than theatergoers are in a play.
	While it’s sad that good sportsmanship is in short supply these days—both on the court and surrounding it—we must not give up on teaching it. We adults have to show the kids that for every drunken idiot screaming obscenities at the visitors’ bench, other fans quietly acknowledge an opponent’s good play with a soft “Wow” or “Unbelievable.”
	A few years ago, when our school actually had a physical education program, it held a volleyball tournament. Because of my students’ disciplined practice and sound fundamentals, Room 56 destroyed every class it played, even classes made up of far better athletes. A teacher came up to me a day after her class was trounced by the Hobart Shakespeareans. One of her students had told her something that she found remarkable, and she wanted to share it with me. “We don’t mind losing to Rafe’s class,” the child had said, “because they’re so nice.” The teacher told me she thought my students were something very special. She was right.

Taxman
	I’ve written before about the economic system used in Room 56. I have received enormous amounts of mail regarding this system. People love it, but certain questions keep coming my way. I hope this chapter gives teachers and parents a more complete view of how our economic system works.
	In brief, for readers unfamiliar with Hobart Shakespearean economics, all children in Room 56 apply for a classroom job the first day of school. Students are given a list of job opportunities and descriptions of the work. There are janitors, bankers, office messengers, clerks, police officers, and other occupations. Each of these jobs differs slightly in pay. Janitors, who work daily, earn more money (simulated cash) than students whose jobs require their services only two or three times a week. Each child usually gets one of his first two choices.
	With the job comes a monthly paycheck. The children deposit this with their banker. They need to save their money because all students pay rent to sit at their desks. The closer a child sits to the front of the room, the more expensive the seat. As I discussed in detail in my book There Are No Shortcuts, there are all sorts of ways to make extra money. If students do extra work or join the school orchestra, for instance, they are paid bonus money. However, if they fail to do work or are tardy, a police officer fines them. Students can use both class “checks” and “cash.” Checks are practically obsolete these days, but I still teach the kids how to write them. At the end of the month, the entire class participates in a wild auction where school supplies and gift certificates are up for sale.
	The kids love the economic system, as do their parents and other teachers who have tried it. For the sake of clarity, however, I wanted to explain the objectives behind the program.

Organization and Planning
	I want to teach children real skills that will help them for the rest of their lives. Being organized is one such skill. It can be cute to hear a kid describe his room or desk as a nuclear war zone, but in reality it’s a bad sign. Smarter people than I have observed that a person’s room is representative of his state of mind. A child who knows how to organize and balance his time is more likely to find happiness by doing things he enjoys—and he’s more likely to do them well. Learning to save money, balance a checkbook, and plan for future expenses takes organization. It’s essential for young people to see the importance of orderliness and how to get there.
	To get things started, I give each student a ledger sheet on the first day of school. You can buy pads of such sheets for a few dollars at any office supply store. I teach the students to label the top of the sheet with date, transaction, deposit, debit, and balance. The class usually employs about four bankers, each of whom supervises the accounts of about eight students. Bankers receive extra ledger sheets and keep duplicate records of their customers’ transactions. In this way, if there is ever a discrepancy in the balance, the banker and customer can compare their ledgers to find the error. But the kids become so careful about keeping their financial records in order that this rarely happens.

Ownership
	Students have to pay rent each month to sit at their desks. However, if a child can save up triple his rent, he is allowed to purchase his seat and call it a condominium. Some kids even carefully save enough money to buy the seats of other students and charge them rent every month!
	As the clever students buy up property, they begin to understand the value of ownership. Each month they see their peers scramble to pay the rent while their own bank accounts bulge. They begin to empathize with the plight of their parents. The property owners in Room 56 discover that owning their own homes leaves them with disposable income to spend on exciting treasures at the monthly auction. As the months fly by, they learn through firsthand experience the benefits of saving money and owning property. The students who continue to pay rent learn the same lessons—and probably with more poignancy.
	The goal is not to create a real-life Monopoly game in the classroom, but rather to expose the students to the benefits of ownership. Not one student in Room 56 lives in a family-owned home; all of them come from families that pay rent. One day, I want each of them to own his or her own house.

A Penny Saved
	If you’ve ever been on the road with your own children or a student group, you’ve probably noticed something: Kids are downright terrible with money. If they have five dollars in their pocket, they’ll spend it. They’ll buy anything. To paraphrase George Carlin, they’ll buy a left-nostril inhaler with the words New York City engraved on it. Kids return from trips with their pockets empty.
	I want to teach my students the value of thrift. It’s not listed as a California State Standard, but being careful with money is a valuable lesson to learn.
	Through economics, the kids learn both to be thrifty with their money and to value their belongings. When a student has to work to buy a book or calculator, he takes better care of it. Don’t get me wrong: I am not a materialist and am far from cheap. In Room 56 we use the best instruments, the most expensive baseball gloves, and art supplies that are, well, state of the art. We like good things, and because the kids have to work and sacrifice to earn them, they appreciate their belongings.
	By participating in auctions at the end of the month, the students learn to spend their money wisely. There may be an item for sale that excites them. Perhaps it’s a complete set of The Chronicles of Narnia or a gift certificate to Barnes & Noble. Hands shoot into the air and the kids begin calling out offers. Often a student gets so caught up in the competition that he winds up emptying his bank account for an item he doesn’t really care about. When the excitement of the auction fades, he looks at his prize and asks himself, Was it worth it? This is a good question for our future consumers to ask themselves when they are young. Many students learn the hard way that it’s rarely a good idea to empty their bank accounts in highly emotional situations; something better might come up for sale just around the corner.
	This system teaches kids to save. I see it when we are on the road. They do not buy very much. They are unimpressed with slick advertising or enticing displays. This is a virtue that serves them well in college and beyond. We all have to learn to live on a budget at some point, and it can’t hurt to start when we’re little kids.

