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The potential of the average person
is like a huge ocean unsailed, a new continent unexplored, a world
of possibilities waiting to be released and channeled toward some
great good.

––Brian Tracy


 


Contents

Prologue

Chapter
1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Epilogue


Prologue

You
know, if I’m being completely honest, I never really wanted to be a
teacher. I know a lot of teachers who say they’ve always wanted to
be a teacher. They’ve always loved kids so much. Many have felt the
compulsion to “save the world” for as long as they can remember.
That’s not me, not at all.

When I was a senior in high school, my
counselor, a slight man with a dark beard and a name I’ve long
forgotten, asked me, “Jim, what do you want to do for a living when
you get out of college?” I had absolutely no idea.

A lawyer? Boring. A doctor? Too much school
and too much blood! An engineer? Too much math. A veterinarian? I
like dogs, but I don’t like them that much.

I couldn’t even think of what other careers
were out there.

I guess while I was in high school I should
have been asking myself in what field I could eventually be
successful, but instead I only had three things on my mind, and
when I say they were on my mind, I mean they were always on my mind: basketball, baseball, and
cheerleaders.

Now, during my senior year, I was my high
school’s starting point guard and starting shortstop, but being an
average 5’11”, 155lb white kid with average speed at best, the only
way I was going to make any money in professional sports was if I
lifted Michael Jordan’s wallet from his locker when he was in town
to play the Hawks.

So how could I have a career which revolves
around basketball, baseball, and cheerleaders? And then it hit
me…I’ll be a COACH. That’s it! I’ll be a high school basketball and
baseball coach. And that’s exactly what I did.

So you see, I never really wanted to be a
teacher, just a coach.

Even though I didn’t grow up wanting to be a
teacher, in truth, I always liked my teachers, and they always
liked me. Let’s see, there was Mrs. Goodman, who seemed to dress
like a clown every single day. No kidding. Each day, she placed red
rouge circles on her cheeks and pulled her rainbow socks to her
knees. Being six years old, we couldn’t wait to see her smiling
face each day.

Then there was Mrs. Pursley in second grade.
Young, blonde, and beautiful, she looked like a model on the “Price
is Right.” During story time, kids would practically punch each
other’s lights out just to be the lucky kid who got to rub her
shoulders while she sat in front of the class, reading.

When she got married to a dentist at the end
of the year, she broke my heart. Literally. You see, a friend and I
found a large stone, carved it into the shape of a heart, painted
it pink, and then gave it to her as a wedding gift. Indeed, I
“gave” her my heart…and like the heart-breaker she was, she dropped
that 6lb heart-shaped paperweight on the pavement in the parking
lot as she unlocked her car, smashing it into several large, jagged
pieces. Like I told you, she broke my heart!

Mr. Waller, my fifth grade teacher, was very
popular. He had a snake named Stanley…and every third or fourth
day, he sacrificed a terrified little white mouse to feed Stanley.
Pig-tailed girls would shriek and boys would “ooh” and “ahh” as
Stanley would slither, stalk, pounce, and then swallow Snowball,
his lunch, whole.

Ironically, Mrs. McMath, my seventh grade
teacher, taught language arts and social studies, not math. My best
friend John and I, trying to be cute and funny, would give her
birthday and Christmas cards with nickels and dimes in them plus
instructions for how she was to save the coins for her pension. We
didn’t know much, but we knew that teachers were poorly paid. (I
guess she got the last laugh as both my friend John and I would go
on to become poorly paid teachers ourselves.)

In high school, I loved all my coaches, even
the few who were incredibly pathetic and lazy. Coach Brennan was
neither pathetic nor lazy. In fact, he was one of the best. He was
from the Bahamas, and his accent, especially when he was yelling at
me for procrastinating (his favorite word), tickled me. I used to
do things intentionally, like turn in work late, just to get him to
yell at me with that crazy island accent.

And who could forget Mrs. Almond’s classes.
Each week, we were to write sentences using that week’s vocabulary
words, but she encouraged us to have some fun with the assignment.
Soon the sentences became humorous paragraphs. Soon the paragraphs
became hilarious skits. Soon the skits became uproarious movie
shorts which were shown around the school.

And there were many, many more unforgettable
teachers. They were demanding. They were caring. They were
creative.

And thus, it made perfect sense for me to
become a high school teacher. In my mind, I thought teaching
wouldn’t really be a lot of work. It would just be fun and games
like it seemed to be for me as a high school student.

Well, I don’t have to tell the teachers who
are reading this, but my “just fun and games” analysis of teaching
lacked…um…wisdom. It was A LOT of work and A LOT of stress!

When I first started teaching right out of
college, I would spend my days on pins and needles, hoping one of
my students wouldn’t do something stupid that I didn’t know how to
handle, hoping that other teachers wouldn’t realize that I really
had very little idea as to what I was supposed to be doing, and
hoping that no administrator would look into the circus that was my
room. (Yep, not a lot of classroom discipline in those first few
years.)

And I would spend 2-3 hours each and every
night when I got home from school planning the next few days’
lessons and grading papers. If I missed a day or two of grading, my
apartment would start to look like the post office a week before
Christmas…papers were scattered EVERYWHERE.

Despite the long hours and the stress, I
actually enjoyed the challenge of teaching. I loved the give and
take with my students. In fact, the best part of the day was
in-between classes when I would joke around with the students as
they would come and go. And inside the classroom, there was nothing
more satisfying than seeing a student enthusiastic about his or her
own improvement.

Even though I was always behind on grading
papers, my students seemed to like class. I even won a couple
awards, including a Teacher of the Year, in my second year. I
received a very generous check for $200 as an award. Woo-hoo!! I
had arrived! I had reached the Big Time!!

But whatever glowing feelings I may have had
on the night I received my Teacher of the Year award, they were
short lived.

I wish I could pin-point the exact moment
that things changed, but I can’t. I just know that around my fifth
or sixth year of teaching, I woke up tired. I woke up not wanting
to go to school. I never said the words out loud, but they were
always there, in the back of my mind. Fridays could never come soon
enough. And the Fridays before vacation breaks seemed like water to
a dying man in the desert.

Things were just different. My students
weren’t too much different. Most did what was asked of them, but
they definitely lacked enthusiasm for the work. It just seemed like
they were all going through the paces, joyless, and I know that’s
exactly how I felt.

Creative projects, like creating and
performing a play, or writing an episode to a favorite television
show, were a thing of the past.

We just didn’t have the time. Everything was
geared for this standardized test or that. Specific guidelines on
what was expected in class each and every day were distributed by
the county school system. Even what I posted on my walls became
regulated.

I certainly didn’t mind having high
standards, but it just seemed like our lesson plans were being
written for us...and the only focus was the next standardized test.
Worksheet after worksheet. Know all your terms. Practice various
question stems.

Teaching became tedious and boring.

And at every faculty meeting we would hear
the same exhortation: “We have to raise our scores.”

It got to the point where it seemed like my
school didn’t care about the individual students. They just cared
about the overall average of this group of kids or that group. Let
me give you an example to illustrate how bizarre it started to
become. Our school was under pressure to raise the percentage of
students scoring above a minimum level. So at one of our faculty
meetings, our assistant principal ordered us to research previous
testing scores of the students in our classes to find those
students scoring just below minimum and focus our efforts on
getting those kids above the minimum.

My first thought to myself was: “aren’t we supposed to be helping each and every student raise
his or her scores?”

Apparently not. Although the administrator
never said the actual words, the message was clear: If students’
scores were well below the minimum and there was no chance that we
could raise their score to the minimum level, we were to more or
less ignore them. Don’t bother helping them. And if students scores
were already above the minimum, we were to ignore them as well.
Don’t challenge them. The school only cared that as many students
as possible could hit the MINIMUM proficiency score.

I started to become frustrated with the
entire system. Bitter even. And I was bored. Teaching became
menial, like sweeping floors day after day. I kept flashing back to
scenes in “The Right Stuff” where our brave astronauts were
frustrated when NASA sent monkeys up into space to complete one of
the first trips into space. “If the monkeys can pull the lever,
what are we doing here?” they wondered. I knew how they felt.

I had lost my joy for teaching.

But last year, everything changed
dramatically.

Last year was, by far, the most exhilarating,
most entertaining, most educational year I have ever had, and I
know that my students learned more than they probably thought
possible.

Last year was the year I got fired.

Last year was also the year that a class of
mine, a group of at-risk students in a remedial language arts
class, collectively earned over ONE MILLION DOLLARS. The exact
amount was $1,117,429. Divided up, that was over $86,000 to each
ecstatic student and to one very proud (soon to be “former”)
teacher.

They are the Million Dollar Class!

I can’t wait for you to meet these amazing
students. I can’t wait to tell you how it all started and how we
did it.

And, by the way, not that the school district
really cares, but their test scores went up too!


 


 Chapter 1: A Hot Start to the New School Year

Sweat rolled down my nose as I reached for
the radio to change the station. Early August in Atlanta is muggy,
even at 8am, and as I drove to this, the first day of school, my
shirt was already clinging to my shoulders, just 10 minutes into my
commute.

The air-conditioning in my 2001 Honda had
wheezed and sputtered and at times even shrieked during a sultry
spring, so expecting it to make it through the suffocating summer
was foolish of me. It didn’t.

I decided to turn off the radio altogether
just to contemplate the new school year in my mobile sauna.

I wish I could tell you that I was excited
about my new classes and my new students. I wasn’t.

As I was driving in, my thoughts turned to
more important things, like whether or not I would be able to sneak
off campus at lunch to grab some Wendy’s or maybe some Burger King.
The school system punished students each day with nearly inedible
gruel, but there was no need for me to be subjected to that
torture.

I knew that if I hurried out of the building
at the beginning of lunch, I would have plenty of time to run to a
cluster of fast food restaurants located just a half mile down the
road, but I worried about our new vice-principal, Dr. Mason. I had
heard rumors that she was a “by the book” administrator and that
she seemed to pop up everywhere, especially when a student or
teacher was doing something that was, ahem, not by the book.

Running off campus was permissible, but only
during a teacher’s planning period, and only if a teacher
signed-out. Running off campus for lunch was probably permissible
in certain situations…but only if a teacher asked for permission.
Of course, I didn’t have time for all that. You know what they
say…sometimes it’s better to ask for forgiveness than for
permission.

In my last few years of teaching, I had
become an expert at bending the rules, or maybe a more apt
description would be that I had become an expert at ignoring the
rules and pleading for forgiveness if I was challenged. Luckily,
that rarely happened as administrators were too busy to follow
everything. I hoped that would be the case with Dr. Mason as
well.

I pulled into my parking spot, next to Mrs.
Bradford’s burgundy mini-van on my left, and Coach Smith’s dingy,
dented white pick-up truck on my right. Whenever I felt a bit
depressed about my Honda, I would glance at Coach Smith’s truck for
a pick-me-up. If that truck was an animal, I have no doubt that it
would be time to put it out of its misery.

Taco Bell! It hit me. I would sneak off
campus to Taco Bell for lunch.

Carrying a box of books, I trudged up a
slight hill towards the side entrance of the building nearest to my
room. From behind me, I heard a familiar giggle, one that I had
heard thousands of times in the previous year. It was Luis.
Apparently, he had snuck up behind me, and he was mimicking my
walk, which for the past few days included a slight limp.

I turned around to face Luis. He had a huge
grin on his oval face. He always had a huge grin on his face.
“Coach P. Coach Pee-Pee.” He giggled again. He was 17 years old,
yet bathroom humor still amused him.

“Luis, what are you doing?”

“Why you walking that way?” he asked.

“You mean limping? Why am I limping?”

He nodded.

