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			Prologue: The Sistine Chapel and My Wife’s Kitchen

			I love my wife.

			A couple of summers ago, Barbara and I were given an amazing gift. A concerned friend thought we were working too hard and used his travel connections to send us on a practically free trip to Italy. We had always wanted to go. Among the many highlights, perhaps the best of all, was an unforgettable evening when we were given a private viewing of the Sistine Chapel.

			Any person who has ever seen it will tell you (forgive me) that it is a religious experience. It is impossible to convey its astonishing, overwhelming effect. No picture or film even comes close to seeing it in person. One can actually sit back in a special chair with a headrest and practically reach heaven absorbing the soaring images above on the ceiling.

			But what was more interesting to me was the painting on the front wall of the sanctuary.

			As our guide taught us, Michelangelo painted this section of the chapel twenty-three years after the ceiling was completed. And it’s different. It’s bleaker than the joyous images overhead. Michelangelo had become gloomier since his younger days, and his paintings reflect this growing cynicism. Age and experience can do that to a person. I am definitely more pessimistic than I was thirty years ago when I began teaching. It was nice thinking I had something in common with Michelangelo.

			I realized we shared something else. Even though he was gloomier, he was still painting. He had grown, changed, and suffered, but he remained true to himself. He was still an artist. I am proud that I am still a classroom teacher.

			Michelle Rhee, the former chancellor of schools in Washington, D.C., is often at the center of many emotional arguments regarding education. She once stated:

			Nobody makes a thirty-year or ten-year commitment to a single profession. Name one profession where the assumption is that when you go in, right out of graduating college that the majority of people are going to stay in that profession. It’s not the reality anymore, maybe with the exception of medicine. But short of that people don’t go into jobs and stay there forever anymore.

			This might be true but that does not mean it’s a good thing. I think it’s actually a sad reminder of something that is wrong with our society. Lack of commitment is seen in every facet of our daily lives, from personal relationships to the renegotiation of contracts.

			I am still teaching after thirty years. I say this not to criticize the many terrific people who have left the classroom to become administrators or move on to entirely different professions, but there is something to be said about a teacher who stays on the front lines. With years of experience, and professional maturity, one can change lives and reach children who previously were beyond reach. In this fast-food society, veteran teachers are a reminder that no one is a fabulous teacher in the beginning. A person might be a wonderful second-year teacher, but no one is truly outstanding with only a year or two of classroom experience. It takes a lifetime to become a master instructor.

			I am a fortunate teacher. I have been helped by colleagues, former students, celebrities, and the business world to create the magical classroom known around the world as Room 56. Every day is filled with happy moments as youngsters discover the best in themselves. On an almost daily basis I am visited by returning students who drop in to say thank you and share a laugh about a past adventure.

			Even more rewarding, after an exciting day of teaching I get to go home to a woman I adore. We have been happily married for more than twenty years, have lovely children, and now grandchildren. I have done my best to give Barbara my love, good times, and a best friend.

			But there is one thing she wants that I have never been able to deliver. My wife wants a new kitchen. We live in a beautiful home built in the 1930s. Barbara, the smart one in this marriage, bought the house when buying one was still possible. It is a beautiful place to live, but the kitchen is adequate at best. Barbara would love to remodel it with modern conveniences, but it hasn’t happened yet.

			I am a public school teacher. I do not make a lot of money, and, in fact, am at the bottom of the salary scale for teachers in Los Angeles. A teacher can climb the pay-scale ladder by taking additional classes after school, in the evenings, on weekends, and even online, but I have chosen to spend those hours teaching. I am not complaining, and neither is my wife. But I know she would love a new kitchen.

			Having put four kids through college and graduate school, we don’t have a lot of money left over for luxuries. We live a fairly simple life and rarely go out. Because we are careful, a little bit of money can be saved every year. By my calculation, if I can teach for about five hundred years we should have enough savings to get Barbara the new kitchen.

			Therefore I have 470 years left to keep teaching in order to get Barbara the kitchen she wants. And that’s fine with me. I have been fortunate to gain a great deal of worldly experience thanks to this job. Nothing is better than teaching the children in Room 56.

			Simply staying in the classroom does not make an individual an outstanding teacher. Any honest observer accepts the fact that some teachers should not be teaching at all. Nevertheless, I hope this book inspires young teachers to keep teaching even against impossible odds. Readers take notice: honor those heroic veteran teachers who fight on and achieve true excellence, even when our society treats them shabbily. I yearn for there to be many potentially brilliant class leaders who get to the mountaintop by remaining in the classroom for thirty years.