Delayed Gratification
	By helping the kids learn to save money, the economic system teaches another important principle: delayed gratification. In our fast-food society, young people are encouraged to want everything and to want it now. But Room 56’s program teaches students that those who save money and spend prudently almost always wind up in better financial situations than those who spend recklessly in pursuit of immediate satisfaction.
	Take a student like Amy. She didn’t make a fuss about it, but early in the year she decided to sit quietly and refrain from bidding in the auctions. She was the student who inconspicuously did extra work, joined every optional activity, and studied tirelessly to earn top grades. You guessed it: Partway through the year, Amy snapped up several pieces of property. She ended the school year with the most desirable auction items—all because she understood that the best things come to those who wait.
	The kids in Room 56 take this lesson and apply it to their quest to be the first person in their family to attend college. In high school, while some students waste time and blow off studying, these kids apply themselves seriously. They have fun, but it’s balanced with an understanding that by working hard today they are opening a door to a much better tomorrow. They delay their gratification. They may not be the most popular kids in class, and they certainly aren’t the most visible—that is, until senior year. It’s amazing how people tend to notice the kids who get the scholarships to the top colleges. Recently, a former student named Linda e-mailed me about a “problem” she had—she was accepted by so many colleges she was having difficulty making a final decision. She remained humble, but confided to me that when peers marveled at her “luck,” she would think to herself that luck had very little to do with her good fortune—it was mostly hard work and perseverance.
	To help young people become remarkable, we need to challenge them with lessons they will use for the rest of their lives. The Hobart Shakespearean economic system does just that. Last year I received a letter from Helen, a former student who attends Washington and Lee University in Virginia. During her third year of college, she chose to study abroad. She wrote me a letter and mentioned something that is a more accurate measure of classroom success than any standardized test. Living with other students in Japan, she remarked that all of her friends were having financial troubles and had desperately wired their parents for more money. Helen told me she was the only one in good shape. With her appreciation of thrift, sticking to a budget, and delaying gratification, Helen not only had enough money to survive, but planned to travel to other countries before returning to the States. And she was a poor kid. She thanked me and wrote that unlike the other students, she had a complete understanding of economic responsibility. She had learned it in the fifth grade.

Think for Yourself
	Every morning for the last twenty-odd years, Room 56 has opened for business at 6:30 A.M. I arrive at school in total darkness, well over an hour before classes begin, and find eager students waiting to get to work. These students are here voluntarily, and together we spend more than an hour working on a skill that is too often overlooked: problem solving. I’m the first to admit that I’ve made countless mistakes in my career, and I’m constantly making corrections and improvements, but the idea of starting the school day early to work on problem solving is one I’ve never regretted and never will. Like many great ideas, it began by accident—in this case, as a misguided quest to win a contest. But it has evolved into one of the most valuable hours of my students’ day.
	Today the kids in Room 56 are terrific problem solvers, but this wasn’t always the case. Early in my career I taught analytical thinking and problem solving because I wanted my kids to win math competitions that were periodically held at my school. The winning classes went on to compete against other schools and districts. My students were successful in these contests, and I was foolish enough to be proud of this. It took me far too long to realize that by focusing on winning contests, I was missing important opportunities to teach lessons of real and lasting value. The purpose of teaching problem solving should be to develop the process of thinking and analyzing. This will help young people solve problems in math class and in their everyday lives.
	As I am not a particularly creative teacher, I decided to give the kids the most valuable thing I have to offer: my time. I spend an enormous amount of time with my students. I work with them practically every day of vacation. We work on Saturdays. During the week we sometimes remain in class until dinnertime.
	I am no saint. I often wish I were on a tennis court or at a concert with my wife. That’s the price I pay. But the cost is far outweighed by the payoff: Some of the best learning in Room 56 takes place during unofficial hours, before and after school. Every kid in the room during those times is present because he wants to be. There are never discipline problems. All I have to do is teach, and that is a joy.

The Bible
	At the beginning of the year, I play a little game with the students. I tell them we are going to solve some difficult problems. I ask them to show me that they are ready to do so. Almost all of them demonstrate their readiness by taking out some paper and picking up a pencil.
	I start laughing. I ask the kids why they are holding pencils. The first lesson is that pencils do not solve problems—people do. The kids learn that the first step in solving a problem is to put down their pencils and understand the challenge in front of them. At this point I hand out copies of “the Bible.” In Room 56, this is not the New or Old Testament, but a sheet of paper the kids are given the first day of problem-solving class. It is taped to their desks and recited (forgive me) religiously. There are many variations of such a sheet, but ours looks like this:

HOW TO SOLVE A PROBLEM
Step I. Understand the Problem
(Put your pencil down)
	Collect Relevant Data

Step II. Choose an Appropriate Strategy
	Act It Out
	Choose an Operation
	Draw a Picture
	Guess and Check
	Look for a Pattern
	Make a Chart or Table
	Make an Organized List
	Use Logical Reasoning
	Work Backwards

Step III. Solve the Problem
(Pick your pencil up)

Step IV. Analyze
	Does My Answer Make Sense?

	The kids and I go over these problem-solving steps until they are sick of repeating them. My eyes were first opened to the importance of teaching the process of thinking by an inspiring math teacher named Randy Charles. He identified two expressions that frustrated teachers constantly use in the classroom: “Use your head” and “Read it again.”
	When a student is having trouble with a problem, his teacher will sometimes lose patience and bark, “Use your head!” Use your head? What in the world does that mean? I have never seen anyone get results by using this command. Then there is “Read it again.” This phrase usually comes out when a student has mustered up the courage to ask his teacher for help on a problem. When the intimidated child is ordered to “read it again,” he is usually too afraid to answer, “Look, lady, I’ve read it twelve times and I still don’t get it. I need some help!”
	We parents and teachers must do better than trotting out meaningless directions for our struggling children. The Bible gives my students an actual road map of the problem-solving process. It shows them how to understand, attack, and solve a problem.
	Early in the year, the students are divided into groups of four. I tell them that we are going to spend a week practicing each strategy in the Bible. We might spend the first week learning to solve problems by drawing pictures. In that case I would start by giving the students a simple problem such as this:

John has baked a rectangular birthday cake for his friend’s birthday. He places the candles two inches apart all around the cake. There are six candles on each long side and five candles on each short side. How long is the cake? How wide is the cake? How many candles are on the cake?

	Students who lack experience solving problems would not be able to come up with any sort of answer to this question. Other students, typically those who learn how to compute but haven’t learned analytical skills, might answer that the cake contains 22 candles (6 + 6 + 5 + 5). They will calculate that the cake is 12 inches long (6 X 2) and 10 inches wide (5 X 2). They will write down their answer and move on to other problems. Unfortunately, this answer is wrong.
	Here is a typical session with the students early in their training in problem solving. It’s about 6:40 A.M. when the kids have finished reading the problem. The kids are sitting up and their pencils are down.

Rafe: What is the first thing we need to do to solve this? What is Step I?
All:	Understand the problem.
Rafe: How do we do that?
Jessica: Collect relevant data.
Rafe: What does relevant mean?
All:	Important.
Rafe: What is data?
Kyu: Information.
Rafe: When we read problems, is data always relevant?
All:	No!
Rafe: That's right. Sometimes data is irrelevant. Who can give me some relevant data?
Lucy: A cake is being baked. It's a rectangle.
John: There are six candles on the long side.
Rafe: How many long sides will there be? (Checking for understanding)
All: Two!
Stephanie: There are five candles on the short side.
Rafe: Anything else?
Class: (silence)
Rafe: Well, how far apart does John place the candles? (Guiding students to an understanding of the data)
Edgar: Two inches.
Rafe: That’s right, Edgar. I think we have our data and understand the problem. Who can tell me what Step II is?
All: Choose an appropriate strategy.
Rafe: Thank you for remembering to use the word appropriate. Does anyone think they know what the appropriate strategy would be?
Sol Ah: Draw a picture.
Rafe: That’s right. (The students know we are working on “draw a picture” problems.) So it’s time for Step III. What is Step III?
All: Pick up our pencils and solve the problem.
Rafe: And then we’re done.
All:	No! We need to analyze.
Rafe: So let’s go to work.