“Well, don’t ask me how, but I dropped a
weight on my foot a couple of days ago,” I said, a bit embarrassed
by my clumsy accident. He grinned without commenting. “Here,” I
said, “make yourself useful.” I placed the box of books in his
hands, wiped the sweat from my brow with the sleeve of my shirt,
and turned toward the building with Luis in tow.

“Hey, I think you my teacher again this
year.”

“No way, how’d that happen?”

“No se. Did I fail your class?”

“Luis, you don’t know whether or not you
failed last year? You didn’t bother to check your report card?”

“No,” he grinned again, thinking it was funny
that he didn’t know his own grades.

“Yes Luis, you passed last year,” I conceded.
“Not by much, but you passed. So I don’t know why you would be in
one of my classes.”

We reached my room. After opening the door, I
took the box of books from Luis.

“C’mon, let’s go see if you are in one of my
classes. The updated rosters are supposed to be in my mailbox up in
the office,” I said as I turned towards the door.

“I got my schedule the other day. At
orientation.” He fumbled in the pocket of his shorts, pulled out a
crumpled schedule, and pointed to sixth period. “See!”

Walking back towards him, I did see. On his
schedule, Pointguard was listed as his sixth period teacher. I had
agreed to teach a brand new remedial class, one that would work
with seniors who had failed the state’s mandated “graduation test”
which is generally administered in the spring of a student’s junior
year. If a student fails, he or she can take the test again in
their senior year, which they must pass. If they do not pass the
test, they do not graduate. Apparently, Luis did not pass the
state’s graduation test last year so he had been placed in my
remedial “test” preparation class.

“Cool. Well, I guess I’ll see you later in
the day. Thanks for helping me with the books.”

I limped up the hallway towards the office to
check my mailbox and retrieve my class rosters, saying hi to the
various teachers I passed along the way. Just then the bell rang.
Students, who had been waiting in the cafeteria or outside the
building, were allowed into the rest of the building. Suddenly, I
felt like a salmon swimming upstream as hundreds of students rushed
toward me, heading towards their lockers and their first period
classes.

I darted into the back of the office, grabbed
my class rosters from my mailbox, and headed back to my classroom,
going with the current this time. Once in my classroom, I took a
look at the rosters. Luis’s schedule was right. His name appeared
in my sixth period class. It was a small class. Just twelve
students. Not sure how that happened, but remedial classes are
typically smaller. Believe me, I wasn’t complaining.

Of the twelve, I recognized three other
names. Rico and Guillermo were brothers who I coached on the
baseball team. Rico was a year older than Guillermo, but they were
in the same grade. As I understand it, Rico lost a year of school
when he was about to enter first grade. At the time, his parents
were travelling quite a bit between Chicago and Texas for some sort
of family emergency. The next year, Rico and Guillermo started
first grade together.

Rico and Guillermo both loved baseball and
had played it their entire lives. Unfortunately, none of their
teammates had played baseball before, not a one. For that reason,
watching the Creekside HS baseball team play was a lot like
watching a Shakespearian comedy as a 9th grader: it’s impossible to
understand everything that’s going on, but every once in a while,
you get a huge laugh.

To their credit, Rico and Guillermo were very
patient with their inexperienced teammates. Without a doubt, I was
pleased to have the brothers in my class. They were good-natured
kids who listened, who followed directions, and who enjoyed working
hard to improve. They were a teacher’s dream.

I wish I could say the same thing about the
third name I recognized, but I can’t. I taught Keandra two years
ago, and every day was a challenge with her. Keandra, who preferred
to be called Kee-Kee, was actually pretty clever, but she didn’t
want to do any work…ever. What she did want to do was argue, every
day, with everyone. And she was loud. Really loud. Annoyingly loud.
I just hoped that there wasn’t another strong personality in the
room to challenge her, or it was going to be an impossibly long
year.

**********

The day went well. My classes seemed pleasant
enough. Of course, all classes seem to go well the first day or two
of school. Give the students a week…that’s when their true colors
start to show. Ask any teacher. They’ll tell you that most students
are angels for the first couple days, but by the end of the first
week, trouble seems to arise, sometimes from unexpected sources,
sometimes from expected sources like Kee-Kee.

So far, the only real problem of the day was
that I didn’t ask for enough mild sauce for my tacos. Still, they
were quite tasty.

Five periods down, only one more to go.

As was customary, I greeted all my students
with a handshake as they entered the room. Reaching my hand out
always freaked out new students who were unfamiliar with me, much
to my delight, but I knew I was sure to get an argument from
Kee-Kee when I extended my hand to her.

Let’s see…who was first to enter sixth period
that first day? Well, it was none other than Luis, who smiled,
called me Coach Pee-Pee again, shook my hand, and grabbed a seat
near the window in the back right corner of the room.

Next up was a large, roundish black kid named
Earvin. When I reached my hand out to introduce myself, he just
ignored it and moved into the room like a slow-moving cargo ship up
a river, taking a seat in the back corner. He didn’t seem angry or
disrespectful. He just seemed to be in a daze.

Rico and Guillermo strolled around the corner
at the same time, big smiles on their faces. “Coach, guess who we
both have this period,” Rico said excitedly.

“Is he insanely smart?” I asked.

“I don’t think so,” Rico answered with a
smile, looking to his brother. “Do you think he’s smart?”

“Smart? No. I don’t think so.”

“Is he insanely handsome?” I joked.

“Definitely not,” Guillermo said, a tenth of
a second earlier than Rico, who said the same thing. Both
laughed.

“Then I really have no idea,” I
dead-panned.

“It’s you, Coach!”

“I’m not smart and insanely good-looking?” I
protested, my hands in the air.

“I’m sure your mom thinks so, if that helps,”
Rico teased.

“Get in there,” I said starting to push Rico
through the doorway in a playful manner, which wasn’t easy. Rico is
a big, strong kid.

I joked that both of them had gained a lot of
weight, but Guillermo was quick to point out that they were not
alone. In truth, I had gained quite a bit of weight over the
summer.

While I was cavorting with Rico and
Guillermo, several other students slipped by, including one young
man who sprinted in and out and back in again, singing a song to
himself that I didn’t recognize. I would have to introduce myself
to them later.

The tardy bell was about to ring. Several
students reached me at the door at about the same time. I had to
look up to meet Alex. His long, wiry frame towered above me. Surely
he must enjoy basketball. Josh Wang was next. Josh was wearing an
NBA jersey over a white t-shirt. I quickly deduced that Josh DID in
fact love basketball. Speaking to Josh, I could tell that he had
only been in the US for a couple of years by his accent and broken
English, but it was easy to tell that he possessed a jovial nature
and an eagerness to speak English well.

Creekside HS is about 60% Hispanic, 30%
black, and 10% other. For years, it was rumored that there was a
white student who made up .2% of the school’s population, but I
hadn’t seen any evidence of that until that .2% walked up and
introduced himself to me. He seemed nice enough, but he looked like
he was 25 years old. He had long, tangled hair with a full scraggly
dark beard that hadn’t been combed or trimmed in quite some time.
He looked like he just walked out of the woods and for all I knew,
maybe he had. He wore baggy blue jeans, a slightly wrinkled white
t-shirt. When I introduced myself to Ben, he stopped, looked me
directly in the eyes, and told me his name with confidence and with
personality. Although his appearance was haggard, his social skills
were advanced. Maybe he is 25 I
chuckled.

The last student I met at the door was
Viviana, and immediately, I worried there may be trouble. She was
drop-dead gorgeous. She possessed a flawless bronze complexion
which made me think she was Hispanic, but her silky light
golden-brown hair, brushed straight back, was not typical for most
of my Hispanic students, especially not for my students from
Mexico. Probably her most striking feature, her hazel-green eyes
popped when she introduced herself to me and glittered when she
smiled. I’m quite certain that if I go any further in describing
her, I’ll get myself in trouble with my girlfriend, but let’s just
say that if she stood on the side of the road, there would be
accidents. Literally, I thought she could stop traffic.

Classroom discipline is often difficult
enough, especially in the last period of the day, but throw in a
stunningly beautiful girl, and you have a recipe for disaster as
boys vie for her attention.

The bell rang. I turned and started to close
the door when I heard a shrill scream. “WAAAIT!!” It was
Keandra.

“Glad you could make it Kee-Kee.” I stretched
out my hand towards her.

“Don’t start that again Coach P. Ain’t nobody
interested in shakin’ your hand, ‘specially me.” She clamored in
and collapsed into a seat behind Rico and Guillermo, out of
breath.

I thought her obstreperous entrance would
gain the class’s attention, but except for Luis, who just shook his
head and laughed, all the others were focused on Viviana. As she
sat down, one of the boys couldn’t contain his admiration any
longer, uttering “Damn!” under his breath. All of the boys seemed
mesmerized, nodding their heads in unison, except for Earvin in the
back corner. He had his head on his desk, and didn’t bother to look
up at Kee-Kee or Viviana. A light-skinned black student, the one
who had been singing to himself earlier, jumped up from where was
sitting and quickly moved to sit near Viviana.

“Good afternoon. I am Coach Pointguard. You
are in the Georgia Graduation Test Prep course. I’ll take
attendance in a minute, but first, please take out a sheet of
paper.”

“Why we be needin’ a sheet of paper? No
teacher makes us work on the first day of school,” Kee-Kee
demanded, still breathing hard.

“This is for what I like to call: ‘Word of
the Day!’” I answered loudly to let the entire class know what the
piece of paper was for.

“We ain’t got to keep up with no words again,
do we?”

“Yep, and I’ve got a great word for you
today.” Moving a little into the aisle, I looked directly at
Kee-Kee, who sat there without moving. “A piece of paper
please.”

Kee-Kee groaned in complaint, but eventually,
after a long stare by me, she did slide a piece of paper out of a
folder. The others also scrambled to find pen and paper, all except
for the round kid in the corner, Earvin.

I moved to the back of the room, and put my
hand on his meaty shoulder. “You feelin’ okay?” I asked. He sat up
a bit, looked around the classroom, and reached down to grab a
notebook out of his bag. I returned to the front of the room,
making a mental note to keep an eye on Earvin in the corner.

“This is ‘Word of the Day.’ I will give you a
word, sometimes two, at the beginning of each period. You will
write down the word and the definition, adding to your list each
and every day. All vocabulary quizzes will be comprehensive. That
means I can ask you to define any word that is on the list. If the
list has 14 words when we take a quiz, then I can ask you to define
any of those 14 words. If there are 114 words on the list when we
take a quiz, then I can ask you to define any of those 114 words.
You should know all of them.”

“Ugh!” Kee-Kee voiced her disapproval. “You
trippin’,” she said to no one in particular, but loud enough for
everyone to hear.

“But don’t worry, we will work a lot with the
words. We will practice with them. And you will know them, even without studying too hard.”

I went to the board and erased “LETHARGIC,”
which was going to be the first word of the day, and wrote
“OBSTREPEROUS.” Turning back to the class, I said, “Your first word
is ‘obstreperous.’ It means ‘loud, noisy, and sometimes, a bit out
of control.’ You could use it to describe a classroom that is out
of control and loud. You could also use it to describe a student
who enters a classroom in a loud and noisy manner.” My eyes moved
to Kee-Kee. She was not amused at the reference.

“You talkin’ about me? Don’t be talkin’ about
me,” she warned, shaking her head in an exaggerated manner.

I couldn’t stop myself from chuckling. “Why
would I describe you as ‘loud or noisy’? Why would I say such a
thing?” I teased.

Rico and Guillermo, sitting in the front of
the room, laughed lightly and turned around to check Kee-Kee’s
reaction. Most of the other students were already watching,
wondering if she would say something else. She did. “This be
stupid. When I gonna see the word ‘obstrepus’?”

“I don’t know…in a book maybe?” I joked.
“Imagine this…one day, you’ll be reading a book and there it will
be: ‘ob strep ER ous.’ And when that happens, you’ll know what it
means.”