			If we all keep teaching and develop into extraordinary professionals, we can challenge and mold students who will change the world and make it better. And then perhaps we can all get a new kitchen.

		

	
		
			PART I

			Once Upon a Time

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Badlands

			Over the years, thousands of young teachers have visited my classroom, asking numerous questions about education and child care. Without a doubt, the most frequently asked one goes something like this: “Rafe, if you could tell a beginning teacher one thing, what would it be?” This is an excellent question, one that deserves a thoughtful answer. I usually offer the following sugarcoated advice:

			Welcome to the profession. It is wonderful to have you working with us. We fellow teachers are fortunate to have you as a colleague, and the kids are very lucky to have you as their instructor. There is one thing you must know before you start.

			During your training, you have most likely been given some excellent ideas of how to begin. You will learn about classroom management, lesson plans, and motivation. If you have been lucky, you have had the opportunity to observe master teachers who make the human race look good.

			Your preparation and dedication is to be commended. But here is what I really want all young teachers to know:

			You Are Going to Have Bad Days

			I am sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but it’s true. You are going to have bad days. Awful days. There are going to be classes where you do everything right and still have a bad day. You will have fabulous lesson plans and well-thought-out methods of instruction. Your subject matter will be relevant and interesting. You will remain positive. You will be flexible when things go wrong. You will have consulted other teachers and used their insights and wisdom to strengthen your program. And you will care deeply for each student, making sure that every one of them feels valued, respected, and important.

			And you will still have a bad day. No amount of preparation and training can equip you for what can go wrong in a classroom. You will go home more depressed than you have ever been in your life. In many instances, you will cry yourself to sleep. There will be times when you might wonder if law school would have been a better choice.

			As you mope, you will look for inspiration. Perhaps you will pop in the latest Hollywood movie about teachers. There will be some superstar class leader who amazes the world. And in the film, this savior rescues everyone. Every student loves the teacher, and they all pass the big test at the end of the film, win the big game, or give a triumphant performance.

			And you feel even worse, because that’s not you!

			Will you please remember this: It’s a Hollywood movie. It’s not real.

			If there is only one thing I hope a new teacher learns from me, it is this: when you have a bad day, you are not a bad teacher. I have been teaching for many years. And I have bad days all the time. Even after all these years, I still have terrible days. All teachers have them.

			One year on the first day of class, I thought things were going well. Surprisingly, attendance was perfect—not a common occurrence at a large public school. I had been warned that one of my students, Joey, was incredibly difficult to handle. As the kids filed into the room I looked for a boy who might be trouble, but noticed no one. Some of the kids looked a bit tired or nervous, but no one looked like a ticking time bomb.

			As we went over our class schedule, I told the students about lunch at school. Most of the kids get a free lunch because they are poor. I reminded them to eat lunch every day and explained its importance for good health and good work in school. I also, quite generously, I thought, told the kids that if they lost their lunch tickets I would be happy to give them the dollar they would need to buy lunch. I asked if there were any questions.

			That’s when a boy over on the side of the room raised his hand. Well, not his hand exactly, but rather his middle finger. I was so stunned to receive this universal suggestion from a ten-year-old that I was at a complete loss for words. But he had plenty to say for both of us.

			“Well, you’re gonna have to give me money every day. My sister’s a slut and she spends all the money we got on drugs. And I ain’t got no lunch tickets.”

			“Joey,” I replied, “how nice to have you in class.”

			We had a good year together, but it was not easy. Joey was a true contrarian, and loved to push everyone’s buttons. And he was quite good at it. No kid I have ever taught could ruin a science experiment, disrupt a history story, or disturb a literature lesson better than Joey. He was a considerable factor of many bad days, but it could have been much worse. Had I been in my second year of teaching, he would have practically single-handedly destroyed my classroom. But I was in my twenty-sixth year, and Joey did fine in class. Old age and treachery will always defeat youth and skill.

			Still, even with more than a quarter of a century of experience there are difficult days. Currently it is true that there are fewer bad ones, but the job is never easy. Bad days come far too often, and from a variety of sources. Children, parents, colleagues, and administrators are all equally capable of crushing the heartiest of spirits.

			I met a young teacher from Pennsylvania who was in his third year of teaching. He was off to a flying start. As a married man with two young children of his own, his personal experience with his own kids had shaped his considerable communication skills with his students. His classroom was a shining example of how a rigorous curriculum and high expectations mixed with the right amount of nurturing could produce a great environment for learning. His students were excited about education and couldn’t wait to come to school every morning.