	The kids work in groups of four and begin drawing pictures. They soon realize that the candles in the corners of the cake count toward the number of candles on both the long and short sides. The students will discover that the cake holds only eighteen candles. They learn that the answer to a problem becomes obvious when they choose an appropriate strategy—in this case, drawing a picture.
	By working in groups of four and coming up with one answer, the students do more than solve the problem. Ideas are shared. Friendships are formed. The kids learn to listen to one another. They also learn to disagree without becoming disagreeable. When students come up with conflicting answers, they do not argue. Instead, each problem solver gets his turn within the group to explain his thinking. It is fascinating to see how many students discover their mistakes by listening to their own incorrect solutions.
	As the weeks turn into months, these early birds solve hundreds of word problems. After a while, I no longer lead them through the steps. Instead, the students are given a sheet of problems, and the groups themselves decide on appropriate strategies. Many math teachers encourage students to solve problems by looking for “key words.” The focus is on getting the right answer. The kids in Room 56 also want to get the correct answer, but they understand that the process of discovering the correct answer is more important than the answer itself.

Where to Get Problems
	Many parents and teachers who see the value of problem solving ask me where to get problems. I tell them to start by visiting www.mathstories.com. It’s a fun Web site with all sorts of clever and challenging problems. But truth be told, for parents the best place to start might be your child’s math book. When you get to the word problems, your child may very well tell you, “We skipped those.” These problems are often passed over because they are difficult for adults as well as for students. There is nothing wrong with telling a child you do not know an answer. By using the problem-solving steps listed in the Bible, we set a good example of how we want our children to approach their work. There is, however, a bit of common sense good teachers use before working on problems with children.
	Difficult word problems require that teachers do their homework. Good teachers will solve all the problems the night before they teach them. They will scour them for mistakes or ambiguities. But many teachers are not willing to put in the time or effort it takes to teach the problems that will probably be the best challenges for a child.
	Every good school-supply store carries problem-solving workbooks for a range of grade levels and abilities. No matter where the problems come from, the process remains the same: Understand the problem, choose an appropriate strategy, solve, and analyze. These fundamental steps will help children solve problems throughout their lives.
	Barbara, my brilliant wife, has a question she poses to all my students. We even call it “the Barbara question.” It’s simple but profound: What will you do when things go wrong? Notice the question does not say if things go wrong. Things will go wrong. That’s a part of life. A person’s ability to answer that simple question can mean the difference between success and failure, fulfillment and discontent. The problem-solving steps learned over and over in Room 56 provide the answer to Barbara’s question.

Slings and Arrows
	My classroom features an elaborate system of professional stage lighting. It was installed by a technician who designs lighting for some of the biggest rock bands in the world. We use the lights to turn Room 56 into a theater for our Shakespeare productions.
	One night a local gang broke into our school, a relatively common occurrence. The vandals tore Room 56 apart. They defaced the children’s art projects, spray-painted profanity on the walls, and ripped apart our stage lighting. They smashed our two light towers, shattered light bulbs (expensive ones), and ripped up hundreds of feet of cable.
	This took place when my students were on vacation and I was on the East Coast taking former students around to visit colleges. We were touring Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island, when one of the kids back in Los Angeles called me crying. She’d been at the school for orchestra practice and had seen police cars and investigators gathering information about the many classrooms that had been desecrated, including ours. I tried to calm her down by telling her it was only a classroom—that no gang could ever rob her and her classmates of the spirit and work ethic that made them special. I told her not to worry. I was due back next week and would take care of things.
	I hung up the phone and tried to put on a brave face for my college-bound students, but inside I was steaming. It was the kind of shock that makes a person think about throwing in the towel. As I drove the students across New York toward Cornell, I thought of the mess that was waiting for me back in L.A.—the hours of cleaning, salvaging, and trying to put the classroom back together.
	A week later, still on break, I arrived at school early one morning to begin the process. I entered Room 56 and couldn’t believe what I saw. The room was immaculate—in even better shape than I had left it. Kelly, the ten-year-old girl who called me in Rhode Island, had done the stuff that dreams are made on. She told me later she simply collected the data to understand the problem. She called classmates and divided up the work. Some of the kids went to a hardware store and bought special cleansers to get rid of the graffiti. Lucia, another problem solver, put together a team of kids who reorganized the students’ papers and folders that had been thrown out of their overturned desks.
	This alone would have been amazing. But Sarah, an eleven-year-old former student, was also called in to help. She and her friends rebuilt the light towers. They untangled the cables and rerouted them back to the dimmer board. And for the icing on the cake, she took a bus to find the special bulbs used in stage lighting. After replacing them, she reprogrammed the board using instructions she found online. On the day I returned, she told me she hoped I wouldn’t mind, but she had changed some of our lighting sequences. She had made some improvements.
	I didn’t mind. And even when I am too tired to think, this is what fuels my stamina to arrive early every day. Of course things go wrong in life. They always do. But Room 56 is full of problem solvers. It takes a little extra time to plan this hour before class with my students, but teaching kids to think and solve problems is one of the best gifts we can give them. Whatever life they choose, they will be equipped to negotiate the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune.

Celluloid Heroes
	It’s funny how desperate times can lead to something wonderful. I used to become depressed on Monday mornings when my students would tell me how they had spent their weekends. Many would tell me they had seen a movie. When I asked what they had seen, the answer was usually something like Johnny Kills Everyone or The Slasher Strikes Again. You get the idea.
	I would lecture the children about why these films were inappropriate. They celebrate our baser instincts. The films are bad for you. In fact, they are simply bad.
	Of course, no one was listening. I can’t say that a single kid ever replied to one of my rants with, “Golly, Rafe, thank you for pointing out the error of my ways. I am eternally grateful to you. In the future, I will consult film experts and discuss these matters with my parents before viewing a movie. In this way I will be exposed to true cinematic excellence and improve myself as both a student and a person.” Well, you can’t blame a person for dreaming.
	When I first began teaching, VCRs had just become available. I was the first teacher in school to bring one to class. I still remember the looks I got as I carried it into school. Older teachers didn’t know what it was and eyed me with appropriate suspicion. In fact, my motives were harmless: I wanted to show the kids a Hallmark Hall of Fame production of The Count of Monte Cristo. They had read the novel in class, and I wanted to supplement the experience by showing them the film. The kids stayed after school, and we had a marvelous afternoon watching the movie.
	Yet as the kids and I watched more films together, I started to notice a disturbing pattern. Their ability to concentrate for more than a few minutes was quite poor. Their listening skills were weak. When I talked about watching a movie, the kids asked the wrong questions: “Is it black-and-white or color?” “Is it long or short?” “Is it new or old?” I found this disheartening. I wanted them to be asking, “Is it good or bad?”
	I realized that if I wanted my students to become true film connoisseurs, I would have to teach the subject with the same vigor and determination with which I taught algebra or Shakespeare. It reminded me that excellence had to be pursued every moment of the day. Watching great films was another opportunity to build on the foundation of merit that I had been constructing in the classroom.