She snorted. “Ain’t no books that I readin’
gonna have ‘obstrepus’ in it.”

“Ob-strep-ER-ous,” I corrected her for a
second time. “You never know. If it does happen, you can think back
fondly on good ole Coach P and smile.”

“Mmm-hmm,” she noised derisively.

Luis, looking like a wide-eyed 5 year old,
was amused with the back and forth between Kee-Kee and me.

Tall lanky Alex raised his hand. “Coach, what
kind of name is ‘Pointguard?’ I mean…that isn’t really your name is
it?”

“What’s your name again?” I asked.

“Alex.” His voice was deep, sonorous. He’d
make a great radio announcer someday, I thought to myself.

“Well, Alex, you know what is interesting
about that question. I have been going by ‘Jim Pointguard’ for as
long as I’ve worked at this school, but you are actually the first
student to ask me if my last name was real.”

“I knew that wasn’t really his name,” said
the light-skinned black kid who had moved to sit near Viviana.

“What’s a ‘point-guard’?” Viviana asked Alex
and the other black student in front of her.

“It’s a position on a basketball team. It’s
the guy who handles the ball the most…the guy who starts the
offense,” answered Alex in a deep, soothing voice.

“That’s right. Do you play?” I asked.

“A little,” he replied with a coy smile. I
decided that he definitely played a lot.

“Well, when I was your age, I was the
point-guard on my school’s basketball team.”

“Baaaa!” Kee-Kee burst out in laughter. “You
ain’t no basketball player.”

“No, Coach P can play.” It was Rico coming to
my defense. “Really, we saw him play in the gym last year. He was
good.”

“Really good,” Guillermo echoed.

“Coach P ain’t no baller! No way!” Kee-Kee
repeated.

“Looks can be deceiving,” I said, this time
with a coy smile of my own. I actually was pretty good, but that
was years ago.

“So why do you use that as your name?” asked
the light-skinned black kid near Viviana. “Something wrong with
your name?”

“He probably stole a car or something…and is
trying to hide from the poh-poh?” laughed Ben, the bearded white
student. I had never heard a white student refer to the police as
“poh-poh.” I laughed to myself.

“Coach P ain’t no ‘jacker!” cried Kee-Kee
hysterically, her feet dancing under her desk.

“Maybe he owes child support or something,”
added Ben. I noticed his blue jeans were speckled with paint as
were the hiking boots on his feet. The class started to get excited
as others offered different reasons I might be on the run from the
law.

“Alright, settle down, you guys are getting
to be a bit too obstreperous.” I nodded at Kee-Kee to see if she
recognized that I just used the word she said she would never hear.
If she did, she didn’t show it. “I’ll give you the answer when you
calm down.”

I paused. I certainly had their attention,
except for Earvin who had put his head back down in the corner of
the room, just behind Luis. “I have not committed a crime and am
not on the run from the law. Not at all. Let’s just say my real
name is a bit…unusual.”

Anxiously, they anticipated the revelation of
my real name.

“My real name is…Jim…” I waited a second,
teasing the class. “…Pitsnoogle.”

The class burst into laughter. Kee-Kee jumped
up and twirled around in a little dance, laughing so hard that she
started coughing and choking. Alex and the guy next to Viviana
started hooting and hollering. Luis sat in the back, grinning. The
class’s reaction could definitely be described as obstreperous, so
much so that Mrs. Bradford, the teacher next to me, walked over to
make sure everything was alright.

When I finally calmed the class down, I
continued. “Now you understand why I go by Coach Pointguard…or
Coach P. Nobody cracks up when they hear Coach Pointguard, but they
certainly do when they hear Coach Pitsnoogle.” They broke out into
laughter again.

“Well, now that we’ve had some fun, it’s time
to get some work done.”

I started to hand out a poem, but Earvin’s
sleeping in the corner continued to bother me.

“You know, now might be a good time for me to
go over the class rules.”

“We don’t need no rules,” Kee-Kee moaned.

“Rule 1: Be prepared. That means pen, paper
and folder every day. Since this is a new course, we don’t have
books. Guess you are lucky there.” I looked at the Chinese kid in
the Rockets jersey. “What is your name again?”

“Josh.”

“Josh, can you repeat the first rule for me?”
I asked.

“Be prepared.”

“And what does that mean?” I looked down at a
quiet, thin black girl. She was dressed modestly, a button down
purple shirt and jeans, with a pair of wire-framed glasses.

“It means bring your stuff every day,” she
answered in a hushed voice.

“That is correct. Thank you…??”

“Malinda Barnes,” she answered softly. “Or
you can call me Mally.”

“Thank you Malinda,” I smiled. “Rule 2: Be
attentive. That means just a couple things…like be awake…” I
glanced in the corner at the snoozing Earvin. “And it also means
eyes on me when I am speaking.” I eyed the light-skinned black kid
who was still trying to whisper something to Viviana. He glanced
over his shoulder, and noting that my gaze was on him, he turned
around and straightened up in his seat, a guilty smile on his
face.

I took a step towards him. “Could you please
repeat Rule 2 for me?”

“Umm…” He looked to the board, but not seeing
it written down, he looked around the room for some help.

Someone mouthed the answer to him.

“Be attentive,” he said doubtfully.

“That’s right, be attentive. What’s your
name?”

“Marcus.”

“And Marcus, what does ‘be attentive’
entail?”

“Huh?”

“What does it mean?”

“Oh, I got it…it means stay focused on you.
Sorry.” He apologized, his eyes twinkling when he smiled.

“Bingo! You got it!” I could tell a couple
things about Marcus right away. First of all, he was full of quick,
darting energy, and this energy had already manifested itself in
his flirting with Viviana and his inability to sit still in his
desk for long. He was always rocking, or tapping, or singing to
himself. In the past, students with that kind of hyper energy drove
me crazy in class, but if I didn’t realize it then, I would soon
learn that Marcus possessed a charm and confidence, as well as a
brilliant smile, that quickly disarmed others and got him out of
quite a bit of trouble. In a word, he was very, very likeable.

I glanced back in the corner. Earvin hadn’t
stirred. “Being attentive also means no sleeping,” I said in a nice
soft voice, careful not to wake Earvin as I moved towards the back
once more.

I figured I would simply put my hand on his
shoulder like I had done earlier, but before I could, Kee-Kee
shouted at him loudly, “WAKE UP, FAT BOY!”

Earvin sat up, a bit groggy, not fully
comprehending the commotion, but he quickly sensed that the class
was now laughing and staring at him.

“Earvin, one of the class rules is that you
have to sit up and stay focused, okay?” I said calmly.

“Ok” he murmured as the rubbed his round face
with his thick hands.

I moved back to the front of the room to pull
the attention off Earvin. “Rule 3: Be respectful of others. Kiki,
can you repeat rule 3 for me?”

“What you askin’ me for?”

“Kee-Kee, what is rule number 3?” I ignored
her question.

“You askin’ me ‘cause I yelled at fat boy in
the corner.” She turned to Earvin, and now he understood why the
others had been laughing.

“You ain’t no fashion model yourself, you
big-butted, nappy-headed ho,” he sneered, venom in his voice and
obviously fully awake now.

“Who you callin’ ho, fat-boy?” Kee-Kee stood
up, her eyes defiant.

I jumped between them while the rest of the
class egged them on. Even Rico and his brother Guillermo were
banging on their desks until I gave them my “stop now or else”
look. They had seen that look before at practice. They stopped
banging.

“Alright, enough. ENOUGH!” I yelled
forcefully. Kee-Kee sat down. The others eventually quieted. “That
was a pretty good demonstration of breaking rule 3.”

I moved back to the front of the room. “For
the record, anyone who violates my rules does not stay in my
classroom. You break the rules, you miss the show!”

Kee-Kee mumbled something under her breath
about the show sucking.

“Kee-Kee, and Luis, and even Rico and
Guillermo have worked with me in the past. They’ll tell you that I
try to keep my classes fun and interesting and that I get along
with most students, but those rules are inviolable.” Josh Wang
looked confused. “That means you can’t break those rules or we will
have problems,” I added.

Taking a deep breath, I started to hand out a
poem, making sure not to turn my back to Kee-Kee or Earvin as I
did.

“Sorry Coach P,” Rico said as I got to him.
He knew I wasn’t happy about him banging on the desks.

“Sorry Coach,” Guillermo echoed his brother’s
words.

Marcus rocked back and forth in his desk, his
eyes darting between Kee-Kee and Earvin in the back. I have no
doubt that he hoped for more entertainment from the two.

Once I had given everyone a copy of the poem,
I asked for a volunteer to read it.

Rico raised his hand. Viviana raised hers.
But because the author of the poem was a black male, I thought it
might be more impactful if one of my black male students read
it.

I peered at Alex. He hadn’t raised his hand.
“Alex, great! Thanks for volunteering.”

“Huh? Okay, I’ll read it.” He picked it up in
his hands and read:

Did you ever hear about the rose
that grew

from a crack in the
concrete?

Proving nature’s law is
wrong

It learned to walk without having
feet.

Funny it seems, but by keeping its
dreams,

it learned to breathe fresh
air.

Long live the rose that grew from
concrete,

when no one else cared.

“Thanks Alex.” I scanned the room. “Can
anyone tell me what this poem means?”

Several students were re-reading the poem. I
wasn’t sure if that was because they didn’t want me to call on
them, or because they were really searching for the meaning.

Marcus, who earlier had been trying to flirt
with Viviana, looked around the room and saw that no one had raised
a hand. He raised his. “I’ll give it a shot.”

“You are…”

“Marcus,” he said.

“Alright Marcus, fire away. What do you
think?”

“Well, I think it shows that life can
flourish anywhere. It just needs a chance.”

“Good answer. And ‘flourish’ is a great
word,” I commended Marcus, who looked around the room to see who
else was impressed with his answer.

Ben spoke up from the other side of the room.
“I think the rose stands for somebody. It says that ‘it held onto
its dreams.’ Well, that sounds like a
person, not a plant. Plants don’t have dreams.”

Alex raised his hand. “Maybe the rose is like
a person growing up in a bad spot?”

“Why do you say that, Alex?” I asked.

“Well, the concrete part. That sounds like…I
don’t know...rough. Cold. You wouldn’t expect a rose growing there.
But it did.”

“Oooh…oooh…I got it! I got it!” Marcus
stretched his hand as far as he could in the air.

“Go for it.”

“The rose is like a person growing up in tha
‘hood. It’s tough. It’s ugly. But he’s a rose…he’s hip…he’s
cool…he’s beautiful. Ya know…like good things and good people can
come from places like da ‘hood.” Marcus looked around the room
again, his head dancing, certain that the others were
impressed.

“Very good, I like your thinking Marcus.” I
don’t know about the other students, but I was impressed, not only
with his answer, but with how easily Marcus could slip between a
more formal English and a more colloquial English at will.

The others seemed to approve and appreciate
the poem’s message. “I just have a couple questions. First or all,
does anyone know the term for an object that has more than one
meaning? In this case, the rose is a rose, but it could represent
people growing up in a difficult place. Anyone know the term for
this?”

“Is that a symbol?” Malinda asked
cautiously.

“Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! We have a winner!
Well done, Malinda!” I smiled. “That is a symbol. Now, second
question, what was the key to the rose’s success. Like how did the
rose, which could be a person, thrive…or flourish…in such a
difficult place?”

A couple hands shot up. Since I had ignored
her earlier, I decided to call on Viviana.

“A person has to hold onto their dreams. They
can’t let go of what they want to be…where they want to go,” she
beamed.

“Winner-winner, chicken dinner!! Well said,
Viviana.” Again, I was impressed. So was Marcus. He turned around,
giving Viviana a big smile. He said something inaudible to me, but
Viviana laughed, covering her mouth as she did.