			The parents loved him, too, and with good reason. Their children came home daily bubbling over with happiness. If any young teacher should be headed for sunny days and smooth sailing, it was this man. He was the poster boy for success stories about teaching.

			As he loved teaching history, he decided that a trip to Washington, D.C., would be a marvelous way for his fifth graders to truly experience what they had been reading about in class. This trip was not an impossible dream; his school was only a couple of hours away by car, and many parents enthusiastically supported the idea of a trip to the nation’s capital.

			Our star teacher was no rebel. He did everything by the book. He filled out the proper forms and went through all the correct channels. He spent much of his third year of teaching planning the trip. Everyone was onboard. The excursion would take place just a few days after the children finished their year with him. The district gave him approval and the necessary funds were raised. Several parents and fellow teachers agreed to chaperone. Short of a natural disaster, nothing was going to prevent this teacher from achieving something wonderful and his students from having a life-changing experience.

			Three days before the year ended and summer began, an official letter arrived. Someone at the district office had changed his mind. One official—one—did not think the teacher had enough experience, and that was that. The teacher was furious and the kids were devastated. It would be one thing, he argued, if he had never been granted permission, but to have it revoked so suddenly and illogically was more than he could fathom. This was a very bad day, one that would sap his strength to teach for many sleepless nights.

			This sort of dramatic and unfair reversal of fortune is typical of teaching’s darker moments. Such stories make good radio sound bites or plots for a Hollywood movie, but there is an endless supply of small disappointments that make it harder to walk into your classroom with enthusiasm and hope. Consider what happened to me just recently during this past school year.

			I stay with students after school to teach Shakespeare and, after a year’s work, put on an unabridged production. The show includes not only Shakespeare but a high-powered rock and roll band and intricate choreography. It is unique in the world, and even left the Royal Shakespeare Company speechless when they came to watch a show. Any student in our school from fourth and fifth grade is invited to participate.

			Sometime after we began work on one show, a boy named Eddie came to my classroom and asked if he could join the Shakespeare group. Eddie was a fifth grader and very sweet. I mentioned to him that the class had been going on for almost four months, and I asked why he was asking to join at such a late date. He assured me that there was a misunderstanding of his eligibility because he was coming from another classroom. This seemed possible, as communication at Hobart could always stand some improvement, and I proceeded to go over a few of the basics. Eddie promised me that he understood the meaning of commitment, and that as a part of a team his classmates would be depending on his best effort each day of rehearsal. His teacher, one of the best in our school, told me that although this student was not brilliant, she had found Eddie to be reasonably reliable. She thought his participation would be a good thing. I completely agreed with her assessment of the situation.

			That night, after a hard day, I took the time to go to a bookstore to buy a copy of the Shakespeare play we were performing. With a new student off to a very late start, I hoped to use every possible opportunity to get this rookie up to speed.

			I also burned a CD of various parts of the play, which Eddie could take home to help him understand the new book by not only reading but also listening. In addition, I recorded all the music the class had already learned (fourteen songs) and printed out the lyrics so the songs could be memorized. After all, it takes time to see the connection between Shakespeare, Led Zeppelin, Elvis Costello, and The Kinks.

			When his first week of rehearsals was over, Eddie was happy to be invited to a huge party before winter break. The party included a very good dinner we provided for the kids, along with games and prizes for each child.

			During the first day back after vacation, Eddie came to me with tears in his eyes. He told me he was quitting Shakespeare because his mother wanted to spend more time with him. As the class was after school, Mom had insisted her son come home immediately. It was terribly disappointing to hear this, but teachers are supposed to be supportive, and I let his long face know that it was enjoyable while it lasted, but it’s totally understood that family must come first.

			Soon after, I found out that the story of a possessive parent was a complete lie. The truth was that Eddie had discovered that Shakespeare meant a lot of work, and he preferred hanging out on the playground after school. I felt numb. There are so many days when you try to do your very best and have it amount to absolutely nothing. That, my friends, is a bad day.

			There’s not much you can do to feel better about it. I did find Eddie near the playground eating hot Cheetos and felt it necessary to kindly but firmly express my feelings that he was very wrong to lie. I hoped he would consider the effects of his actions, which included hurting a person who had been nothing but kind to him and, more important, letting down classmates who had given him complete support and trust. Eddie shrugged his shoulders and ran over to the playground. Granted, this experience was not near the end of the world for me. It was not hearing from the police that a student had been arrested or hurt or killed in a gang-related incident. It was not a case of someone abusing a child. But such moments of apathy and, truth be told, betrayal can build up. It is easy to become demoralized by so many straws that even the strongest camel would wilt.