The Weekend Film Club
	I developed a class option that has become outrageously popular among my students. We call it the Hobart Shakespearean Film Club. The program was carefully designed to improve my students’ appreciation and knowledge of film while also sharpening their writing, critical thinking, time management, and responsibility skills. Here’s how the club works.
	On Fridays, each member of the film club is allowed to borrow a DVD for the weekend from our in-class library, which has grown over the years into a massive collection (thanks in large part to financial donations from parents who understand that I don’t need any more ties, belts, or wallets for Christmas). Club members choose a film and present their Hobart Shakespearean film cards to one of Room 56’s DVD monitors. The DVD monitor records the transaction and hands over the film and a sheet of twelve to fifteen questions that I have written about it. Each question must be answered in grammatically correct complete sentences. The sheets of questions are stored in plastic sleeves and must be returned in pristine condition. Students are warned that if they return the questions in shabby condition, they will be suspended from the film club. The same strict rules apply to the DVDs themselves, which must be returned on Monday mornings. Occasionally kids forget them at home. They are suspended from the club for a couple of weeks. Kids learn quickly that taking home films is a privilege and not a right. They earn that privilege by being organized and dependable. Club members learn all sorts of things that have nothing to do with watching movies.
	Good ideas have a way of naturally evolving into better ones. After a while, my students started to ask if more than one student could work on a film together. Suddenly, the kids were spending time together watching first-rate films, discussing the questions, and practicing their writing. New friendships were formed, and I was astonished to see how quickly the kids began to trust my suggestions. As the students embraced classic films, they began to reject the lackluster new movies our culture tries to push on them. They grew to appreciate the work of Billy Wilder, Sidney Poitier, and Bette Davis. These same students were faster than others to try more difficult literature, art projects, and physical challenges. The film club helped develop an attitude that is attractive in anyone: a curiosity to know more and an appetite for something new.

What Films and Where to Get Them
	Friday afternoons are always exciting in Room 56. Each student has a list of all the films in our DVD library, and many of the kids will have spent days trying to decide what movie to borrow for the weekend. Of course, they don’t always end up liking the movies they choose, but at least they have plenty of options.

It’s Only Rock ‘n’ Roll (but I Like It)
	Room 56 rocks. But the students also read, write, and calculate far beyond expectations.
	We didn’t always rock. In fact, in the beginning, we didn’t play music. We occasionally sang a song at a school assembly, but so did other classrooms. Over the years our program evolved, step by step, into its present form. Today my students can play practically anything, from Muddy Waters to Radiohead. More important, they understand the music they play. In Room 56, reading music is taken as seriously as reading itself.

Start Me Up
	All my students are given the opportunity to learn how to read music. We do this during our recess and lunch periods in the first few weeks of school. We use guitars, but that’s only one way. I have several friends who do the same thing with recorders. They are cheaper and easier to store. We use the guitar only because it’s the instrument I happen to know how to play.
	I have visited music classes in which students aren’t taught to read music. They “learn” to play instruments but never understand what they are doing. In many cases, they can’t even tune their instruments. I reject this methodology. Although putting together a rock band is certainly an act of madness, there must be a method in it. I want the kids to be lifelong musicians, not trained seals performing for some school function. In Room 56, the students learn to read music by playing scales. Before long they move on to playing simple classical pieces.
	Any sheet-music store or online site sells all sorts of books of simple classical music. Bach’s pieces translate especially well for the guitar. Once the kids can play some basic melodies, divide them into groups and let them try pieces written for duets, trios, and quartets. Young people may not normally listen to classical music, but once they play it, they’re hooked. Even my most ardent rockers and rappers love to play classical music. Vivaldi is a class favorite.

Did the Guitars Grow on Trees?
	If you want to teach your students to play guitar, you have a number of decisions to make. First of all, if you work with students who are impoverished, where do you get guitars? I began by making friends with small music-store owners in my community. They were willing to sell me cheap used guitars. I often paid between $50 and $100 for one. Students and their families were sometimes willing to buy their own. They would go to these owners, tell them “Rafe sent me,” and get taken care of. In the early days, students shared guitars. Today I have more guitars than I need, even though I teach as many as forty classical guitarists at the lesson during recess.
	When students buy their own guitars, they often ask me if they should get nylon or steel strings. It really depends on their goals. If classical music is the student’s main focus, nylon is definitely the way to go. If the student wants to play pop music, steel is the better choice.
	You can always find cheap electric guitars, but that’s not my style. We practice on simple guitars, but for performances we bring out the heavy artillery. The Fender Stratocaster is perhaps the most versatile electric guitar. Another favorite in Room 56 is the classic Rickenbacker, whose chimelike sound is great for playing music by artists such as the Beatles, the Byrds, Tom Petty, and John Fogerty. Ovation makes a nice acoustic guitar that plugs in and sounds great with any band. The funniest sight in my class might be watching ten-year-old children play Fender Jazz Bass guitars that are bigger than they are. But when the audience hears the kids play, they stop laughing.
	
And Your Bird Can Sing
	Believe it or not, my singing ability is even worse than my artistic ability. I sometimes joke with the kids that if I were to break into song, their exodus from the classroom would rival that of the Israelites fleeing Egypt. Despite this sad reality, many of my students sing well. How do they do it?
	I have learned over the years that many students simply haven’t developed their ears. With practice, they can actually get better at hearing notes. I know this is true from personal experience. As a child, I had difficulty tuning a guitar without a piano or tuning aid. These days, I can tune a guitar quite well by ear. It’s simply that I’ve done it hundreds of times and the sound of the notes is ingrained in my musically deficient brain.
	When my students want to sing a song, I start by burning the song onto a CD for each child. This allows the kids to sing along at home instead of spending valuable class time. Once the kids know the melody and lyrics, we choose a key. Very few rock songs are sung in keys comfortable for the children. I usually take out a guitar and play the song with simple chords. We begin in the key sung by the band. The kids will start laughing. It’s usually too low for them. There’s nothing funnier than listening to a ten-year-old girl try to sing in a key meant for a twenty-five-year-old man. By using a capo, I change the key a few times until the kids find a comfortable zone for their voices.
	Students love to sing harmonies. It’s a gift. Some children struggle at it, but each year I have a few students who are amazing at picking out harmonies. By dividing a song up into a melody line and one or more harmonies, you get to involve more students. By singing in harmony, the students learn more about music, improve their listening and singing skills, and feel better about their own contributions to a song.
	In Room 56 we have a sound board with four microphones. We spend hours trying different combinations of student singers. Any child who wants to sing is given a chance. They learn that four students singing on key may not be enough to make a song special. We experiment with different combinations of singers to find a magic blend of voices. This process of experimentation can be thrilling for the kids. Every so often we have a “musical eureka” when the singers try something new and everyone screams, “That’s it!” Every triumph motivates the kids to dig deeper, stretch further, and attempt even more difficult songs. It’s a never-ending process through which students constantly experiment, learn, and have fun.

