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MARY WAS A proud girl, the sort who found it easier to be nasty than nice. In those 
early weeks of school, she had come late to class, scowled at me in the hall, and 
told the other students to call me "Mrs. Sucker."
Our most memorable tiff had come on the third day of class, when I had ordered her 
to sit in her assigned seat. "Yeah?" she had said that day. "And whatcha gonna do 
if I ain't budging, 'cause I ain't?" I didn't have a quick retort, and decided she had 
won that day. She was at least half-a-foot taller than I am - half of the kids were - 
and I had never seen her smile.
But on this day, I was in no mood to fight. I had just graded the homework for 8-16, 
my bottom class, and Mary had turned in a perfect paper. I had found a smiley-face 
sticker and affixed it to her paper. "To Mary, who I know has a beautiful smile," I 
wrote. "Great job!"
I walked into a din of activity that morning. Three students were in their seats, 
copying notes off the chalkboard from their previous class. The rest were engaged 
in other activities, none of them academic.
Two students, a girl and a boy, cursed at each other. Another pretended to sleep. 
The two boys who had brought a basketball to class the second week of school 
had yet to arrive. I figured they were in some distant stairwell, conjuring up the 
day's stunts.
I passed back the other papers first. Then I walked to Mary's desk - she was still in 
the wrong seat - and said nothing, hoping silence would settle the rest of the 
students.
"Here is a young lady who deserves a round of applause," I finally started, and the 
activity suddenly subsided. "This girl has shown what I know to be true for every 
one of you. If you put your mind to it, you can do the work in this class, and you can 
learn." I held up Mary's paper for all to see. No one in this room of eighth-graders 
poked fun at the smiley-face sticker.
I looked down at Mary. She was gleaming.
"I knew you had a great smile," I said, patting her shoulder. She let out a shy giggle. 
I walked happily to the front of the room and began the day's work. Mary, I knew, 
would never confront me again.
She sat in her assigned seat for the rest of the year.
As I slowly came to know Mary, I realized she was not the typical junior high 
student I had expected to find at Walt Whitman Intermediate School in Flatbush, 
Brooklyn. But that wasn't because she was so unusual. It was because there was 
no such thing as a typical kid.
Some lived without a mother; some without a father. Some cared about school; 
some didn't. Some were quiet and distant; others petulant and aggressive. Some 



did homework; others didn't. As the months passed, the five classes I taught turned 
into 151 distinct students.
Six of my students - Mary, Larry, Roberto, Jimmy, Laura and Doreen - typified my 
experience as a teacher. During the 10 months of the school year and the summer 
that followed, I came to know these six students and their families better than my 
other students. And I came to understand why some did better in school than 
others.
LARRY SAT IN the back of every class, always ready with a notebook and a pen. 
He was one of the few students in 8-16 - the bottom class - who sat still, even in the 
midst of chaos. He would wait patiently for the lesson to begin, quiet, earnest, his 
head up, while around him other boys might be playing cards, throwing balls or 
break dancing.
One day in October, I brought Larry a special puzzle to work on independently 
during class. He had never said he was bored, but I could tell he was. He'd been 
assigned to a class with 23 other students who were working at a fourthand fifth-
grade level in math - kids who had forgotten or had never learned how to add 
decimals, kids who couldn't make change from a $5 bill. Larry, meanwhile, was 
ready for a serious year of eighth-grade math.
I explained the puzzle's directions, and he set to work solving the problems. Thirty 
minutes later, the bell rang. The rest of the students filed out. Larry approached my 
desk.
The answers to the puzzle, he told me, spelled out a phrase.
"That's great, Larry," I said. I put my hand out to collect his paper. "I'll look it over 
and give it back tomorrow."
Larry didn't hand me the paper. He started to read. "Th . . . Th . . . Th," he started. 
"Th . . . Ro . . . Rone."
I looked at the work he'd completed.
"T-H-R-O-W-N D-O-W-N," the puzzle began. Every letter was in the right place, 
every math problem perfectly solved. But Larry could not read the words the letters 
formed.
He was breathing heavily. I didn't want to walk away. "Thrown D, d, d. Thrown dow, 
dow. Thrown Down." He continued. "Thrown down by." He stopped.
The bell rang again, another reminder of how late I would be for my next class.
It took three more minutes for Larry to finish. "Thrown down by an earthquake, the 
broken pieces remained about one thousand years."
"There," he sighed.
I didn't know what to say. Larry was so big, twice as wide as me and a foot taller. I 
couldn't quite figure where to hug him, even though I wanted to.