			So remember when you have many bad days that you are in good company. You will in time learn how to cope, but meanwhile, please find the strength to move forward when you have them. I had to remind myself that while one child had lied to me and gave up, forty others were waiting for me to teach them more Shakespeare.

			As you read this, I am probably in Room 56 at Hobart Elementary School in Los Angeles, trying my best to help ten-year-old children see that they can control their own destinies and make their lives extraordinary. If I am not there, or on the road with my students, I am probably at home with my wife discussing how we can help one of the kids or on the phone with a former student in need of a sounding board. And despite these constant efforts, I fail every day of my life.

			Do not doubt yourself. There is a reason you are having a bad day: teaching is an incredibly difficult job. We are trying to teach kids to be honorable in a world where dishonor stares them in the face constantly. We are trying to convince kids to be decent in a world where indecency is not only the order of the day but shockingly celebrated in the media and, as a result, by much of our population.

			But there is good news. Your bad days will become better ones. It takes a long time. No one is a good teacher right away. You might read an article or see a news special about some miraculous teacher, but it’s usually hype. There are no great teachers who have been teaching for only three years. To become truly outstanding at anything takes more years than many people want to give. The finest gardeners, architects, musicians, baseball players, and, yes, teachers, do not reach instant nirvana.

			If at all possible, do not go through your bad days alone. Teaching can be a tragically lonely experience, and as you sit in defeat, isolated within four walls, you might think no one understands your pain, self-doubt, and frustration. You are mistaken.

			There are heroes in your school, old hands who have been where you now sit and lived to tell the tale. They are your most valuable resource and best friends. They will help you through your bad days. When you go to more experienced teachers and honestly trust them with your pain and despair, they will think more of you and not less. They will respect your honesty and sincere desire to do better.

			I ask you to heed one warning. Most of the teachers you meet are the best sorts of people. They are caring and sensitive. Their value cannot be measured by a series of test scores. But there are some teachers you need to avoid. Sadly, they are in practically every school I have observed. They usually hang out in the lunchroom or parking lot nursing a bad attitude toward teaching, the principal, their students, and often one another. These negative folks do not thrive in solitary confinement, and they invite discouraged young teachers to join their circle of misery. I urge you to stay away from them. These teachers are of no good to you and certainly of no benefit to the students.

			In the same way we caution students to hang out with the right kids, you need to hang out with the right teachers. The good ones will help you through your toughest times. They will give you valuable advice and help you craft your style. You will continue to have things go wrong, but disasters will happen less often. And when the road gets bumpy, with time and experience you will be better equipped to handle mishaps, eventually learning how best to prevent them.

			You will have bad days. You will meet kids who are so incorrigible you will completely lose your cool. You might be in an unfortunate situation and feel absolutely no support from your administration or the parents. And you will pick up the newspaper and get no love from society either. But if you keep moving forward and not surrender to all the awful things that can happen in a school, one thing is certain. You will get better. Good days filled with joy and laughter, and lots of them, are coming.

			Embrace your mistakes. Learn from them. One day you will be a master teacher. You have years to become outstanding. Through reflection and failure, and the understanding that there are no shortcuts, those dreams you have of changing lives will not simply be dreams. They will become a living, breathing reality. You will make a difference.

			Day 1 is here.

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			First Things First

			After spending a day in Room 56, both beginning and veteran teachers have thoroughly enjoyed observing and interacting with the kids. They love the fact that the children are engaged. There are no serious discipline issues. The students are learning at the highest levels of scholarship.

			And invariably, this comment is made:

			Rafe, I wish I could see you on Day 1.

			Most people would be very disappointed.

			Everyone is interested in the first day of school. It seems like so much has been written and talked about concerning this day that it has become overemphasized. Of course the first day is incredibly important. But the truth is, in my class, Day 1 looks a lot like Day 91. Nothing magical happens on the first day of school.

			That is not to say it is not crucial to get off to a good start. I take the first day very seriously, but then, good teachers take every day seriously. On the first day of school I introduce several key themes that will be a part of every class for the entire year. I do not expect the kids to understand my goals, even after they have reviewed a paper with the class objectives clearly stated. It’s just an introduction.