Do They Know It’s Christmas?
	“See you the twenty-fourth.” It’s the standard good-bye I hear from former students who have stopped by to say hello from middle school, high school, or college. In Room 56, these few wonderful words sum up everything I want to teach my students. The words relate to an annual tradition of ours that tries to make the world a little better. The best way to help our children grow into exemplary people is often to involve them in projects that help other people.
	Many schools offer community service programs. This is commendable, but most schools view community service as an assignment. Students pick up trash or remove graffiti and get a form signed to prove they completed their assignment. It’s certainly better than not helping at all, but in Room 56 we do it a little differently. We help others because it’s the right thing to do.
	Every December 24, the Hobart Shakespeareans help feed, entertain, and clothe five hundred homeless people. Our Feed the World project teaches the kids to see the world outside their window and has inspired many of them to do community service on their own. I am reluctant to write about our program because it is contrary to the spirit of our class to talk about good deeds. All too often I see newspaper articles in which schools trumpet their community service. I think these schools miss an opportunity to teach their young people the sort of quiet humility that is part of Room 56. I would simply like to pass along an idea that I hope other teachers and parents might want to begin in their schools or add to the already good work they are doing.

The Phone Call
	About twenty years ago, I received a phone call from a wonderful woman named Mimi Adams. She worked for an organization called Faith, which, among its many services, helps the homeless. They hosted an annual Christmas Eve lunch for the neighborhood’s homeless people in a church basement. Mimi had heard I had a nice group of children and asked if the kids would come down and sing a few songs during the lunch. We accepted the invitation.
	A few days later, about five of the kids came to the church with me. I brought a guitar, and the children sang three or four Christmas carols. After the kids finished their songs and started to leave the stage, the audience pleaded for more. When the kids explained that they didn’t know any more songs, they were asked to sing the same songs again, which they did. I guess there’s just something about the sound of children singing that manages to transport people out of their troubles.
	I was amazed at the reaction of the children and the effect they had on the proceedings. It was a grim scene. For the students, it was the first time they had spent an extended amount of time with people they usually tried to avoid. They saw the effects of poverty, drug and alcohol abuse, and mental illness. They were also surprised to meet homeless people who were articulate, caring, and funny. The experience put a human face on the issue.
	As we drove home that day, crammed in my little car, the kids started chattering about returning next Christmas. Before long, they had formulated a plan to return the following year with many more students and a lot more music.

Christmas Carols in April
	These days my students rehearse Christmas songs all year long. Their repertoire has grown to include about fifty favorites, from classics like “Silent Night” to contemporary pop songs. Their all-time favorite is “Do They Know It’s Christmas?”—the 1984 Band Aid song that was played at the 1985 Live Aid concert heard and watched around the world. Each student receives a songbook with the lyrics to all the tunes we sing as well as copies of the songs on CDs.
	The kids learn the songs over the course of the year. We usually spend about thirty minutes once a week practicing. It’s easy because the students already know them from listening to their CDs. We simply arrange a few harmonies and choose different children to sing lead parts. It’s always funny to see the quizzical looks we get from school visitors who pass our room and hear us singing “Jingle Bell Rock” in April.
	These songs and the Feed the World project also provide an opportunity for the students to continue to develop as musicians. What began as a handful of students singing to my poorly strummed guitar has led to our class band learning all sorts of Christmas songs on guitars, keyboards, flutes, violins, and cellos. It’s just one more way for these terrific musicians to hone their skills.
	Several days before December 24, the homeless start to ask church workers, “Do you know if the kids are going to be here again?” Many of the homeless guys have told me the warmth of the children’s voices and their beautiful smiles mean more to them than the food. The one problem we’ve encountered is that each year another thirty students are ready to sing, but the stage at the church is small. Since I didn’t want to discourage former students from pitching in, we decided that anyone in seventh grade or above would help serve the food.

Preparation
	On December 23, many of the former students who plan to serve food come to the church to set up the auditorium. In a matter of a few hours, tables and chairs are arranged. Decorations are put up everywhere. An auditorium that usually looks quite tired is transformed into a festive ballroom. All of the skills the students have learned in Room 56 come into play: They organize, work independently, show initiative, and function as a fabulous team. The kids divide up the labor. There is no squabbling about who will do what. A friend of mine who is the principal of an outstanding charter school once came to watch. He was interested in doing something similar with his students. His students have high test scores and their success has been deservedly acknowledged in the press, but as he watched dozens of young students independently and flawlessly set up a room for five hundred people, he shook his head. “This is what my students can’t do,” he said. “We’re not there yet. I want them to be able to do this.” Our Feed the World project may happen only once a year, but my students and I work every day to make it possible.

Clothing and Supplies
	The kids save extra clothing and supplies throughout the year. Some parents help by collecting and buying socks. Others help prepare hygiene packets with soap, toothbrushes, toothpaste, and shampoo. It does not take a lot of time. The students simply put a few things away during the year, or buy a little something while they are shopping for themselves. By December 23, we have a huge collection of clothing and toiletries. These are organized by the students in two rooms in the church, one for women and one for men. The children set up racks and sort the clothing by size. On Christmas Eve, the homeless men and women find themselves in neat rooms stocked with useful clothing and supplies.

Former Students Pitch In
	About a hundred current and former students help out on December 24. The fifth- and sixth-graders handle most of the singing and playing of instruments. Middle school students do most of the serving. To be frank, the kids in elementary school are too small to be serving food to the destitute. Most of the homeless people are terrific, but once in a while someone will get violent. Adults always step in when this happens, but I still feel better knowing my smallest students are up on the stage in safety. Middle school students are more adept at stepping out of such situations.
	Eight homeless people sit at each table, and each table is served by two older students who spend their day running back and forth to the kitchen and making sure everyone at their table has everything he wants. While singing from the stage, the younger kids watch the scene and long to be down there amid the action. They always tell me they can’t wait until they are older and can help serve the food, too.
	The former students who return from high school and college work the rooms where people get clothing and supplies. It’s difficult work. A terrific high school student named Rudy once came to me in frustration. One of the homeless men wanted a jacket, and Rudy showed him a rack with at least fifty good coats. The man told him, “Those aren’t really my style. I need something in green.” Rudy felt like telling the gentleman, “Hey, man, it is what it is. It’s not like I can go and check our back stock!” We laughed, of course, but these frustrating moments are a good dose of reality for our young people. Working with the homeless increases the children’s compassion and understanding for the less fortunate while also improving their poise, manners, and real-world knowledge. Parents and teachers who sponsor community service projects help the world and their own homes and classrooms—their kids become the kind of young people who are a pleasure to be around.