“Coach, who wrote that?” Alex asked.

“That would be Tupac Shakur.”

“Who?”

“Tupac Shakur,” I repeated. “He’s a rapper…or
was, anyway. Was pretty popular too. You guys heard of him?”

“No.”

“No.”

“Nope.”

“Really? None of you? Man, I am getting old.”
Nobody was familiar with Tupac.

“You is old,” Kee-Kee
added twisting the knife.

“What happened to him?” Alex asked as he
leaned back in his desk, stretching his long legs out in front of
him.

“He was shot and killed. In a drive-by
shooting, I think.”

“Damn.” Marcus said under his breath.

Unlike Marcus’s manic energy, Alex moved in a
steady, relaxed manner. Like his voice, his movements were smooth
and easy, and although he rarely changed his tempo, he did have
plenty of energy at his command. Whereas Marcus was often hyper,
Alex was almost always calm.

“Alright, let’s move on to the next item on
the agenda. Please turn the poem over. On the back side of that
piece of paper, I would like you to think very carefully about your
dreams. I want you to list out or describe some of your dreams on
the back of that sheet. You have about five minutes.”

There were groans and moans, but most of the
students grabbed their pens and started writing. I sat down at my
desk to check my e-mail and to get off my feet for a bit.

A few minutes later, I stood up and started
to make my way around the room to see how things were going.

Alex, as I had suspected, wanted to be an NBA
player. And he wanted to dunk over Lebron. Good luck with that.
Luis wanted “a new car.” He didn’t elaborate. Viviana wanted to
return to Colombia to help her grandmother, who was ill and poor.
Ben wanted to go to Alaska, which I thought was fitting given his
rugged beard, and he wanted to work on a fishing boat like the ones
he’d seen on “Most Dangerous Catch.” Kee-Kee just wrote “to be
happy.” Earvin in the corner numbered his paper 1, 2, 3, but that
was all.

Rico and Guillermo both wrote down that they
wanted to be professional baseball players. And they wanted money
to help their dad out who worked a lot of hours. I knew that from
the previous baseball season.

A couple kids hoped they would go to
college.

Overall, I guess it was a typical list for a
bunch of high-school seniors, but they didn’t seem too enthusiastic
about sharing.

I started to share with the class what my
dreams were when I was a high-school senior: “I wanted to travel
the country. I wanted to see glaciers and killer whales in Alaska.
I wanted to go shark fishing every year with my dad in the Gulf of
Mexico. I wanted to see the Grand Canyon. I wanted to see the
buffalo roaming in Montana. I wanted to live next door to my best
friend. We would share a basketball court with a retractable roof.
I wanted to be the first Major League pitcher to throw one game
left handed and the next game right handed.” Rico and Guillermo
nodded in approval.

The students seemed to enjoy my dreams, but
then Alex, the long-limbed basketball player, asked, “So where are
you?”

I didn’t understand his question.

“Have you done any of those things?” he
clarified.

Kee-Kee burst out laughing: “What you think?
Why you think he’s here teaching us?”

And that’s when it hit me…the students
weren’t passionate about writing down or sharing their dreams
because they didn’t believe in them. They were just fantasies. They
weren’t achievable. And I certainly didn’t help things by sharing
my un-pursued dreams.

“Well, I have to admit. I guess I need to
hold on to my dreams a bit more…and run after them…but let me give
you an example of someone who did hold on to his dreams.”

I started to distribute an excellent short
article about a young man named Farrah Gray. “I think you guys are
really going to enjoy this article. It’s about a kid who grew up
poor in the rough streets of Chicago, raised by his unwed mother,”
I paused for a moment, “but by the age of 14, he had become a
millionaire.”

“Drug-dealer,” shouted Kee-Kee
matter-of-factly.

“Nah, he probably knocked off a bank or
something,” laughed Marcus.

“No, that’s not how he did it,” I replied.
“Would you like to find out how he did it?” Several students were
already reading on their own, a good sign that they were indeed
interested.

When Farrah was six years old, his mom was
ill. He wanted desperately to buy her something nice for her
birthday to lift her spirits, but he had no money. He decided to
sell something to earn some money. He found some rocks, cleaned
them, painted them, and then went around trying to sell the rocks
as doorstops or bookends. He made $50. Next, he mixed up odds and
ends that he could find under his sink to create hand and body
lotions, which he sold in the neighborhood. By seven years old, he
was handing out business cards, made of hand cut cardboard that
carried his name and the moniker, “21st Century CEO.” He didn’t
even know what CEO stood for, but he had heard it somewhere, knew
it was important, and put it on his card.

A successful business man took an interest in
Farrah, who encouraged Farrah to create an “investment club.” With
the man’s help and encouragement, this investment club soon had
interests in various businesses. Farrah also started a local radio
program that soon had millions of listeners, and created “Farr-Out
Foods” which sold over $1.5 million worth of its first product, a
strawberry-vanilla flavored syrup.

“Wow,” said Marcus when we had finished
reading. “I could go for dat! Marcus Meeks...a millionaire.” Marcus
lifted his head, looking towards the heavens, imagining himself as
a millionaire.

“Me too,” said Alex, slowly reaching his fist
out for Marcus to give him a fist bump. Marcus was more than happy
to comply.

Luis, sitting in front of the rather rotund
and rather lethargic Earvin, grinned.

“How old are you guys?” I asked, looking at
Marcus and Alex. “17? 18?”

They nodded.

“This kid was 14 when he made his first
million. 14…and you guys are 17…18.” Part of me was simply teasing.
Another part was trying to say that they too could do big
things.

But Ben spoke up from the left side of the
room: “How old are you, Coach P?” Ouch, he
stabbed me good with that question. I decided not to answer.

I faced the entire class. “Why do you think I
gave you guys this article to read?”

Rico spoke first. “You wanted us to dream. I
mean, you wanted us to have dreams, bigger dreams.”

“You wanted us to know that if this guy
Farrah did it, we can do it. Our dreams are possible,” announced
Marcus as he looked to his right and to his left, nodding at each
person whose eyes met his. When at last he met Viviana’s eyes, I
thought he might self-combust into flames he was so proud of
himself and so smitten with Viviana.

“Nice job, Marcus. Very nice job.” I looked
around the room. Quiet Malinda raised her hand.

“Yes? You want to add something Malinda?”

She cleared her throat. “You gave us this
article because Farrah Gray was an example of the rose in the first
poem. Farrah is like a rose in concrete.”

The bell rang.

Kee-Kee sprang to her feet. “BYE,” she said
loud enough to wake the dead. She rushed out of the room with the
same amount of commotion as when she entered.

Rico and Guillermo shook my hand on the way
out. “See ya tomorrow, Coach.”

Marcus asked Viviana about Colombia as they
walked out together. His eyes were glued to hers. I knew he liked
her, but it would be interesting to see if she was as interested in
him.

“Hasta manana, Coach P-P” Luis smiled.

“See you Luis.”

I reached for a bottle of water on the corner
of my desk and took a quick swig.

“Good job today,” I said to Malinda as she
approached me. “Very good job.”

“Thanks,” she replied, moving out the door
with a shy smile on her face.

Alex gave me a fist bump. “Have a good one
Coach.”

“See ya, Alex.”

“Bye,” a smallish, average-looking Hispanic
girl waved timidly, a cautious smile on her face. Somehow she had
managed to escape the entire period without me calling on her once.
I wasn’t proud of that, especially with only 12 students in the
room. I looked at my class roster. I had forgotten to take
attendance, but since there were only 12 kids in the class, I
realized that she had to be Fabiola. I’d have to make sure to
connect with her tomorrow.

Earvin was the last to leave. He ignored me
as he sauntered past and out the door. His mind was elsewhere.

Overall, not a bad first day, but who could
have known then that the seeds of our success were planted that
day?

Who could have guessed that these 12 kids would work together to earn over
$1,000,000 in the next ten months?

But things were about to get worse, a lot
worse, before they got better.


 


 Chapter 2: Unfurl the Sails

Walking up the sidewalk from my car to the
building the next day, I met Luis at the hallway doors. He was
waiting for the initial bell to ring so he could enter the
building.

“Luis,” I said, “good morning, sir. How are
you?”

“Good.” He opened the door for me, grinning
as usual.

“Thanks.”

A bit short, Luis had short hair that he
spiked with gel, which was typical of many of the Hispanic boys in
school. His oval shaped face was topped with thick, bushy eyebrows.
Under his eyebrows, his black eyes twinkled when he grinned.

In many ways, he was like a small friendly
dog. Always happy. Always watching and wagging his tail if you
approached him. I say that with great admiration for Luis. He was
never, ever in a bad mood.

“Hey, Coach P...” Luis said as I walked
through the doors. I paused, turning around to face him. “Can I ask
you something?”

“Sure.” I wiped sweat from my forehead with
the back of my hand.

“Can you write me pass to the library for
lunch?” he asked, holding the door open.

“I can, but only if you have a legitimate
reason to be there.”

“What you mean ‘legitimate’?” he asked in
broken English.

“That means you have a real reason to be
there…other than getting on Facebook or sitting on the sofas with
your friends. I can only write you the pass if you have some work
to do.” He shuffled his feet a bit. “What do you want to do in
there?”

“I want to find out more about that guy. That
rich guy from yesterday. What is his name?”

“Farrah Gray?” I replied, curious at Luis’s
interest.

“Si, Farrah.”

“Sure, I can write you a pass if you want…on
one condition.”

He nodded, waiting for the condition.

“You have to let me know something that you
learned about him. Fair enough?”

“Si.”

I wrote Luis the note, a bit amazed and
amused. I had taught Luis all of last year, and he had never shown
much interest in school work before. Luis, like many ESOL students
that I taught, could speak English conversationally, but reading
and writing was much, much harder for him. Thus, he rarely did
it.

I felt pretty good as I unlocked the door to
my room. At least, one student was motivated by my lesson
yesterday.

My euphoria was short lived.

As I was fumbling through my desk drawer,
trying to find a poem I had used in the past, Dr. Mason walked in.
Since she was new, I had never personally met her. I had seen her
at a couple of the faculty meetings we had during pre-planning, but
I didn’t bother introducing myself to her.

I guessed she was in her early 50’s. Despite
her age, she was in terrific shape, tall and lean. I guessed she
must walk or play tennis regularly. Short, flaming red hair swirled
around her head. Her thin lips, painted red like her hair, seemed
to be permanently pursed, like she was concerned with something.
Her constantly pursed lips kept her brow furrowed, almost
permanently. She wore grey slacks, a loose-fitting grey jacket, and
a light blue shirt underneath.

“Good morning, Coach Pitsnoogle,” she said.
“I’m Dr. Mason.”

I stood up to shake her hand. Her long
fingers, despite the heat and humidity, were oddly cool. “Good
morning. How are you?”

“Good. Very good,” she said without much
enthusiasm. “I just wanted to introduce myself. I’m trying to get
to know all the teachers.”

“Gotcha. Well, welcome to Creekside. How do
you like it so far?”

“I like it. The people seem nice,” she said
distantly, looking around my room.

“They are. Good people here. Oh, before I
forget, nobody calls me Coach Pitsnoogle. They either call me Coach
Pointguard, my alias, or Coach P.”

“I’m sorry. See, it was a good thing I
stopped by,” she offered, looking back at me with a brief
smile.

She started to leave, but stopped. “Oh, I
forgot. I wanted to ask you about your lesson plans for the
week.”

“Sure, what about them?” I pretended I didn’t
know what she was talking about as I sat back down at my desk.

“Well, I don’t have a copy of your lesson
plans for the week.” She looked down at me, her faded blue eyes
emotionless.

“Oh, sorry about that. I haven’t turned them
in.” I said apologetically. I gave her a “please forgive me”
smile.