			•   •   •

			Legendary NCAA basketball coach John Wooden ran the same practice every day. The drills the players executed on the first day of practice were the same drills they worked on the night before their team played for the championship. There is a consistency in Room 56 that makes the children feel safe. Important principles are established in the beginning. The kids hear about them, though they rarely understand the complexity of our class structure. After all, they are ten years old. And I am not in a particular hurry. I simply want to set the table. The meal, one that takes an entire year or more to digest, will be served every minute of every day.

			I speak far less on that opening morning than one might imagine. I do not even learn each child’s name immediately, and I am not worried that the kids don’t either. I spend only seven to ten minutes speaking on that first morning. I want the kids to be excited to be there. And I want them to take their work seriously and do their best in whatever task they are trying to accomplish. As a result, if class officially begins at 8:00 A.M., we are working by 8:10 A.M.

			This is a working classroom. In many classrooms students often have to be told on Day 1 that essential materials have not yet arrived. Perhaps the math books are not there yet, or the science materials are being delivered next week. I never allow that to happen in Room 56. I want the kids to be prepared, and that means my classroom is running at full speed right from the start.

			When the kids enter the room, they see strikingly beautiful rugs hanging from the bulletin boards. They cannot be missed, and as the students enter, many ooh and aah. I ask the children if they like the tapestries, and a chorus of voices expresses their delight. Then I wait about five seconds and ask, “Would you like to learn how to make one?”

			After a unanimous shout of assent from the kids, I respond calmly, “Glad to hear it. You will start yours in about three hours.” A deafening silence falls over the room, a moment of disbelief mixed with suppressed excitement. The students have just learned something about their new class. This is a working classroom, and we do not wait. Assignments and projects happen constantly, and the future is now. Supplies are here, and their teacher is ready. Once, a reporter talked to one of the students, amazed by the attention span and focus of the youngsters. The child was asked by the intrigued adult, “Don’t you guys ever go to the bathroom?”

			“I might miss something,” whispered the kid, slightly annoyed that someone was interrupting his concentration.

			Though the children cannot possibly comprehend on that first day the scope of the classroom objectives, several themes are being presented. They’re something like the Ten Commandments of Room 56, but they have nothing to do with rules. In fact, there are no rules written anywhere on the walls of the classroom. Nevertheless, the students are extraordinarily well mannered and behaved. Your creed does not have to resemble mine, but here is a sheet the kids get before I even call roll the first day. It is simple and has very little explanation. The conversation it prompts will be at least a year long, but you have to start somewhere.

			HOBART SHAKESPEAREANS

			
					Our mission: Be nice. Work hard.

					Our motto: There are no shortcuts.

					Hobart Shakespeareans are honest.

					Hobart Shakespeareans show initiative.

					Hobart Shakespeareans take responsibility for their actions.

					Hobart Shakespeareans are aware of time and space.

					Hobart Shakespeareans are never afraid to ask questions.

					Hobart Shakespeareans understand the importance of presentation.

					Hobart Shakespeareans are organized.

					Hobart Shakespeareans are humble.

			

			As we move through the year, the children will be reminded constantly how the skills they learn are directly connected to these maxims.

			In the days ahead, as we work on our math, or geography, or baseball, we will return to this code. It is not some sort of official lesson. It is simply part of the conversation woven into the activities. But in the weeks to come, each point will be repeated often and expanded upon.

			Of course lists are subjective. Your objectives might have some things in common with these or be radically different. However, I suggest you keep things simple. And be patient. These are lessons designed to last a lifetime.

			Be Nice. Work Hard.

			I like nice people, and in conversation you will find that most kids do, too. Nice people help one another. They listen and show respect. This means we are quiet if another student has a question because she does not understand something. We do not mock someone for striking out in baseball. If we are finished with a project, we look for a fellow student who might require some help. In our class, we are never actually finished, because there is always more to be done to support or help one another. I constantly ask the kids, “When are we done?”

			The chorus always answers, “Never.”

			We are an “all-the-time class.” Being nice means being nice always. I have found the following example very useful in getting the point across to the kids. I call a student up to the front of the room and set up a situation in which I am inviting him to come to a baseball game and talking to his parents to get their permission. “Mr. Gomez, I’d like to take Ricardo to a baseball game this Saturday afternoon. I will take care of him some of the time. Will that be okay?” The kids hoot and make faces and begin to laugh at the absurdity of the question. I try again. “Okay, Mr. Gomez, I understand your concern. How about if I take care of your son most of the time?” You can guess the reaction. The kids realize that it is my job to take care of Ricardo all of the time.

			The same thing goes for being nice. We are nice all of the time. It does not matter whether a teacher is present or not. It does not matter if there are unfair teachers, bossy playground coaches, or rude peers involved. Being nice is an all-the-time job. It’s like the old saying, You can’t be a little bit pregnant. In Room 56 you’re nice or you’re not.