Higher and Higher
	I want to emphasize that the Feed the World project was dreamed up by my students. It’s the perfect example of what can happen when children are treated with respect and encouraged to live responsibly. They develop an awareness of the world around them that so many young people lack, and when they grow up, no matter what they do professionally, they continue to give back to their communities.
	Former students who are now lawyers do pro bono work for the poor. Architects spend time on the side helping to design community centers or houses for Habitat for Humanity. One former student took a year off from college to work with poor children in Mongolia, and another spends two nights a week counseling troubled teens on a hotline. Still another former student, a young woman who received her master’s in urban planning from MIT, has worked tirelessly to help the victims of Hurricane Katrina. These students are not Mother Teresa—they simply care about the world we live in and spend some time making it better.
	I’m proud of my students for so many reasons. I love to celebrate with them when they are accepted to college, and four years later I love to attend their graduations and take pictures with them on that glorious day. But when all is said and done, I am most proud of their service to others. My favorite picture is one I received from Amy and Janet, two former students who were in India working with Habitat for Humanity. They stood in front of the Taj Mahal, smiling and holding a sign that read WE MISS YOU, RAFE. I get chills every time I look at it. They are the same chills I feel every time a former student signs off on an e-mail, hangs up the phone, or departs after a visit with the words “See you the twenty-fourth.”

Will Power
	There is a reason the students in Room 56 are better known as the Hobart Shakespeareans. Each year, in addition to all the other projects and studies they undertake, the students produce and perform an unabridged play by Shakespeare. This requires the kids to work harder than they have ever worked in their lives, as well as a teacher who is willing to sacrifice thousands of hours of personal time. More than a few observers, even those who admire the project and wish us well, have questioned my sanity and volunteered to get me some therapy. Perhaps they are right. All I know for sure is that I have found no other project that allows me to teach the students everything I want them to learn in a single activity.
	Today the Hobart Shakespeareans are known around the world. People cross oceans to attend our performances. Sir Ian McKellen has been a guiding force behind the program, and Hal Holbrook, Michael York, Sir Peter Hall, and other giants of theater have helped inspire the students. Audience members often cannot believe what they are seeing. They watch ten-year-old kids perform flawless Shakespeare and ask, “How does all this happen?” Let me take you through a year in the life of a production, Hobart Shakespearean-style.

The Objectives
	Before we do anything, I explain to the kids what I hope they will learn from the experience. They are not Shakespearean actors and probably should not plan to be. I know nothing about directing a play (if you don’t believe me, come and watch a rehearsal—talk about the blind leading the blind!). We are here to learn about the power of language and to have fun working together as a team. The children will spend their year overcoming challenges, solving problems, and taking risks. They will learn a lot of difficult music and work hard to perform it well. They will learn to dance and to tell a story. They will explore themes in the play and apply these lessons to their own lives. They will analyze, dissect, tear down, and then build a play that will change their view of themselves and the world.
	They are not here to impress anyone. The actual performances at the end of the year are fun—it’s always nice to be on the receiving end of a standing ovation—but the real reward is in the work itself. No amount of applause can compare to the journey of discovery the kids undertake, the thousands of hours of work that go into making each production extraordinary.
	Cynics who have never attended one of our shows sometimes doubt that the children really understand the words they are saying or the meaning behind them. They are dead wrong. The kids are engrossed by Prospero’s resolution to forgive his enemies, Hal’s search for honor in a dishonorable world, Isabella’s heartbreaking decision to save her brother and forgo her own salvation, and Henry V’s suffering for the sins of his father, to mention just a few examples. As Sir Ian McKellen has remarked, “The best thing about the Hobart Shakespeareans is that they know what they’re saying, and that can’t be said for all Shakespearean actors.” I think it’s a safe bet that Sir Ian knows what he’s talking about.
	I choose the plays a year or two before we put them on. This gives me plenty of time to study a play carefully and plan the rehearsals. There is no time to “find my way” with such an enormous undertaking. I need to be ready if I am to lead my students to the highest of highs.

Getting Started
	The Hobart Shakespeareans meet and rehearse after school. We do this for two reasons. First, by asking students to volunteer for the activity, we weed out children who might not want to work as diligently as the rest of us. This is not a project for the disinterested. The production will consume a year of their lives. It means giving up things like television, video games, and pop-culture minutiae. It’s serious business. Second, meeting after school allows students from other classes to join the fun. We are not an exclusive club. Anyone who is willing to be nice and work hard can participate.
	There are a number of good books that summarize Shakespeare’s plays. As a child, my mother read to me from the classic Tales from Shakespeare by Charles and Mary Lamb. I remember learning about The Tempest before I was in preschool. More recently, I have found my favorite summaries in Marchette Chute’s Stories from Shakespeare. Unlike the Lamb volume, it summarizes all of the plays. The language is simple and direct.
	I make copies of the summary, and we sit in class and read it together. By the end of our first meeting, the students understand the story we will be performing that year and the characters that drive it. They understand the play’s themes and the objectives we will be trying to meet during our year together. The students leave the meeting eager to begin reading the actual play. There’s only one problem: We never read Shakespeare.

Gently to Hear, Kindly to Judge, Our Play!
	Shakespeare is a terrible read! His plays were never meant to be read. Michael York, the actor who played Tybalt in the 1968 film version of Romeo and Juliet, once reminded my students that in Shakespeare’s day, people never said they were going to see a play but to hear one. The Bard can be flat-out confusing and boring when you read him—but nothing sounds better than hearing those miraculous words. When Patrick Stewart visited our class, he told the kids about his own childhood. He would listen to Shakespeare performances on the radio. He admitted that he didn’t understand much of what he heard, but the words sounded so good he didn’t care! He also told the children that despite all his success in television and film, the most exciting day of his life was when he was accepted as a member of the Royal Shakespeare Company.
	Like Patrick Stewart and Michael York, the Hobart Shakespeareans learn the plays by listening. All of Shakespeare’s plays are available on CD. As with all audio lessons, I stop the CD at certain points to explain particular phrases. I let some expressions pass at first. After hearing a scene several more times, the students catch on. It is amazing how quickly the kids can learn lines when they understand the words. It’s no different from the pop songs they learn from the radio.