“No problem, if you could get them to me by
this afternoon, I would appreciate it.”

“Sure, no problem.”

“Great. Thank you.” She checked off a box on
a sheet of paper, turned, and moved down the hall.

She was polite, but her blue eyes, which must
have been startling in her youth, seemed dull and lifeless. Her
smiles, brief as they were, seemed forced and insincere. My guess
is that she didn’t enjoy her job much either. Not many of the
people at Creekside did. I didn’t. And that was a shame.

I wasn’t excited about writing out the week’s
lesson plans, but I wasn’t going to rock the boat in the first week
of school with such a cold, hard administrator. I figured I would
have to melt that frigid exterior with a little of the famous Coach
P charm before I could get away with bending the rules a bit this
year.

During 2nd period-my planning period-I
grudgingly wrote out my week’s lesson plans. Would I actually
follow what I wrote? For the most part, probably not. In this first
week, I didn’t have a good feel yet for what each class needed, and
more importantly, I didn’t have a good feel yet for what each kid
needed instructionally.

I believed in good lesson plans. But I also
felt a good teacher adjusts tomorrow’s lessons on today’s results.
So most of the time, the lesson plans that I was forced to turn in
were a complete fiction and a complete waste of time.

Anyway, I finished my “fiction,” hustled up
the hall best that I could with a limp, and handed them to Dr.
Mason who was just coming out of her office.

“Here you go, hot off the press,” I smiled
broadly.

“Thank you,” she said without emotion. She
turned back into her office to file the plans.

Later at lunch, as I sat in the drive-thru
for Wendy’s, I considered Dr. Mason’s almost robotic demeanor,
devoid of any emotion. Surely, she wasn’t that way all the time. If
so, I felt sorry for her husband.

**********

Luis was the first person who met me at the
door before sixth period. He must have a fifth period class in a
nearby room. “How’d your research on Farrah go? Were you able to
get into the library?”

He smiled. “Good. Really good. He wrote a
book.”

“Really? I didn’t know that,” I lied. “What’s
the book about?”

“I think about how you get successful. What
it takes.”

“Cool. Coming from him, I bet it’d be pretty
good.”

Luis nodded, “Si.”

“Well, I’m glad you read more about him. You
should order the book,” I said, but then I had an idea. “Tell you
what. I’ll see if the library can order it. They usually have some
money set aside to order new books.”

“Thanks Coach P!” Luis smiled broadly and
went into the classroom.

“What’s the title?” I called into the
classroom at Luis.

“No se. I think it start with an ‘R.’”

“No problem, I’ll look it up on the computer
in a bit.”

Rico and Guillermo were next. Rico, who is a
big, broad shouldered kid at 6’2 and 210lbs, was sporting new
shoes…bright orange shoes. “Rico, please, can you unplug those
things,” I teased.

“You don’t like them?”

“What’s not to like? I enjoy that burning
sensation in my retinas.” I laughed. “If I can’t see tomorrow, to
whom do I send the medical bill?”

“C’mon. They’re not that bad,” Rico remarked, looking down at his feet.
Rico and Guillermo, unlike a lot of my Hispanic students, both
spoke English perfectly. They had both been in the US since they
were toddlers.

“What about you, Mo? No orange shoes for
you?”

“Nah. Not for me. I think they’re ugly.”

“Hey…” Rico poked Guillermo on the shoulder
in protest. Guillermo was not small himself. He was shorter than
his older brother, maybe 5’11’’, but he easily weighed the same. On
the baseball team, Guillermo played catcher. He did a good job
behind the plate…and he could hit a little. But on the bases…well,
let’s just say there’s a reason we affectionately called him Slow
Mo.

“I can’t help it. Those are ugly shoes. They
are hiti-is.” Guillermo shook his head in dismay.

It took me a second to understand the word he
was trying to use, but then it hit me.

“Hideous,” I corrected, as they walked into
the room, Guillermo repeating “hideous” a couple times to himself.
Apparently, Mo’s English was fine, but his vocabulary needed some
work.

“Josh…how’s it going?” I extended my hand as
Josh walked towards the doorway next.

“Hey,” Josh replied, shaking my hand. He was
wearing a white jersey today with a t-shirt underneath.

“Josh, you really love the Rocket’s,
huh?”

“Yes. Yao Ming my favorite. He from
China.”

“Indeed. He is from
China,” I corrected gently “He just retired, didn’t he?”

“Yes. His legs. They always in pain.”

“Gotcha. He was pretty good though.”

Josh nodded and scooted into the room. I
tried to guess how many years Josh had been in the US. Probably 2
or 3. Maybe fewer.

I had to look way up to say hello to
Alex…then way low to say hello to Fabiola who was quite short.

“Fabiola!” I said excitedly. “Nice to see you
today.” I shook her small hand. Her eyes lit up from the attention,
but she didn’t answer me. She just walked into class. I wasn’t sure
if she understood anything that I had said, or if she was just shy.
Maybe both.

It was getting close to the bell. Ben,
Viviana, and Earvin all came shuffling in at the same time, with
Marcus following closely behind, appreciating Viviana. I managed to
greet each of them, except Earvin, with a handshake. Earvin simply
walked by again without looking at me. I made a mental note that I
would have to speak with him privately, just to break the ice, just
to make some sort of connection with him.

The bell rang. I started to close the door,
but was stopped by a familiar “Waaait!”

It was Kee-Kee.

“Good afternoon Kee-Kee. Glad you could make
it.” I reached my hand out to her, but like Earvin, she didn’t even
look at me.

“Mmm-hmmm.” She hurried by me with a shake of
her head. “Ain’t nobody got time for that.”

I addressed the class. “Good afternoon
everybody. What do you say? Let’s get this party started.”

“Ain’t nobody comin’ to one of your parties,”
Kee-Kee laughed under her breath.

A couple of the kids around her chuckled.
Luis was grinning in the back, but he’s always smiling so I wasn’t
sure if he had heard Kee-Kee or not.

I ignored her comment. “Please take out your
'Word of the Day' list. While you are doing that, I’m going to take
roll.”

Most of the students started reaching into
their folders or notebooks. Marcus asked Viviana if he could borrow
a sheet of paper.

“Now this should be the same sheet of paper
as yesterday. Today, we will add our second word,” I announced as I
went to my desk to grab my printed roster.

Normally, I don’t call out students’ names to
take roll. On most days, while the students are working, I go to my
computer and then look around the room. It’s much quicker. But
because I was working on learning names and making connections with
the students, I decided to call out each person’s name. Maybe I
could get Earvin to actually look at me. That would be
progress.

“Malinda Barnes?”

“Here,” Malinda said politely from behind her
glasses. I smiled at her, and noted to myself that she likes to be
called “Mally” as well.

“Keandra Baxter,” I said more to myself
because I knew Kee-Kee was there.

She was too busy looking for a pen to hear
me.

“Alex Davidson?”

Alex stretched his long arm into the air.
When Alex sat up straight, which wasn’t easy with his long legs
tucked under his desk, his eyes were almost at the same level as my
eyes, and I was standing.

“Coach…” Alex interrupted.

“Yes, Alex.”

“I was thinking that maybe I could use a
name?”

“You already got a name, nigga,” Kee-Kee
chimed in, “don’t cha?”

“Shut up,” Alex glared at Kee-Kee. “I wasn’t
talkin’ to you.” Kee-Kee turned away.

“Kee-Kee,” I admonished. “That word isn’t
acceptable in this classroom, and you know it.”

She rolled her eyes as if to say “give me a
break.”

“I’m serious. I don’t like that word.”

“That’s just the way we talk,” she
complained.

“Who’s ‘we’?” I asked.

“You know what I’m sayin’, Coach.”

“I do,” I admitted, “but I don’t like it. If
you want to call each other that name at home, I can’t stop you.
But in here, it won’t fly.”

“Anyways,” Alex continued, looking back at
me. “Yesterday, you told us that you went by ‘Coach Pointguard’
even though that wasn’t your real name.”

“I see. So you want an alias…or maybe a
nickname?”

“Yeah,” he affirmed, nodding.

“Hmm…I’ll think about it. Shouldn’t be too
hard to come up with a nickname. How about ‘Shorty,’ you know, as a
joke since you are so tall?”

“Nah, I want something more original than
that.”

“I’ll think of something. Just give me a day
or two.”

I moved on to the next person on the
roll.

Luis. Viviana. Fabiola. Marcus Meeks.

I thought that I could probably come up with
a nickname for Marcus pretty easily, but I chuckled at the irony of
Marcus’s name. Marcus was definitely not meek.

Rico Ortiz. His brother Guillermo.

“Guillermo has another name,” I announced,
looking first to Guillermo and then to Alex. “On the baseball team,
we call him Mo. And when he’s on the bases, we call him Slow
Mo.”

Rico and some of the other boys laughed.

“Coach, why you gonna do me like that? You
know I run like the wind.”

“You run like an elephant,” Rico teased,
“breaking wind.”

“I can beat you in a race,” he boasted.

All last year, they claimed there would be a
big race to see who was the fastest, but they never raced. I think
they were both terrified of losing to the other lumbering Latino.
Guillermo looked back at me, “I think I’d like something
different….something more accurate.”

“I’ll just call you ‘Mo’ for now,” I said,
laughing at Mo’s feigned indignation.

I continued with the roll.

Ben Talbot. Josh Wang.

And last, but not least, Earvin Zachary.

“Earvin?” I called out to see if he’d answer.
He had his head on his desk, but at least his face was turned
toward me. He raised his arm half-heartedly.

The wheels of progress are often slow, but at
least there was some progress.

“Earvin Zachary.” I called out again, this
time with his last name, hoping he would sit up to look at me
directly instead of just simply looking toward me, head down. No
such luck.

“Alright, the word of the day today is
‘lethargic.’” I wrote the word on the board along with its
definition. “It means, ‘without energy, tired.’”

“You mean like fat-boy in the corner,” hooted
Kee-Kee as she turned back toward the corner. She knew that her
words were inflammatory, and that’s exactly why she used them.

Earvin sat up, fully awake now, his eyes
glaring.

“Kee-Kee,” I shouted, “Out in the hall, now.”
I was worried Earvin would explode, much like he did yesterday, or
worse.

“What? What’d I do?” she complained.

“NOW Kee-Kee!!”

She pushed her desk away from her as she got
up and quickly marched out the door in a huff. The door slammed as
she closed it.

The room sat quietly, eyes wide, wondering
what might happen next. Marcus cupped his mouth with his hands, and
eventually broke out into delirious laughter.

With a quick shake of my head and a sharp
penetrating look, I warned Marcus to stop. He did, but he kept his
hands over a big grin. He was enjoying the commotion.

“Does everybody have the word written down?”
I asked, trying to get the class back on track. Everybody nodded,
except Earvin, who scrambled to write it down now.

“Good. Now let me tell you that ‘lethargic’
is how you might feel after a long day. You sit down. Maybe you
have a few more things to do, but you just can’t muster the energy
to move. That’s ‘lethargic.’ Or maybe you haven’t slept well for a
few days. That could make you feel lethargic in the morning. It
means ‘sluggish,’ and ‘without energy, tired.’”

I peeked out the window in my door to make
sure Kee-Kee was still there. She was.

“Before we move on, two things. Can anyone
give me a word to describe Kee-Kee’s exit?”

Alex and Ben raised their hands, but after a
few seconds, I called on Fabiola. “Fabiola, do you know of a word
that could describe the way she left the room.”

Fabiola shook her head, and looked around the
room for help. Guillermo spoke to her in Spanish.

“An-gry,” she said tentatively.

“Yes, that’s true. She seemed angry. But I am
looking for another word.”

I looked around. Alex and Ben continued to
hold their hands up. Viviana now raised her hand.