			Working hard is the second part of the mission. We try our best as we do our work. We strive to write well, calculate precisely, and think constantly. We try to get better at what we do. We take our work seriously, and we do it all the time. But it’s not grim at all. We laugh a lot in Room 56. I have learned that it is absolutely possible (and a lot more fun) if we laugh while we work hard and strive to get better. When we make mistakes, we laugh at ourselves. We remind ourselves that when the harmony of one of our songs is off-key it can be ear splitting and simultaneously hilarious. But when the laughter dies down, we are back at work. And we keep working until the voices are in perfect harmony. We set the bar high for ourselves.

			For the entire year, in every lesson, we are nice to one another and we take our work seriously. It is internalized in the hearts of the children. It is part of our classroom culture, and it fuels everything the students do.

			There Are No Shortcuts

			This classroom motto hangs at the front of our room. The kids will eye it for a year of their lives. They are consistently reminded of it in practically everything we do, beginning on Day 1. I like to get this lesson across with the art project we start on the first day of the year.

			I mentioned earlier the latch-hook rugs that the students see hanging up on a bulletin board when they enter the room. They are beautiful. In the back of the room, I have about thirty-five new rug projects stacked up on display for the students to see along with pictures of the finished rugs, featuring animals, cartoon characters, beautiful landscapes, flowers, and colorful designs. By recess most of the kids have taken a good look at the samples and decided which one they’d like to make.

			When they begin assembling their rugs they are told that it will take a long time—more than a month. The larger rugs might take up to four months.

			And though they start their projects that very afternoon, they do not begin hooking the rugs on that first day. They will spend many days simply sorting through the yarn in their kits and separating the strands by color. This is not as easy as it sounds; many of the hues have very subtle differences The students read their instructions and discover they will be using not only red, blue, and yellow but also spice, coral, cream, and auburn. It typically takes them several days to read and understand various color charts I have given them. Plastic bags are carefully labeled for the separated colors of yarn to be place inside.

			And as they do this, they are not only having fun making a rug but taking the first of many steps toward understanding a key lesson: there are no shortcuts. After an hour or so, almost none of the children will have finished sorting their yarn. But more often than not, the kids have had fun, and they are not complaining. Instead, they have begun to realize that the process is more important than the finished product. They will continue this lesson tomorrow, when we start with baseball. We will be learning about the sport, but we will not play an actual game for more than a month. For the first week, the students will simply learn how to throw and catch a ball. We are not in a hurry in our classroom. It takes a long time to do things well, and we take our time and enjoy the process. There are no shortcuts.

			Hobart Shakespeareans Are Honest

			On Day 1, I tell the students something that many of them have already figured out. They have had at least four or five teachers in their short lives, and each one has been different. Rules varied in each class. I take a few minutes during the first day to tell the kids that practically nothing upsets me. Missed homework assignments, spilled paint, lost books, and rude behavior in class are all mistakes, but not matters of life and death. But there is one thing that will change our relationship.

			Hobart Shakespeareans are honest.

			On the first day of school, this really has very little meaning. The kids have heard countless times about the importance of telling the truth, at home and in practically every classroom they have ever sat in. But they hear it from me anyway. If they lie, I tell them, I will still do my best for them as their teacher, but it does change our relationship. It is the one mistake I have seen in school that really cannot be fixed.

			During our first math lesson of the year, I observe and learn if my fifth graders know how to add and subtract. Usually, there are several who cannot. Some may have forgotten things they had learned in the fourth grade, while others never grasped some basic concepts in the first place.

			The most important moment comes with about ten minutes left in the math hour, as we correct the twenty or thirty problems that have been assigned. I ask the students who feel they have not gotten everything right to raise their hands and ask me to go over problems they have gotten wrong. Often they have not understood the work, despite my explanations and circulation around the classroom as problems were completed. And there are other kids who might have gotten answers correct but know, deep inside their hearts, that they were lucky, and did not fully grasp the concept.

			So I ask for questions. At first on this first day, no hands go up.

			I wait.

			I wait some more.

			And one brave soul usually raises her hand. It’s a courageous act. By the age of ten, most children have already experienced the embarrassment of having an impatient teacher utter a remark such as “We’ve been over this.” Even worse is the scar from having been laughed at by classmates for getting something wrong and asking a question.