Which Text?
	There are enough Shakespeare publishers to make one’s head spin. I suppose every teacher has his favorite. We’ve had good success with Folger editions, which are inexpensive and offer brief summaries before every scene. This reminds the students what is about to take place. The Folger editions also feature notes that run throughout the text, a setup that allows the reader to make sense of puzzling passages without flipping to the back of the book.

Will on Film
	All of Shakespeare’s plays are available as movies—in the 1980s, the BBC filmed every play he wrote—and most are available in a number of different versions. Naturally, some adaptations are better than others. No matter how good or bad the film is, I always find it effective to watch a scene immediately after reading it. There’s no accounting for taste, but here are a few of my favorite Shakespeare films to supplement the study of the plays:

Macbeth: There are several good versions of this play. I would try the Royal Shakespeare Company production with Sir Ian McKellen and Dame Judi Dench. It really shows the kids how a small space can be used in a play. Roman Polanski’s film is incredibly bloody, but very well done.

Henry V: I love to let the kids compare Sir Laurence Olivier’s unabashedly patriotic adaptation to Kenneth Branagh’s post-Vietnam tragedy.

Richard III: Olivier’s version is diabolically funny and also stars Sir John Gielgud and Sir Ralph Richardson. Ian McKellen’s version is just as brilliant and offers a very creative take on the story.

Twelfth Night: Trevor Nunn made a fine film a few years ago that stars Sir Ben Kingsley as Feste the Fool.

A Midsummer Night’s Dream: If you want your kids to hear Shakespeare’s words as they were meant to be spoken, Sir Peter Hall’s 1968 film is a must. Diana Rigg, Judi Dench, Helen Mirren, and Ian Holm have a muddy ball in this all-star romp.

	Even a bad film can help students prepare to perform Shakespeare. My students recently watched the BBC version of Love’s Labour’s Lost, which they did not like at all. Yet examining why they took issue with several performances brought the young actors closer to where they wanted to go with the characters.

Speaking Shakespeare
	Many visitors to our class wonder how the kids memorize so many lines. What most observers don’t understand is that the real difficulty lies in comprehending the words, not in memorizing them. I take the time to go over every syllable of every word with the students. As we listen to the CD of a play, we pause and break down the language. It’s a heck of a lot easier for the kids to memorize words they understand. Next, I burn CDs of the scenes for all the actors, who listen to them at home. Shakespeare is just like music. Instead of memorizing thousands of lines of pop music, the Hobart Shakespeareans use the same energy to memorize beautiful language. It is astonishing how quickly children learn by listening. There is only one drawback to this strategy. The plays are performed by British actors, and every year a few of my students start speaking with British accents. We all laugh and encourage each other to speak in our own voices. We’re not here to be Olivier or McKellen. It’s just a bunch of little kids having fun.

Casting the Plays
	In our year-round school, classes begin in July. We spend at least a month learning the play we will be performing the following April. After meeting four times a week for an hour, the students know the play well. They have listened to the entire play and have watched various film adaptations. If I open the play and read even the most obscure of lines, the students will be able to identify the speaker.
	Casting the play is easy; casting it well is not. Around the middle of August, I give the kids a sheet of paper and ask them to list a few roles they would like to play in order of preference. Note that students are not required to try out for speaking roles. Some want to be in the band. Others want to be a part of the technical crew. Most of the children do more than one job, and that’s fine. Part of the beauty of producing a play is that there is something challenging for each child to do.
	Next we have tryouts, which show me who is best suited for each role. But good acting, like most endeavors, is ten percent inspiration and ninety percent perspiration. At this point in the year, I have known the students for only about a month, and it’s almost impossible to predict which of them will put in the vigorous effort it takes to play a leading role well. I work with about sixty students after school, and many of them are not even in my class during the day.
	As a result, the tentative cast list I prepare in August usually changes a number of times before the play is actually performed eight months later. There will probably be students who do not meet the standard you have set. However, there are always young people who rise to levels you couldn’t have imagined when you first met them. Many years ago, I cast a student named Larry to play Caliban in The Tempest. For months I worked with Larry and encouraged him to do his best. His initial reading of the part won him the role, but his work ethic was somewhere between comatose and DOA. I didn’t want to give up on Larry, but the play was drawing nearer and the other students were fantastic. One day Larry had to miss part of a rehearsal. A student named Danny, who had spent the previous six months singing a little and watching a lot, was asked to fill in. His acting was sensational! He knew the entire part and walked onstage as though he had played Caliban for years.
	This is a common occurrence, so I am flexible with casting. After a few months of rehearsal, all of the students know the play by heart anyway. The kids must learn to set aside their egos. They are taught that there is only one star in the production: Shakespeare himself.

There’s No Place Like Home
	Our Shakespeare productions are performed right in our classroom. We clear the room of desks and install a bleacher section that seats thirty-three. The actual performance space is perhaps two hundred square feet. Despite the tiny area, we are able to perform unabridged plays complete with sensational choreography, a full-blown rock ‘n’ roll band, and perfectly articulated Shakespeare.
	There are no sets or costumes. Those things take too much time, and while they look pretty, they have nothing to do with our mission. The students wear only jeans and our Hobart Shakespearean T-shirts. The shirts are different colors, and those colors are the only hint of costumes in the show. Royalty normally wears purple. The band wears turquoise. Rebels wear red, and jealous husbands wear green. It works beautifully. By forgoing sets and costumes, we make sure Shakespeare’s language is the star of the play. The audience, sitting not four feet from the actors, experiences a play like never before. People who have watched Shakespeare for years have remarked that our productions had them listening to the words more carefully than they ever had in their lives.