But I called on someone else still.

“Mo?”

He shrugged his shoulders, looked at Rico,
then me. “Loud?”

“Yes, loud. But can anyone give me another
word that means the same thing?”

“Oh, I got it!” cried Marcus, extending his
hand excitedly. I thought most of them understood which word I was
looking for at this point, but because Alex was so patient, I
called on him to answer.

“You’re looking for ‘obstreperous,’” he said
looking briefly at his paper to make sure he said it correctly.

“Ding. Ding. Ding. Ding. We have a winner.
Well done Alex.” He smiled widely, revealing a slightly chipped
front tooth, probably the result of an elbow during a game I
thought.

“The next question I have is this. Who can
tell me the class rules from yesterday?”

Nobody raised his hand. Or hers. I waited.
And waited.

“Be prepared. Be attentive. Be respectful.”
Finally…it was Malinda, the slender, light-skinned black girl. She
spoke softly, with precision, and she was exceedingly polite.

“Excellent Mally.” I turned to Rico. “Rico,
can you please repeat the rules for me?”

“Be prepared. Be attentive. Be
respectful.”

“Ben?”

“Be prepared. Pay attention. Respect
others.”

“Marcus?”

“Be prepared, be attentive, be respectful,”
Marcus repeated quickly.

“Very good,” I said. “Now I have to go speak
with Kee-Kee. While I am in the hall, I’d like you to do your best
on this pre-test I’ve created. It has a lot of terms on it, some
writing, and some multiple choice questions based on a couple short
paragraphs and a poem. Just do the best that you can. This is not
for a grade. It’s just so I can see what we need to focus on as a
class.”

I gave the worksheets to Rico and Guillermo
to distribute, and headed out into the hallway. Kee-Kee was leaning
against the wall, her eyes looking straight ahead, jaw set,
defiant…as usual.

“Kee-Kee, what are the class rules?”

“Be prepared. Be attentive. Be respectful,”
she said without looking at me. She must have heard us in the
classroom.

“That’s right. And which of the rules did you
just violate?”

 

“Man, I don’t know,” she grumbled, still
looking straight ahead.

“No problem,” I said flatly. “If you do not
know, then we will go see Mr. Oliver in the office. Perhaps
together we can figure it out.”

Marvin Oliver, who was the assistant
principal in charge of discipline, was a former coach and a good
friend of mine. The students, for the most part, both loved and
feared Mr. Oliver. In the halls, Marvin clowned around with the
students, jolly and playful, but if a student crossed him, he could
be menacing. His muscular 6’4” frame was intimidating enough, but
when his dark eyes narrowed and his brow furrowed, he was indeed
scary. And one thing was for sure, if a teacher such as myself
brought in a student for misbehavior large or small, there would be
a steep price paid.

I had taught in some schools where the
students were openly hostile to teachers, to teaching, and to each
other. Fortunately, that was not the case (for the most part) at
Creekside, and I attribute that to the stern, but fair, Mr.
Oliver.

At the mention of Mr. Oliver, Kee-Kee pushed
her back off the wall and faced me. “Okay, I called that boy in the
corner a ‘fat boy.’ I didn’t mean nothin’ about it. I’m sorry,
alright?”

“You are apologizing to the wrong person.” I
looked intently at her. “And for the record, nobody, and I mean
nobody, likes it when they are called unflattering names. You
wouldn’t. I wouldn’t. And I’m sure Earvin doesn’t.”

“Alright. Alright. Can I go back in now?” she
huffed.

“Yes. But you need to apologize to Earvin.” I
doubted she would, but I figured she wouldn’t cause any more
problems the rest of the period.

Back inside the classroom, I sat at my desk
and tried to create a few nicknames while the class finished their
pre-tests, which took quite a bit of time to complete.

I thought I would start with Alex, since I
was honoring his request. One idea immediately popped into my head,
but I wanted to consider others. I looked up at him as he worked on
his pre-test. When he sat up, his long legs were jammed and crammed
under the desk. Slim? Stretch? No, none of those excited me.

I looked back at him. His elbows on his desk,
he held a pencil in his mouth, chewing on it like a piece of corn.
And then an idea hit me. Then another one. I would let the class
decide on which name worked best.

“Alright, you have 5 more minutes. If you
aren’t done, just get as many as possible done in the next five
minutes,” I announced, standing up for a second to stretch.

“Okay, let me have the pre-tests please,” I
said as I moved around the room to collect them. “We only have
10-15 minutes left. We have one more item to take care of
today.”

“C’mon Coach. Can’t we call it a day?” Marcus
asked. I’m sure he wanted to spend the rest of the period flirting
with Viviana.

“Yeah, Coach, that test was hard,” added
Alex.

“Sorry about that Mantis,” I replied, “but we
will try to read and discuss one more poem before the end of the
period.”

“Mantis?” Alex queried.

“Yep, as in Praying Mantis,” I smiled. “It’s
either that or Alexander the Great.”

“’Mantis’ fits,” called mountain man Ben
across the room. “Look at him.”

“What’s that mean?” Alex was confused.

“A praying mantis is long and slender, but
strong. It’s also a pretty fierce predator,” continued Ben,
apparently quite the nature enthusiast.

Alex seemed to appreciate this. He nodded in
approval and looked back at me. “Mantis,” he said to himself,
continuing to nod.

“Tell you what Mantis,” I instructed, “sit
up, and put your arms together like this.” I lifted my arms up,
elbows together, with the hands turned away from my body, almost
like a dog begging, but with the elbows lifted higher.

Alex lifted his long forelimbs just as I had.
“There you have it, boys and girls, the Praying Mantis.”

Ben and Josh on my left were smiling on my
left, but I wasn’t sure if Josh understood what a Praying Mantis
was. Rico and Guillermo were smiling in front. Luis in the back was
happily grinning as usual, but Earvin, behind him in the corner,
had his head down once again. I looked back at Alex as I walked
toward the back of the room.

“That’ll work. Thanks Coach,” Alex said
stretching his long legs out in front of him.

“You’re welcome, Mantis. Now, could you do me
a favor? Could you please hand out the poem that's on the corner of
my desk?”

I put my hand on Earvin’s shoulder without
saying anything. He lifted his head. Luis, who was following my
movements, was amused.

“I think you guys will like this poem,” I
announced as I moved back to the front.

“Yao, could you please read the title for
me?” I asked, looking directly at Josh. It took him a second, but
he quickly recognized that his nickname was now Yao, as in Yao
Ming.

“George Gray,” Josh read the title, and then
looked back up at me, pulling on the front of his jersey with both
hands to prominently display his pride in the Houston Rockets.

“Yesterday, we read a poem that used
symbolism in it. We read about a rose which grew from concrete, but
the rose was not just a rose. It symbolized something.”

Sensing my impending question, several hands
shot up. I waited a second, looked around the room, and decided I
would try to engage Earvin. “Earvin, do you remember what the rose
represented?”

He shrugged his shoulders, but I waited for a
few seconds before I moved on, hoping that I could get him to say
something.

Rico, sitting in the front of the room, had
his hand up. “Rico?”

“The rose represented a person…a person
growing up in a rough neighborhood.”

“Very good, Rico. Now in today’s poem, the
title is actually symbolic. That means there are two meanings. A
literal meaning. And a symbolic or figurative meaning.” I scanned
the room to see if the class was tracking with me. They all were
except for Kee-Kee, who was still moping.

“Yao, what’s the title again?”

“George Gray.”

“That’s right, George Gray. George Gray.” I
stressed the word “gray” just slightly to give a hint.

“Viviana, could you please read the poem
aloud while we read along with you?”

“Sure,” she said, looking at her watch
briefly before she straightened the sheet of paper on her desk and
started reading.

“George Gray” by Edgar Lee
Masters

I have studied many times

The marble which was chiseled for
me—

A boat with a furled sail at rest in
a harbor.

In truth, it pictures not my
destination,

But my life.

For love was offered me and I shrank
from its disillusionment.

Sorrow knocked at my door, but I was
afraid;

Ambition called to me, but I dreaded
the chances.

Yet all the while I hungered for
meaning in my life.

And now I know that we must lift the
sail

And catch the winds of
destiny

Wherever they drive the
boat.

To put meaning in one’s life may end
in madness,

But life without meaning is the
torture

Of restlessness and vague
desire—

It is a boat longing for the sea and
yet afraid.

“Thanks Viviana. Now, we don’t have too much
time before the bell, so we’ll just work our way through the poem
together. First of all, it’s important that you know who the
speaker of the poem is. We know who the author is. That’s Edgar Lee
Masters. But the author can be the speaker or he can create any
character to be the speaker. So who is the speaker of this
poem?”

“That’s easy. That’s George Gray,” offered
Marcus.

“Correct. Well done. Now, your understanding
of the poem greatly rests on you understanding the first two lines.
Does anyone know what George Gray is describing when he says he’s
‘studied many times the marble which was chiseled for me’?”

Crickets. No one offered an answer.

“Let me ask this another way. What is made of
marble that we chisel?”

“A statue?” asked Rico tentatively.

“No, I think it’s a gravestone,” said Ben
from the left side of the room, stroking his beard. “It’s a
gravestone that has a picture of a boat carved into it.”

“Very good, Ben. It is a gravestone,” I admitted. “But whose gravestone is
it?”

A couple students looked down at the poem,
looking for clues, but almost immediately, Alex answered in his
deep voice, “It’s his gravestone.”

“That’s right Mantis. It is his gravestone,
which means thaaat…” I tried to get the class to finish my
sentence.

“…he’s nearing the end of his life. He’s
older.” It was Malinda. It was hard to see her thin frame behind
Rico’s big body.

“Good, now let’s talk about the boat that’s
carved onto his gravestone. Describe it.” We only had five minutes
left. I was running out of time.

“It says it was ‘at rest,’” said Viviana
running a hand through her hair to get it out of her face.

Earvin put his head down in the corner. “Come
on Earvin, stay with us. Class is almost over.” Back to the class:
“It says it was ‘at rest, with a furled sail.’ Anyone want to guess
what a furled sail is?”

“It means ‘tied up,’” said Malinda. I moved
to see her around Rico. “I’m reading the footnotes.”

“Yes, okay, so the man has a tombstone. On
it, a boat is carved. But the boat is at rest with its sail tied
up.”

“I got this. I got this,” said Marcus
excitedly. “The boat is like the man. It’s like he never went
anywhere. He never did nothin’.”

“The man lived his life afraid,” Ben hopped
on Marcus’s train of thought. “He never dared to live life to its
fullest…and now that he is at the end of his life, he is full of
regret….”

I was very pleased with how our hurried
analysis of the poem was going.

“…kind of like you, Coach P,” Ben finished
his thought after a brief pause.

“What do you mean?” I asked, surprised by
Ben’s words.

“Yesterday, you told us about all your crazy
high school dreams. But you never went out and achieved any of
them.”

“Ha, that’s true,” I laughed, “but I’m not an
old man.”

“Ain’t no spring chicken either,” Kee-Kee
finally broke her silence. “That’s for sure.”

I ignored her.

“We’re almost out of time, but before the
bell rings, can anyone tell me how George Gray’s name is
symbolic?”

Malinda raised her hand. “Gray is dull and
boring. Gray is his name…but it also represents his life…which is
dull and boring.”

“Mally, that is excellent. His life is gray.
That is, it is dull and boring.”

“Like Coach P’s life,” added Ben.

Ouch.

The bell rang.

**********

I didn’t know it at the time, but we were
about to lift the sails. We were about to dare the high seas.

Between Ben’s comments regarding my dull life
and Luis’s interest in Farrah Gray, more kindling had been stacked
into a nice, neat pile.

All that was missing was a spark. Once lit,
there would be fire.

There would be an awe-inspiring inferno.