			But on Day 1, I simply look for one child to raise his hand and ask. And several things happen. The question gets answered, and I make sure the child is praised for asking a question. The kids may not learn much on that day, but at least they see that in our classroom all questions are answered. I have told the kids that I will be happy to help them, and they discover that I am a man of my word. Honesty begins with class leaders. It is the first step in removing the fear that prevents so many young people from becoming the best they can be. In being honest, their lives will be better.

			However, modeling this behavior on Day 1 does not build a lasting and trusting relationship with students. Kids have seen plenty of teachers use their best manners on the first day of class, only to slowly watch their instructors get worn down and grouchy as the year ground on. You must not let that happen in your class. Day 1 is not special, but it is your chance to let the kids know that you are there to answer their questions every day without exception. As the trust level increases between the students and you, so will their learning and self-esteem.

			Hobart Shakespeareans Show Initiative

			On the first day, I spend a couple of minutes discussing the word initiative. It is one of the spelling and vocabulary words the children learn in class. 

			Most kids in school are trained to wait for their teacher to give an instruction and to ask permission to get a drink of water or go to the bathroom. It’s understandable. Many teachers have to deal with children who take advantage of any freedom they are given. Good teachers are reasonably worried about losing control of a class, and when students are not focused on their lessons, nothing will be learned.

			But I have discovered that if children are given the opportunity to show initiative, make decisions by themselves, and do so responsibly, a class will function on a much higher level than with a teacher being the puppeteer and the students mere marionettes.

			On the first day, when someone asks to go to the bathroom, I show a look of puzzlement and ask, “Why would you ask me if you may go to the bathroom?”

			The response is usually something like, “In my other class we had to ask.”

			So begins a yearlong conversation about initiative. This is mixed with the very real explanation to the children of the actual reason teachers do not grant permission to leave the classroom. The kids realize that their teachers do not trust them. Often the children have given their teachers good reasons not to trust them.

			Before I allow the student to go to the bathroom, and after I ask the first question, I make sure he has told me the following things before he leaves the room:

			Rafe: Why are you leaving the room?

			Student: I have to use the bathroom.

			Rafe: Tell me about your trip there.

			Student: Huh?

			Rafe: Describe how you will get to the bathroom.

			Student: Huh?

			Rafe: Will you run? Will you slide down the railing on the stairway, which is a dangerous thing to do?

			Student: (starting to catch on) I will walk.

			Rafe: Why? Is running a bad thing? I love to run!

			Student: Huh?

			Rafe: There are wonderful places to run and to make noise. Can anyone name some of them?

			The class: The playground . . . the beach . . . the park . . .

			Rafe: Exactly. So why are we walking quietly to the bathroom?

			Student: You don’t want me to get hurt or disturb other classes.

			Rafe: That is absolutely right. Tell me what will happen in the bathroom?

			Student: What?

			Rafe: Will you be fooling around in there?

			Student: I’m just going to go to the bathroom and come back.

			Rafe: What will you do after you have gone to the bathroom and before you come back?

			Student: (a pause, with some real thinking going on) I’ll wash my hands.

			Rafe: With what?

			Student: With soap if there is any there (the class laughs bitterly at the recognition that our school bathrooms are often out of supplies).

			Rafe: That’s a good point. If there isn’t soap, we have some right here in Room 56. What will you do with the paper towel that you use to dry your hands?

			Student: I’ll throw it in the garbage . . .

			Rafe: . . . and not throw the wet towel up to the ceiling, yes?

			Student: (impressed that I know what lots of kids do) I won’t do that.

			Rafe: One more thing. I think you are ready to go. But what would happen if you do not do these things? What would happen if you were found running, disturbing the school, or fooling around in the bathroom? In other words, what would happen if you broke my trust?

			Student: I won’t be able to use the bathroom anymore.

			Rafe: Nope. Of course you can go to the bathroom. But you will have to be accompanied by people to watch you, as you would not be ready to do things by yourself yet. I think you are. Do you think you are?

			Student: Yes.

			Rafe: Then go to the bathroom! We have work to do!

			In the year to come, the kids will learn many lessons that revolve around the concepts in this simple exchange. One is to use the bathroom during scheduled breaks so as not to miss part of a lesson. But the truth is, sometimes people have to go even during math or reading. The children begin to see the way things are done in our room. I give them my trust, and they will begin to take charge of their own lives. They do not need my permission to go to the bathroom or get up out of their seats to get a drink of water or a tissue for a runny nose.

			They also clean the room when it is not their job. They polish their musical instruments. They begin working on math that has not even been assigned yet. Students who are not playing a particular character in the class production memorize that part for fun. Once students grasp the importance of showing initiative, the limits placed on a child’s growth by waiting for a teacher’s permission or approval are gone.