I had a lump in my throat as he stood there - this man-of-a-boy who could perform 
complex math computations but couldn't read a simple sentence. Larry's world, I 
thought, sure can't be an easy place. Even with three extra periods a week of small-
group reading instruction, Larry was struggling to read.
"I'll find you another puzzle," I told him, gathering my books.
"Yeah, okay," he said.
The challenge, though, wasn't just to keep Larry interested in math, but to draw 
other students in, too - students who'd been failing math year after year.



ONE OF THEM was Roberto, a son of Dominican parents who had spent his 
seventh-grade year, like the previous six years of his life, in a class with other 
Spanish-speaking students trying to learn English.
Roberto's standardized test scores were low. He had never scored above the 20th 
percentile in reading or above the 10th percentile in math. And the most recent 
exam to test how well he had learned English produced a barely passing mark - 
high enough, by Board of Education rules, to force him into a regular English-
speaking classroom, but too low to show a meaningful understanding of English.
Roberto, who was assigned to class 8-13, told me early on that he missed his cozy 
class with the other Spanish-speaking kids. He was one of the sweetest boys I'd 
met. If I needed someone to open a window, he'd do it. And he'd erase the boards 
without being asked.
Some mornings, Roberto took the free breakfast offered in the school cafeteria. 
When he finished, he'd sit on the steps by the school and wait for me to arrive. "Hi, 
Mrs. Sachar," he'd say. "We got you again today, third period." Then, I'd walk into 
the building, and he'd walk away. Sometimes, it seemed he had a crush on me, the 
eighth-grade math teacher who, even in high heels, reached no higher than his 
chin.
Roberto tried and tried, but the work those early months seemed perpetually 
beyond his reach. Still, he kept asking for help, failed test after failed test. When he 
scored a 95 on the second exam, I pasted all sorts of stickers of congratulations to 
his paper and wondered how I could have so misjudged his ability. Then, he 
admitted to me after class that he had cheated on every problem.
"I no get this 95," he said. "I get 0. But I still try, Mrs. S."
I told Roberto to learn his times tables. And then, I figured, we'd work on division 
and on patching up the many other deficits in his math background. I gave him a 
free pack of flash cards, but he told me a few weeks later that he hadn't looked at 
them once. "Just can't seem to get going, Mrs. Sachar," he said.
Then, one day, he left a note in my mailbox in the front office: "I no get your class, 
Mrs. S. I try, but I no get. May be, you help us after school." The letter was not 
signed, but I recognized Roberto's handwriting. At least he'd had the courage to 
ask for help.
The next day, I posted a notice on the blackboard in his class.
"After-school tutoring in math," I wrote. "Starting next Wednesday, Oct. 19. Eighth-
period. Room 315. Raisins and apples for all."
Roberto promised he'd come, and he did. But even with special tutoring, his grasp 
of math didn't significantly improve.
"You think I'll ever get it, Mrs. S?" he asked me during one of our tutoring sessions, 
after I'd tried to explain why the number 100 can always be divided by 10. "I'm 
really dumb."
"Don't say that, Roberto," I said. "Keep trying. You'll get it."
But I wasn't sure he ever would.
IN 8-7, MY middle class, the personality of one student began to rip apart every 
class, and nothing I did could change his behavior.
Jimmy's reading skills were above average, but his math skills were abysmal. He 
didn't know his times tables. He couldn't work with fractions or decimals, which 



meant he couldn't make change. His attention span was shorter than a toddler's. 
And he spent more than half of each class out of his seat.
The first few days of school, Jimmy had made angry faces when I had ordered him 
into his seat. But when he had tried to start conversations with the people sitting 
next to him, they'd turned away from him most of the time - which meant they'd 
turned toward me instead. I decided I'd won our early showdowns, and I felt certain 
that Jimmy would buckle down and work, eventually. He definitely seemed capable 
of learning. And since he always said hello to me in the halls, I figured he 
respected me enough to try.
Then, one Tuesday afternoon early in the term, Jimmy took a new course of action. 
It was a hot day made worse by broken window shades that couldn't filter out the 
sunlight beating into the room. I settled the students into their seats, and began to 
put some work on the board.
Then I heard a rap at the door. It was Jimmy.
"Yes?" I said, not sure whether I should let him in.
He tried to sneak past me.
"Geez," he said, disgusted. "Let me in!" The bell had rung 15 minutes before.
"You're late, Jimmy," I said in the calmest voice I could muster. I was blocking his 
entrance to the room. "You'll have to get a pass."
"Oh, come on," he said. "I'm just a little late." He was bouncing back and forth on his 
tiptoes and, for a second, I thought I should change course and let him in.