There would be a million dollar blaze!

And the spark that would ignite our dreams
was just weeks away.


 


 Chapter 3: The Match is Struck

I have to admit, Ben’s comments stung me. I
wasn’t mad at him. I didn’t think he was trying to hurt my
feelings. I’m sure he was just trying to provide the class with a
little levity. But they stung nonetheless. They stung because if
I’m honest, in many ways, I did feel like George Gray.

When I was in high-school, I did have big
dreams. I had really big dreams. Yes, I wanted financial success.
Yes, I wanted to travel and experience the world. Yes, I wanted a
beautiful and happy family. More importantly, I wanted to make a
big impact on the world. I didn’t know how I would, but I grew up
believing that I would do something big.

But that is not how it turned out. Worse, I
wasn’t an at-risk student from a broken home. I didn’t struggle in
high-school…I excelled. I didn’t struggle in college…I excelled. I
had always excelled.

Yet, here I was, 35 years old, struggling
financially, and not really making the impact I had hoped to be
making.

Ten years earlier, I had married Paige, a
beautiful but temperamental Southern Belle. She had a country twang
to her voice, which was endearing when she was whispering sweet
nothings in my ear, but grating when she was yelling or complaining
about something, which turned out to be often.

Regrettably, our marriage didn’t make it four
years. But we were blessed with a beautiful boy, Nathan.

From his mother, Nathan took her blue eyes
and her fiery disposition. He could definitely be a handful. But
from me, he took a love and a propensity for sports. When I was
coaching, Nathan loved to be in the dugout, hanging out with the
older players like Rico and Guillermo. And he followed the game. As
a seven year old, he knew the game better than some of my
inexperienced and largely inept players.

I mention Nathan because child support
payments to Paige were absolutely crippling my finances, which if
I’m being honest, weren’t great before Nathan was born.

Finances were probably what we fought about
the most. She wanted nice things, and I wanted to give her nice
things, but soon our credit cards reached their limits.
Unfortunately for our marriage, asking Paige to limit her shopping
and spending was like asking a politician to slow down on
government spending. I received assurances that she understood the
problem, yet she continued to spend at an alarming rate. Arguments
ensued, lots of them, and in time, after so many bursts of anger
from both of us, bitterness hardened. In truth, I’m to blame. In an
effort to impress, I spoiled her until our marriage was beyond
repair. I spoiled her with money I didn’t have.

Anyway, after paying child support for
Nathan, I had money to eat. I had money to go out on dates with my
girlfriend.. I paid the bills. But month to month, there was very
little left over. I didn’t have money for big ticket items, and my
credit cards were maxed. And the stress of knowing that I had no
margin for error was wearing me out.

I didn’t have money to fix the AC in my
Honda, let alone get a new car.

I lived in a dark, dank apartment.

Vacation at the beach would have to wait. (I
had said that for years, and years.) I’d have to settle for a chair
at my apartment’s small, crowded pool.

Worse, I had been offered a couple
opportunities. Several years earlier, my buddy Mike asked me to
help him open an athletic shoe store, which was to specialize in
running shoes and running apparel. This was just after Paige and I
married, but before Nathan had been born. Although Paige and I
thought we were doing pretty well financially with two paychecks,
the thought of investing some money with Mike seemed risky. Plus,
between teaching, coaching, and living as a newlywed, I didn’t have
a lot of time.

This proved to be a big mistake. Mike found
other partners and after a few years, he found considerable
success. He’s now on the verge of opening his fourth “Big Peach”
store in a very affluent suburb here in Atlanta. Needless to say,
Mike is doing very well. He is not driving an old Honda Civic with
a broken AC, I can assure you. Instead, he drives a sleek silver
Audi S4 with a black leather interior. While I’m stuck at the pool
with Nathan in the summer, Mike travels with his family to the
beach, to the mountains, and to San Diego to visit Sea World and
the San Diego Zoo.

And I know for a fact that Mike has money
saved up, hundreds of thousands of dollars, maybe more. I didn’t
even have $100 hidden in a coffee can somewhere.

I wish I had that opportunity now, but that
opportunity was offered to me many years ago. Before my divorce.
Before Nathan. Before child support. Before the strain and stress
of living month to month. Before drifting day to day in a job I had
grown to dislike.

I felt stuck.

I felt like my life was not my life. It
wasn’t supposed to be like this. I was supposed to be successful,
but I wasn’t.

I felt like George Gray.

**********

The next couple weeks saw a slow but steady
decline in the students’ enthusiasm for class, in their observance
of the classroom rules, and in their overall productivity.

But in truth, I was probably a big part of
that. A universal truth of teaching is that if the lessons are not
well-prepared, then students become bored and classroom discipline
suffers. I had been using a lot of worksheets, covering common
grammatical errors, covering common literary terms, and covering
typical reading comprehension questions. Boring.

As a language arts teacher, I believe the
students should know how to read and write well. Honestly, I didn’t
have much of a problem with the Graduation test or with worksheets.
But I had a huge problem making the TEST the reason for doing
worksheet after worksheet.

No student gets fired-up about “practicing
for the test.”

But if you give them the opportunity to write
and perform a play, if you give them a chance to be creative, they
will thrive.

Students will work on worksheets with
alacrity if it helps them complete their creative projects.

Anyway, just a couple weeks into the year, we
were in drill mode for the test and sixth period had already become
numb to it.

Kee-Kee changed her hair style. I can’t do it
justice here, but let’s just says she had hundreds of small braids
sticking outward like nails. Her head looked like a big pin
cushion. I would like to tell you that her attitude had changed as
well. Alas, it had not.

Let’s see, she called Guillermo, who sat
quietly in front of her, a dumbass because she had tripped on his
feet. She insulted Viviana, calling her a bitch. “You think you
better than everybody, you ain’t better than me.” That’s all I
heard. I wasn’t sure what they were even arguing about. Viviana
didn’t even respond, but Marcus sure did, jumping in Kee-Kee’s
face.

I sent her to Mr. Oliver for each of those
infractions.

Once while the class was working on some
simile/metaphor worksheets, Kee-Kee asked me to go to the restroom.
I had already allowed Alex to visit the restroom as well as Josh,
but because we were nearing the end of the period, I told Kee-Kee
no.

“Why not?” she huffed.

“Because the period will be over soon.”

“But I have to go now,” she demanded.

“Sorry.”

“You a racist,” she charged, but without any
real anger in her voice.

“Really?” I laughed. “Why do you think I’m a
racist?”

“You won’t let me go ‘cause I’m black!”

“I hate black people? Is that it? You came to
that conclusion because I wouldn’t let you go to the restroom?”

“You let others go.”

“That’s right. I did. Including Mantis.” I
motioned toward Alex with an open hand. “My vision is not as sharp
as it once was, but he certainly looks black to me from here.”

I returned my gaze on her, frustration
bubbling up within me. “Racism is when you think one race is
inferior to another based solely upon their skin color. Racism is
NOT when a white person doesn’t give YOU, Kee-Kee, her way. Go sit
down.”

She stormed back to her desk.

**********

Quiet little Fabiola tried her hardest, but
she had only been in the US for a couple years; thus, she struggled
with English, especially when she had to read or write. I applauded
her effort though, and although she rarely spoke in class, the
other kids really seemed to like her. She was like everybody’s
little sister. She had been sitting behind Ben and Josh on the left
side of the classroom, but I moved her to the other side of the
room, hoping she would make friends with Viviana. If nothing else,
Viviana could translate my instructions or some difficult text into
Spanish for her.Josh Wang’s English was not too much better, but he
seemed comfortable turning to Ben for help. Ben, like Malinda,
seemed very bright, especially when it came to language. Their
comprehension skills were excellent. Their command of literary
terminology seemed good too. I couldn’t figure it out how they had
failed the Graduation Test.

Luis, although continually in a good mood,
did not work very hard at his work.

Marcus liked to answer questions orally, but
he hated picking up a pen or pencil. He was great in a class
discussion, but he was constantly whispering to someone when he
should have been working on this written task or that assignment.
Of course, he was always turned around to talk to Viviana. I
probably should have moved him, but in truth, I really liked
Marcus. His personality, outgoing and friendly, was infectious. All
the other students seemed to enjoy Marcus, all except Kee-Kee of
course.

Rico and Guillermo were steady as a rock in
the front of the class, but even they seemed bored by class.

And Earvin, what was I going to do with
Earvin. He struggled almost every day to keep his head up. I do
believe he was trying, but some days, he just couldn’t manage to
stay awake. I considered moving him out of the back corner, but
decided against it. First of all, I didn’t want him any closer to
Kee-Kee, who was sitting behind Rico in the front at the moment.
Besides, it was easy for me to move toward the back of the
room.

I only had twenty-two desks in the room. Four
rows of two desks on the right side of the room faced the left
wall. Four sets of two desks faced the right wall. In the middle of
the class, I had two rows of three desks which faced forward. I
pushed these desks back a bit to give me some room in the front. I
often leaned against my podium there, but because the middle rows
only had three desks, there was a pocket of open area in the back
of the room too.

Just to be clear, Ben and Josh Wang (Yao) sat
on the left side of the room looking across at the right side of
the room. On the right side of the room, facing the left wall, sat
Marcus and Alex, and behind them, Viviana and Fabiola.

Also on the right, in the back, sat Luis, and
behind him in the corner, sat Earvin.

Rico and Guillermo faced me in the center
rows, with Malinda and Kee-Kee behind them.

On the third Friday of the year, my sixth
period students bounded into the room with unbounded energy. Alex
gave me a high five instead of a handshake or a fist-bump. Marcus
sprinted in the room, then out, then back in. Rico and Guillermo
came in arguing playfully and loudly. Kee-Kee hustled-in just
before the bell rang without a word, but I knew that wouldn’t
last.

It was Friday. It was the last period of the
day. And tonight was Creekside’s first football game. There was
definitely a buzz in the air which usually portended a long, long
difficult class period.

“Alright, let’s get this party started,” I
said, trying to start off on a positive note. “Please take
out…”

“Word of the day,” a few students mumbled in
unison.

“Word of the day. Word of the day. Please
take out your word of the day,” Kee-Kee mocked, her voice dripping
in derision.

I went to the board and wrote LUCRATIVE.

Marcus and Alex were still talking with
Viviana as if class hadn’t started yet. “Marcus, let’s go. Word of
the Day.”

Marcus tried to finish his story, but he and
the others did take out their lists.

“The word of the day is LUCRATIVE. It is an
adjective. You would use it to describe something that makes a lot
of money, something that is extremely profitable.” After writing a
bunch of dollar signs next to LUCRATIVE, I walked around the room
to make sure they were copying the word and definition.

Marcus’s sheet of paper was blank, except for
the word “lucrative.”

“Marcus, where’s your list? Where are the
rest of the words?”

“I don’t know. Can’t find ‘em.” Looking up,
he smiled brightly at me, but I wasn’t amused.

Then, I noticed the same thing with Earvin.
“Earvin, where are your words?” He shrugged without answering.

“Guys,” I spoke to the entire class, a bit
frustrated. “You have to keep up with your lists. What is rule
number 1?”

No one answered. I called on Rico, who I knew
would have the answer for me.

“Be prepared, Coach,” he answered, turning
around to find me in the back of the room.

“That’s right…be prepared.” My forehead was
glistening. I wasn’t sure if it was just me, or if the room was
hot.

“Alex, what’s rule 1?”

“Be prepared,” he said in his deep voice.

“Marcus?”

“Be prepared.”

“Earvin?”

“Be prepared,” he said low, under his
breath.

“What was that, Earvin?”

“Be prepared,” he said louder, angry at the
attention.

“Alright, for you guys who don’t have your
lists, you are to copy the list from a friend. All 15 words. All 15
definitions. That’s your pass out of my room today.” I looked at
Marcus to make sure he understood. I looked back at Earvin to make
sure he understood.