			It’s all about responsibility. When young people are given the freedom to show initiative, they begin to take charge of their own lives. By giving up some control and even allowing kids to make poor choices and stumble, teachers can help their students learn to value and embrace an essential piece of the character puzzle that leads to success and happiness.

			Hobart Shakespeareans Take Responsibility for Their Actions

			It’s always interesting to note the language students use to describe their grades on a report card. When they have done well, children often remark “I got an A.” If they have done poorly, the comment is “He gave me a D.”

			In an age when no one seems to want to take responsibility for anything, it’s time to take a stand. In our class students are held accountable. They are expected to do their work while being considerate of others. If they have done something wrong, their explanation should begin with the word “I,” not “He.”

			I often notice kids coming to school with parents who carry their backpacks for them. I have seen students call home a few minutes before school begins because they have forgotten to bring their homework, a book, or a form that the school needed signed by a parent. In our class, children are taught that it is better to simply tell me they forgot something. That can be fixed. But it is not the responsibility of a parent to make an extra trip to the school because their child forgot something.

			My students are told that school is their job. They need to do it carefully. Their desk and materials need to be kept in order. If things are going well for you, I tell the students, take the credit. Accept the blame if things go badly. And please leave me, your teacher, out of it. I am only that—your teacher. I am here only to give you opportunities to become the best that you can be. Your growth and accomplishments are entirely about you.

			If you are fooling around during science, I tell them, you will miss that day’s science experiment. If you are misusing art supplies, you will not be participating in art that day. It’s your loss, and your life. Actions have consequences. This conversation begins on Day 1, and it is begun in a friendly, comforting voice. It is meant to liberate children from waiting for someone to make their lives better.

			It’s a start, but let’s be real about the road ahead. The students in my class believe they are entitled to a free breakfast and lunch because the school has given them one since their first day of kindergarten. They are given paper and pencils. I have even seen schools that give children alarm clocks if they are constantly late to school.

			Such assumptions can be difficult to overcome, but I do my best to get kids to take charge of their own education. I can help them. I can open doors and show them how to do things that were previously a mystery to them. I mention to the children that very wise and good people continue to argue about how we as a school can help the students succeed. Many say the teachers are the most important factor in a child’s education. Others say it’s the parents. Still other voices point to poverty as the reason kids fail or succeed. All of these points of view need to be chewed, swallowed, and digested.

			But in Room 56 the kids learn on that first day that the future is completely in their hands. By the end of the year, most of my students will learn how to go to the market and with very little money bring healthier food to school than the awful stuff that is placed in front of them daily. When they begin to do this, and feel stronger, and do better in school, they realize that they have control. In the year to come, the children will learn not to look at me but to look inside themselves. In the years to come, they will be the ones to make phone calls, fill out forms, and seek out people who have information that will be useful to their futures. They have more answers than they realize.

			Hobart Shakespeareans Are Aware of Time and Space

			It’s usually quiet in Room 56. It’s not silent, but it’s quiet, even when dozens of children are talking. On the first day of school, I explain to the kids that I have no problem with noise. But I initiate an exchange that gets the kids thinking about the importance of context. We do this through a discussion of time and place:

			Rafe: Who likes screaming and yelling?

			Kids: (usually very little response; the question is weird, and being that it’s the first day of school, past experiences have the kids worried about giving the answer they think their teacher wants to hear)

			Rafe: I love to make noise. Does anyone here like to make noise? (now many hands go up) Great! Now here’s the harder part of the question. I love to scream my head off when I am surfing a huge wave at the beach. Is it okay to

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					The kids will not grasp your program on Day 1. Introduce it and get to work.

					Be the person you want the kids to be.

					Work hard to begin removing the fear of school that most of your students will bring with them from previous classroom experiences.

					Introduce your personal mission to the students. Tell them why you are here. You are here to help them have better lives because you care about them. You are excited about having them in class.

					Begin a dialogue with the students to help them understand the why of your classroom structure instead of the what.

					Be incredibly patient on Day 1. Because of your excellent work the previous year, it will most likely seem that the new students are miles behind where they need to be. Your last year’s class was not actually better, but achieved a lot because of your excellent teaching! You’re back to square one, so be patient, and remember that you’ve done it before and can do it again.

					Have a personal decalogue that will drive every lesson you teach. Simplicity and consistency will inspire the kids to great heights.

					Have fun. The kids will if you do.
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