Using Music and Dance
	Many years ago, the Hobart Shakespeareans were performing A Midsummer Night’s Dream. These were the early days of our productions, which were terrific but nothing like the shows we put on today. Still, the basic minimalist structure of the show was in place, and the students were learning a lot. When we arrived at the scene in which Titania goes to sleep and asks her fairies for a song, we inserted a pop song rather than the tune Shakespeare had used. I felt the scene needed a little extra push. It must have, because during one of the shows the little girl playing Titania actually fell asleep on the stage.
	The song was the highlight of the show. It was only a simple tune, with the kids singing and me playing a little guitar in the background. The fairies did a modest dance, based on choreography I badly copied from several different numbers I had seen in various films. Despite the lack of vision on my part, the scene worked very well. By the following year, the Hobart Shakespeareans had become a very different force.
	These days, people describe our shows as rock concerts disguised as Shakespeare. The text of the play is never altered, but we throw in a dozen or more songs to spice things up. During the first two months of rehearsals, the students learn to play and sing dozens of potential tunes that might enhance a particular scene in the play. By the third month of rehearsals, our song list is in place. For the next six months, the band rehearses constantly and the singers diligently work out the vocals. Soon the show’s sound track is ready.
	The coolest part of all this is that the songs are interwoven with the text. When a character has a soliloquy, or a regular scene allows it, the song begins, then stops while the scene continues, then starts again, and so on. It’s almost like opera. We’ve used John Lennon’s “Jealous Guy” when Leontes begs forgiveness in The Winter’s Tale; the Animals’ “Please Don’t Let Me Be Misunderstood” as Henry V prays before battle; the Temptations’ “Ain’t Too Proud to Beg” when Master Ford asks his wife to take him back in The Merry Wives of Windsor, and REM’s “Everybody Hurts” layered over Hamlet’s “To be, or not to be.” All of the songs are played and sung with precise attention to detail. To add to the experience, my friend Barbara Hayden teaches many of the students sign language. By having some of the performers sign the songs, another layer of communication is added to the show. It’s very powerful.
	The students also perform two or three spectacular dance numbers during each play. The dances are choreographed by a number of terrific local instructors, all accomplished modern dancers in their own right. I know these kids are not Shakespearean actors, and the dance instructors know they are not professional dancers (though they are after a year of lessons!). But we all know the value of bringing together different artistic mediums to produce a fabulous show and teach the kids as much as possible. In The Taming of the Shrew, for example, the students treated the Katherine character to a hilarious satirical dance that was set to Dusty Springfield’s “Wishin’ and Hopin’.”
	Speaking Shakespeare’s words, playing great songs, and dancing through it all is a killer combination. The kids have so much fun rehearsing, they hardly realize how much they’re learning.

Intermission
	Our productions usually run for three weeks. Each show is about three hours long. An hour before the show, the students go into the room adjacent to ours. They set up tables, scrub them, and cover them with elegant tablecloths. Parents arrive with gorgeous flower displays. These same parents arrive with a vast selection of fresh fruit, vegetables, and appetizers, along with a variety of cold and hot drinks. I provide the funds, and the parents donate the most valuable thing of all—their time.
	During intermission, the Shakespeareans serve the audience members. The people in the audience are our guests, and we want them to feel welcome and appreciated. The actors listen to the audience, engage in conversation, and behave like the kind of young people who make adults believe the future might be okay after all.
	When the show ends and the applause fades, the actors go back next door and clean the room. Hamlet and Ophelia may have just received a standing ovation, but five minutes later they’re right there scrubbing the floor and moving tables with everyone else. The students understand that this part of the evening says just as much about who they are as the three hours that preceded it.

Epilogue: Rest in Peace
	It’s a thankless job, and it doesn’t get easier. When you glance at your mental ledger, the red ink completely dominates the black. For every reason to believe, for every child you may help, there are dozens who make you want to give up. Most of the kids who walk into our classrooms do not even begin to comprehend how education can help them improve their lives. They often come from families so poor or scared or mean that you cannot even go to them for help.
	Many of your administrators have sold their souls years before. Do you have a dangerous child in your class? Will you get any backup to deal with the problem? Most often you won’t. The lawyers have seen to that, frightening school districts so that no one takes a stand anymore. In fact, when the child threatens someone’s life, you may be blamed for running the sort of classroom where that sort of thing could happen.
	The “Ministry of Truth” continues to spread its lies. The publishing companies and testing services conspire with the administrators to wrest away any creativity, passion, or freedom you once may have had as a classroom teacher. From now on we will all teach the same things in the same ways at the same times for the same reasons. Orwell was right.
	So you continue to look for a reason to believe, and your search brings you to your students. At least they might be able to give you comfort. But so many do not. For every child who is ready and willing to make the effort, far more have given up because of the same forces that make us want to surrender.
	When I toss and turn thinking of all my failures, I open Janet’s essay. It is an essay she wrote at Notre Dame. I took her there when she was thirteen years old. I told her it was possible. She is a top student there today. My search for a reason to believe ends here.

	My heart begins to beat as the lights start to dim and the chattering of students slowly dies down from scattered mumblings to silence. The tiny room is flooded with lights, and I look out into the audience. An eleven-year-old boy walks out onto the stage, or classroom, I should say, to speak the opening lines of his character, Benedict.
	My heart starts to beat again quite rapidly as my turn approaches. The crowd laughs and I take it as my cue to step onto the stage. “I wonder that you will still be talking, Signor Benedict: nobody marks you.” It is 6:00 P.M. on June 15, 1998, and I have just started my twelfth and final performance of Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing.
	I was first introduced to Shakespeare when I was nine years old by a teacher, Rafe Esquith, who was famously known at my elementary school for directing a Shakespeare play every year. Not wanting to turn down an opportunity to be in one of his “famous” plays, I immediately said yes when he asked me.
	Now I put “famous” in quotes because, at my elementary school, being asked to participate in a Shakespeare play was like being asked to join the cool and exclusive group in school.
	The following year I was given the opportunity to be in The Winter’s Tale. All the plays were performed in our tiny classroom, Room 56, and on that night of the final performance I could only think to wish that I could stop time.
	I wish I could put all the feelings from that evening into a jar and carry it around with me wherever I go, because the emotions in Room 56 that night were full of delight, passion, and energy. Putting together those plays every year not only taught me about Shakespeare, but about teamwork, and humility, and that when one of my fellow classmates was on stage, it was his turn to be in the spotlight, not mine.
	I learned how to play many instruments because we incorporated pop songs into many of the scenes. I learned the value of responsibility and hard work, that if I did not have my lines memorized by a specific date, it not only hurt myself, but slowed down the rest of the production.
	Who would have thought that one could learn so much just by being in a play? I learned my most valuable lessons during those two years in Room 56, and I treasure all of my experiences that I had in that tiny little classroom.
	Hobart Elementary School is located in the heart of downtown L.A., and as I look back at my elementary school years, I think about the horrible environment I grew up in.
	There were kids who didn’t know how to speak English, even teachers who did not know how to speak English. A rape or abuse case occurred at least once a week at school, and policemen were frequently seen on campus.
	Yet during the fifth grade, when I walked into Room 56, everything changed. The world outside disappeared. Instead of gang fights and beggars, my life turned into guitar lessons, road trips, and Shakespearean characters.
	My fears and horrors were replaced by happiness and laughter. It became my second home, and my classmates became my second family. I did most of my growing up in Room 56, and it molded me into the person I have become.
	No matter what else was happening anywhere in the world, all my troubles could be fixed in this safe haven, and I constantly retreated to it when I had family troubles. And even today, when I am looking for a place where there is only love and joy, where anger and hatred do not exist, I still retreat to Room 56.

	As usual, it is a student who proves to be my best teacher. There is a reason to believe. Let us all work hard to build these safe havens. Janet’s essay eases my sleep. Tomorrow, as always, I, too, will retreat to Room 56. There’s no place like home.

(End of file.)

