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        I’d like to dedicate this book to every student I ever taught who was like Rory. Just know that I enjoyed our year together and hope that you continued to grow!

      

        

      
        Jim Sack
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            A NEW ASSIGNMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Ms. Rudnick,

      I looked at the letter you sent home to parents about the autobiography you’re asking your fourth graders to do this year and I would be happy to help Rory with his. Like you suspected, Rory didn’t show his Mom the letter, but I called her and offered to help him with this task in school. I suspect that I’ll have him dictate what he wants to say to me because I don’t think he’d get much done otherwise. Maybe that will change as the year goes on.

      Mrs. Millington

      My Autobiography by Rory

      I found out about this big writing project when I was working on a spelling assignment we had to do and I heard Ms. Rudnick say something to the class. I wasn’t really sure what she said, but the other kids started going up to the group area where we always sat when there was some big announcement or it was time when Ms. Rudnick read to us out loud. I just sat there wondering what was going on when Morgan told me to go up there. I walked up and sat next to Henry, who said he didn’t know what was going on either.

      Ms. Rudnick started off talking about a project or assignment she was thinking about having us do and she was all excited about it and thought we’d be, too. All I know is, whenever a teacher is all excited about an assignment, it just means more work for me. Ms. Rudnick said something about us writing our biographies or something and that it’d be an assignment we’d work on all year. I whispered to Henry about it because I wasn’t really sure what a biography was and he just whispered back that he didn’t either. A lot of the other kids were also talking about it and everyone seemed confused when Ms. Rudnick held up her hand for us to be quiet. The first thing she said was that it wasn’t a biography because that’s the story of someone else’s life. When she said that, it sounded familiar to me because I took a couple of those out of the school library and they were about famous people, not kids like me. Instead, Ms. Rudnick said we had to write an autobiography, which was like a biography about us. Well, Henry and I looked at each other and I don’t think either one of us knew what she was talking about. I mean, how can any kid write about their life when they’re only just beginning fourth grade? It didn’t make any sense.

      As everybody started talking again, I looked around and even some of the really smart kids, like David, Max, and Olivia looked confused so I guess nobody really understood what the teacher was saying. Henry then pointed up at Ms. Rudnick, who had her hand up again and looked like she was starting to get mad at us for all the talking we were doing. Everybody got pretty quiet, and she started saying something about us having to write about what we were like growing up, like how had we changed from when we were real little to being fourth graders. I still didn’t get it and told her so. Well, I guess I said it pretty loud because a lot of the kids were looking at me the way they used to look at me in the younger grades when I was in trouble all of the time. Ethan and Torie looked at me like they always did, which was that I was a jerk. Morgan did, too, which bothered me a little because she was usually nice to me. Mike, Keisha, and Aaron, though, looked at me like they felt the same way, but they were too afraid to say anything. So then, Ms. Rudnick surprised me and the whole class when she thanked me for saying that I didn’t get it, although she then reminded me to follow class rules and raise my hand before yelling out. That made sense and it’s something I’ve been trying to do more.

      Ms. Rudnick then stood up and said that maybe she needed to start over and explain the assignment better. Henry whispered that I had said what everyone else was thinking so that made me feel pretty good. Ms. Rudnick then explained that we were going to write about events that had happened to us in the earlier grades and even outside of school. She thought it might be best if we started out telling about the first things we remember when we were really little and then work from grade to grade right till the end of third grade. Well, Gordon started to say something, but then the teacher made that throat clearing noise that teachers do when they want kids to pay attention. I think that’s one of those things that teachers learn to do when they’re learning how to be a teacher. That, and yelling. Anyway, Ms. Rudnick reminded him to raise his hand, which he did. He asked whether we should also write about fourth grade, which is the grade we’re all in now, but Ms. Rudnick said that it was too early in the year. Another kid in the class, who moved here last year and I always forget her name, asked whether what we wrote was going to be private. This made a lot of sense to me because of my Dad. I didn’t really want to write about him because he didn’t live with my Mom and me and he never came to visit, even on my birthday and Christmas.

      Other kids asked other questions, but I didn’t really hear any of them because this whole thing sounded a little dumb to me. I mean, I didn’t really like to write and it sounded like this was really going to be a lot of writing. I also didn’t like the idea of doing this assignment at home because there was no way my Mom and me were going to do this together. She worked a lot and I usually had to do my homework at Tammy’s house after school, where I stayed until Mom got home from the store where she worked. I figured that if I didn’t tell my Mom about the assignment, she couldn’t make a big deal about it and that seemed like a pretty good way of getting out of doing all of that writing.

      That was just about when Ms. Rudnick began  passing out a paper to all of us. I didn’t hear Ms. Rudnick say anything about the paper, but when Jenny handed me one, I looked at it and heard the teacher say something about an explanation of the assignment being in the letter for parents. Well, then I looked up when Ms. Rudnick was saying how each of us might want to choose a day and time to write each week so we didn’t let it go until late in the year. She also said how she’d be talking to all the parents at Meet the Teacher Night and at conference time to see how much progress we’d made. Henry and I just looked at each other and I already figured that since my Mom didn’t usually go to things like that, I’d be safe. I wasn’t going to worry about this story being due in the spring. I figured I’d worry about it then.

      Later that day, when I got off the bus and went into Tammy’s house I just ripped up the paper when she wasn’t looking and threw it away. Henry also went there, but he didn’t say anything about it so it looked like everything would be ok. That is, until the next day when I went to Mrs. Millington’s room for extra help. I couldn’t believe it when she took out that letter and said that we needed to figure out how I was going to write this thing. Now, I had to listen to her explain the whole thing again, including what an autobiography is and when it was due. The only good thing was that Mrs. Millington was going to do it with me and she thought it might be a good idea if I told her what to write while she typed it into the computer. I wasn’t too happy that my plan to not do the assignment wasn’t going to work, but at least Mrs. M. would do the actual writing, or typing.
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            PRESCHOOL AND THE NEIGHBORHOOD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Well, I guess we should begin with when I was too little to go to school. I don’t remember too much about those years because I was just a little kid. I don’t think anyone my age really remembers what it was like to be a baby or even two or three years old. I know my Dad left when I was around two, but I don’t really know that much about him, other than Mom says that his first name was Rich and they got married when they were both nineteen. She said that was a big mistake because neither of them were really ready to get married and they didn’t have enough money to pay the bills. I guess Dad had an ok job selling tires and other car parts, but he didn’t really like his job that much and then I came along and he couldn’t really change jobs so he always told Mom that he felt kind of stuck. I didn’t really know what all of that meant. I just knew that he wasn’t around. Mom had some pictures of him that she stuck on a shelf in her closet and she did show me a few pictures with me and Dad. He was holding me in one, but since he never came to see me and I don’t really remember what he looked like, I don’t think about him much except on my birthday
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