"I'm sorry, Jimmy. Just go get a pass and I'll be delighted to let you in."
His face, which moments before had looked eager to please, turned fierce with 
anger. His eyes looked like they might pop out.
"You bitch," he said. Then, he spit.
I slammed the door. I was livid, and, even worse, I was embarrassed. I was sure the 
other students had seen every inch of the action, and I had no idea how to recover. 
I surely couldn't let my real feelings show.
I put 10 problems on the board - enough work to keep everyone busy while I tried 
to figure out what to do next, when Jimmy would return. I perched myself on the 
desk, my arms taut with tension.
Five minutes later, I heard another rap at the door. Jimmy was back, with a pass 
signed by the eighth-grade dean. I pretended nothing had happened. "Well, Jimmy, 
welcome back," I said. "Come in, and take your seat."
"No, I don't feel like sitting down," he said, sticking his right hand out in a perfectly 
timed maneuver. Then he spun around, like a professional dancer. "I feel like 
dancing." A few students in the room started to laugh.
Jimmy started to dance, and I couldn't help watching. He was good. He was 
humming while he moved.
"Jimmy, sit down now. You have no right to ruin this class."
"Yes, I do," he said. "I have to pee." More students started to laugh.
I turned to the board to write answers to the problems. Best to ignore Jimmy now, I 
thought.
"Who has an answer to number one?" I began.
"Mrs. whatever-your-name-is, I have to pee," Jimmy said. "I mean it. I'm going to go 
right here."



"Jimmy. Sit . . . Down . . . Now."
By this point, nearly everyone in the room was giggling. Jimmy stopped dancing, 
but then started to jump up and down, like a gymnast on a Pogo stick. "I mean it. I 
have to pee," he kept saying. "I have to pee. I have to peeeeeeee!"
The laughter was so loud that Room 225 sounded like a comedy club. I had a 
horrible vision that my supervisor - a skilled disciplinarian - would walk in. Her 
office was across the hall.
"You will have to wait, Jimmy," I said. I was having a very hard time ignoring him.
I turned to the board, nervous and angry. Jimmy had ruined my class, and I had this 
awful feeling that he'd try to ruin it again on Wednesday and Thursday and maybe 
the rest of the year. The thought terrified me.
I abandoned the lesson, and wrote the homework assignment on the board. I 
purposely made it long, so the students would have to spend the rest of the period 
copying it. The bell rang, and the class ran.
In 29 minutes, Jimmy had made the class his. I was much more furious than I let on. 
Truth was, I was scared. I didn't understand what his problem was. I just knew that 
he had this uncanny ability to put the rest of the class in stitches, leaving me with no 
follow-up act. The class became his audience, not mine. It happened way too often 
for comfort, and the fear I started to live with - that, at any moment, in any class, a 
goof-off might take over the lesson - made me more and more anxious.
I wanted to give Jimmy permission to cut my class, but I knew I'd be fired if I did. 
And then, I felt guilty for harboring so much anger at one kid - especially a kid who 
seemed to have so little on his side. He certainly didn't have some of the traits other 
kids looked up to, such as athletic prowess or academic achievement.
No question, Jimmy needed help. But so did I. I wanted to get him out of my class, 
and I began to ask questions here and there to find out if there was any way I could. 
Finally, in March, Jimmy was reassigned, and I rejoiced.
ANOTHER STUDENT also had a flair for becoming the center of attention. Only 
Laura was an exceptional student.
On the second day of school, I came into Room 327, where I taught my top class, 
and began to write on the board, when Laura had a comment.
"Where's the `aim'?" she shouted, referring to the goal of each lesson, which 
teachers are supposed to write on the board.
I had put a problem on the board instead.
"This is 8-1, Mrs. Sachar," Laura said. "Don't you know you're supposed to put the 
aim on the board first?" I didn't.
"Be patient, Laura," I said. "It's coming."
I wrote on the board: "AIM - to understand sequences."
Then, I heard Laura again. "Gosh, is she new or what?" She was whispering to one 
of her friends. "Doesn't she know it's supposed to be in the form of a question? 
What a ditz."
I erased what I'd written. "AIM: How do we understand sequences?"
"Sequences? How dull," Laura said. "We did that in fifth grade."
"Well, we're going to do it again in the eighth," I said. Actually, I'd assumed my 
lesson would be brand new material. Laura's latest comment left me worried. I 
quickly jotted down some trickier sequences I hoped might stump even Laura, in 



case I ran through my lesson plan with time to spare. She seemed like one who 
talked back to the teacher because she had something legitimate to talk back 
about.
1, 4, 9, 16, 25, I wrote into my notes for the day. Would she know that was a 
sequence of perfect squares?
I began walking around the room, welcoming the students as they took their 
assigned seats. This class was full of attentive, excited students, eager when the 
lesson started and often noticeably sad when the bell rang.
I stopped by Laura's desk and thanked her for her help. I wanted to let her in on my 
secret - that I was a teaching novice - but I decided not to.
"You know, Mrs. Sachar," she said, "you've probably heard about me. I'm smart. 
Very, very smart. Last year, I got the highest of all the girls on the citywide math test. 
And I'm going to do it again this year." Five students in the best class I taught had 
scored above the 90th percentile. Laura had posted a score of 97.
"Well, that's great, Laura."
"You know about the citywide test, don't you?" she asked. She'd obviously pegged 
me as a beginner. I assured her I did. "Because you really should be teaching us 
stuff for the test." It was only the first week of school and she was thinking about the 
April exam.
I turned to the board and ran through my lesson. I had expected it to take 30 
minutes; it took 18, just like Laura had predicted. But I still had that one last 
sequence to try.
1, 4, 9, 16, 25, I wrote on the board. "What's the next number and what's the rule?" I 
asked.
No hands went up. I waited. "Keep looking at the numbers," I said. "What do they all 
have in common?"
"Oh, oh, oh, call on me, Mrs. Sachar. I got it," Laura blurted out suddenly. I wanted 
to have someone else answer the problem, someone with a shade more humility. 
But, there was no one. I waited as Laura waved her hand in the air.
"Okay, Laura."
"No, I don't want to say it. I want to show it on the board," she said, and before I had 
a chance to say yes, she was up, sauntering to the board, stopping to pick up a 
piece of chalk off my desk.
"36, 49, 64, 81," she wrote, giving the right answer. "And the rule is that you get 
these numbers by multiplying some number times itself." It wasn't the most eloquent 
answer, but I knew she had the concept.
"You may sit down now, Laura," I said, a tad exasperated. A few students laughed. I 
put the homework assignment on the board and told the students to copy it.
Laura raised her hand. "Yes, Laura."
"Mrs. Sachar, you know, the lesson was too short," she said.
"Yes, I know, Laura," I said. "I'll work on it."
In the weeks to come, Laura sensed I needed help. She told me I wasn't giving 
enough quizzes and she also suggested lengthening the homework assignments. 
She told me to look for patterns in the students' homework so I could figure out 
whether anyone was copying off another. She only passed me advice when her 
friends weren't around; the student taught the teacher.



AT THE OTHER extreme was Doreen. Of all my students, I had learned her name 
first.
Her long black hair, tied in two thick braids, hung against a light brown face. She 
had dark brown eyes - the left one big and wide, the right one lazy, half-closed. She 
walked with a limp, always by herself, usually wearing a heavy winter coat that was 
torn at the shoulder. She asked for nothing.
I learned late in the year that she might have been eligible for one of Whitman's 
after-school programs for newly arrived immigrants. At one of these programs, 
Doreen might have been able to work on her math. But, in the early months of the 
year, I knew of no special program or tutor to help her.
One morning early in the year, I found Doreen in the hall alone.
"Doreen, you know that work we did the other day, on the times tables?" She didn't 
answer. "Well, I want to help you learn them." I put my hand on her shoulder.
Doreen was silent, her head bowed to the floor. She was one of two students in 
8-16 who had scored in the first percentile on the previous spring's citywide math 
test. Out of every 100 students to take the test, 99 had done better than she.
"You know what I mean," I said. "Like, 6 times 9 is 54, and 7 times 9 is 63. How 
about if I get you some flash cards. Can your mom help you learn them?" Doreen 
still stared at the floor.
"My mom's not here," she said. She spoke either broken English or had a bad lisp; I 
couldn't tell which. I wasn't certain I'd heard her correctly.
"Where is she, your mom?" She didn't answer.
"I live with brother."
"Well, could he help?"
"He works late."
"What about if you stay after school one day? I'll do the cards with you."
"I have to cook." I decided not to press.
As we walked down one side of the hallway and back up the other side, neither 
one of us spoke. I wondered if she felt nervous, the way some students do when 
teachers take an interest.
We stopped in front of the drinking fountain.
"Doreen, do you know which is larger, 30 or 300?"
She wrinkled her forehead and looked up at me for the first time. "30?" she asked.
We started walking the hallway again.
"It's okay," I whispered. "We'll figure something out."