“Luis, where are your words?”

“Lost,” he said curtly with a grin.

My blood pressure was rising. And the room
was definitely hot. I could feel the water beading on my forehead
now.

“Let me get back to the word. Here’s how you
may hear the word ‘lucrative’ used. You could say, ‘Lebron James
signed a very lucrative contract with the Miami Heat.’ What does
that mean?”

I looked around the room. Josh was scribbling
something on his paper. From across the room, I wasn’t sure if he
was doodling or copying the definition. “Yao, what does that
mean…that ‘Lebron signed a lucrative contract’?”

He looked up. “That he make a lot of money,”
he answered tentatively.

“That’s right. Good job Yao. ‘Lucrative’
means he makes a lot of money. His contract is worth a lot of
money.” I moved back to the front of the room.

“What profession is NOT very lucrative?”

Marcus raised his hand. “Marcus?”

“A garbage collector.”

“Your daddy stank like a garbage collector,”
Kee-Kee blurted.

“Kee-Kee!” I barked above some of the laughs
in the class.

“At least I know who my daddy is,” Marcus
countered, delighting the class.

“Enough!” I yelled. Kee-Kee looked like she
wanted the last word, but I gave her the “don’t do it” glare.

“Garbage collectors probably don’t make a lot
of money,” I said glancing toward Marcus, “but I was actually
thinking of teachers. Teaching is definitely not a lucrative
profession.”

“Then why’d you become a teacher,” Ben asked
from my left.

“To enjoy the company of so many intelligent,
hard-working students,” I joked, hoping to change the tone of the
class.

“I know he ain’t talkin’ ‘bout you guys,”
Kee-Kee just couldn’t resist. Most of the class laughed at Kee-Kee,
but Marcus held his hands up and shook his head.

“Did you hear that?” he said plaintively,
wiping sweat from his brow with the sleeve of his blue t-shirt.

I ignored both of them. I decided that the
best way to calm them down would be to put some work in front of
them. I handed out a sentence writing worksheet to continue our
practice on compound and complex sentences.

“Ahh, c’mon Coach. It’s Friday. Can’t we just
chill?” Marcus complained.

“Yeah,” affirmed Alex. “We been workin’ hard
all week.”

“Please…” Marcus continued to plead.

“Please…”echoed Luis and Viviana and even
Josh.

“I don’t know about you niggas, but I want my
education. We ain’t takin’ no break,” Kee-Kee argued just to
antagonize the others. It worked.

“Shut up! Nobody’s talkin’ to you,” Marcus
shot back.

“Shut up, Kee-Kee,” Alex shouted at about the
same time.

“Kee-Kee,” I asked, “would you like to visit
Mr. Oliver again.”

“What’d I do?”

“You used your favorite, N-word again.”

She slumped in her chair, putting her hands
over her mouth. I assumed that meant she didn’t want to go see Mr.
Oliver.

I looked back at the class, exasperated not
because of their insistence in taking a period off, but because of
their incessant bickering. “Marcus, do not engage Kee-Kee, do you
hear me?”

He nodded. I turned to Alex. “Mantis, that
goes for you too.” I could tell he wanted to say something, but he
held his peace, slowly rocking in his desk.

“We are not taking the class period off. We
do not take periods off. I may give you the last 5 or 10 minutes
off if you earn it, but we will never take an entire period off.”
Sweat dripped down my face and off my chin. The AC was not working
properly, and the air was thick. I reached back to my desk for a
paper towel to wipe my face.

The class started to work quietly. I must
have really said those words with some anger, I thought to myself.
I walked around the room to make sure everyone had started, then
sat down for a second. I needed to take attendance on my computer,
and I desperately wanted a few swigs of water from the bottle on my
desk.

In a few minutes, water bottle in hand, I
floated around the room to see how the students were doing. I
started on the left side of the room. Ben, who had been pretty
quiet today, had almost finished, and was helping Josh with a few
words that he didn’t understand.

Malinda and Rico were to my right, so I
peeked at their work. Malinda’s sentences were clear and detailed.
Rico’s were fine, but lacked much detail. I went to the back to
check on Luis and Earvin.

“Earvin, EARVIN. Are you done?” He sat up. I
could see that he had put his name on the worksheet and completed
the first sentence. That’s where he stopped. “Earvin, I need you to
finish this worksheet please. You only have a few more minutes
before I collect this assignment.” He stretched, but didn’t
speak.

“Luis, what about you? Let me take a look.”
He turned his sheet over. It was blank. He smiled. “Luis, don’t
smile. Why haven’t you started?”

“No pencil…” he said sheepishly.

“Then ASK. Ask Earvin. Ask Rico or Guillermo
in the front. Ask me. But don’t just sit there.” A tide of anger
was rising in me again, and it was rising fast. Having an angry
outburst in class happens three or four times to me in a school
year, but typically, it happens much later in the year. I wasn’t
angry at Luis. I was just angry.

I was tired of kids doing the bare minimum. I
was tired of the constant bickering. I was tired of kids coming to
class unprepared. But in truth, I was just tired. Tired of
teaching. Tired of unmotivated students. Tired of my uninspiring
lesson plans.

I was tired of feeling like a glorified
babysitter to a bunch of discontented kids.

I was tired of being broke. I was tired of
feeling stuck in a life that wasn’t mine.

And here’s the kicker. Although I was
frustrated at some of the students, the real anger came from my
inability to reach the students. I wanted them to have a real zeal
for education. I wanted them to eagerly look forward to class. I
wanted them to succeed in school and in life. Yet, here we
were…struggling with pencils and puerile insults. I was angry at
myself for not being better.

This anger was about to erupt.

“Everybody, you have five minutes to complete
your worksheet. FIVE minutes,” I said with an edge in my voice. “If
you aren’t done, you aren’t done, but this will be for a grade.” I
pulled the paper towel out of my pocket to wipe my face again. I
leaned against the back wall, considering my options for the last
25 minutes of class. 25 minutes. 25 minutes is like 25 hours on a
day like this.

I knew that the assignment that I had
planned, which required students to break into small discussion
groups, would not work well. Not today. So I considered doing
another worksheet. It would keep the students quiet on this hot
Friday afternoon, but it would be boring. I deliberated teaching
something new on the board, but I wasn’t sure how effective I would
be in the heat. I was melting. And I seriously doubted the students
would pay much attention.

I could tell a story that had a lesson or a
moral. I knew several terrific stories. That was my best bet. There
was only one problem. I couldn’t think of a story to tell. My mind
was blank. And my FIVE minute deadline for them to complete the
worksheet in front of them was almost over already.

Then an idea hit me. I decided to use a song
that I had used in a different class the year before. Students
enjoy listening to songs, and teachers, especially on difficult
days, like playing songs because they chew up time.

We would listen to and discuss the meaning of
a song…that is, if I still had a few copies in my filing cabinet. I
asked Rico to collect the papers while I went to the filing
cabinet. It took me a second, but I found a folder with 10 copies
of the song “Unwritten” by Natasha Bedingfield.

My anger subsided. I thought the song would
go over well, and we would end on a high note. Despite the heat, I
thought this might go well.

“You guys are really going to enjoy
this.”

I started to hand out the lyrics.

“Arrghh,” grumbled Kee-Kee.

“C’mon Coach, it’s like a thousand degrees in
here,” complained an irritated Marcus.

“Good use of hyperbole, Marcus.” I was trying
to stay positive.

“Another stupid poem?” Kee-Kee said to me
when I handed her a copy. “Ain’t nobody want to read no poem.”

“This isn’t just a poem. It’s a song. It’s a
song most of you have probably heard before.” I finished
distributing the copies of the lyrics. Ben and Josh shared. Rico
and Guillermo shared. Viviana and Fabiola shared. That left an
extra copy for me. I went to my desk to quickly locate the song on
the internet.

“I’m going to play the song for you on my
computer. Please read along as she sings. Afterward, I am going to
ask you what the song is trying to teach you.”

Once I found the song, I pressed play and
turned the volume up.

“Unwritten” by Natasha
Bedingfield

I am unwritten

Can’t read my mind, I’m undefined

I’m just beginning

The pen’s in my hand, ending unplanned

***

Starring at the blank page before
you

Open up the dirty window

Let the sun illuminate the words

That you could not find

***

Reaching for something in the
distance

So close you can almost taste it

Release your inhibitions

Feel the rain on your skin

No one else can feel it for you

Only you can let it in

No one else, no one else

Can speak the words on your lips

Drench yourself in words unspoken

Live your life with arms wide open

Today is where your book begins.

The rest is still unwritten

***

I break tradition

Sometimes my tries are outside the lines

We’ve been conditioned

To not make mistakes, but I can’t live that way, no

***

Starring at the blank page before
you

Open up the dirty window

Let the sun illuminate the
words

That you could not find

Reaching for something in the
distance

So close you can almost taste
it

Release your inhibitions

Feel the rain on your
skin

No one else can feel it for
you

Only you can let it in

No one else, no one else

Can speak the words on your
lips

Drench yourself in words
unspoken

Live your life with arms wide
open

Today is where your book
begins.

The rest is still
unwritten.

“I’ve heard that song before.” Marcus was the
first to talk.

“I like that song,” added Viviana out loud,
fanning herself with a notebook.

Looking around the room, most of the students
seemed appreciative of the song, but Earvin’s head was down
again.

“What’s the song’s title mean?” I asked while
moving towards the back. Despite my earlier anger, I was feeling
much more optimistic about the ending of the period. I tapped
Earvin on the shoulder. “C’mon, big guy, sit up please,” I
whispered.

“’Unwritten’ means that your life is
unwritten,” said Ben, looking up from his sheet. “The future isn’t
set. It’s like a blank sheet of paper.”

“Excellent Ben,” I commended, heading back to
the front of the room to grab another drink of water of the bottle
I had placed back on my desk. “And who is responsible for filling
in that sheet of paper?”

Ben started to answer, but I stopped him by
raising my hand. I wanted someone else to answer…or in the least, I
wanted the others to think about it for a second.

I looked around. Viviana raised her hand
cautiously. “Viviana?”

“Well, I think that she is saying that we are
responsible. I mean, it sounds like she is saying our lives are
pages in a book…blank pages…and she has a pen.” I nodded
enthusiastically.

“She’s saying we can do anything,” Marcus
added. “It’s up to us. We can be whatever we want.”

“You ain’t gonna be nothin’,” Kee-Kee said
disparagingly… “’cept maybe a garbage collector if you lucky.”

Marcus raised his hands again in protest. “I
got it Marcus,” I said, trying to assuage him and address Kee-Kee.
“Kee-Kee, why would you say something so negative?”

“I’m just tellin’ him, and him, and him,” she
pointed to various boys randomly, ”and cutesy back there, and you
too Coach P the truth. Ain’t nobody here gonna be nobody.”

“Not with that attitude,” I said pulling at
my sweat soaked shirt to get a little ventilation.

“It’s a stupid song,” she added.

“You’re stupid,” Marcus couldn’t hold his
tongue any longer.

“Least I can read, nigga!” Kee-Kee jumped out
of her seat, but Marcus sat back, laughing, mocking Kee-Kee’s head
movements. The rest of the class started banging on their desks
again, hoping for a fight.

“Kee-Kee! OUT! In the hallway NOW!”

She grabbed her stuff and left in a clamor,
slamming the door.

Another good discussion ruined, and once
again, my anger swelled. “You know, your future is unwritten. I
believe you guys can be anything, do anything, achieve anything you
want in your life. I want each and every one of you to be a huge
success,” I said in a loud, angry, frustrated voice.

I was steaming. Although only a few students
had actually been unruly, as I was speaking, I was giving each
student a very hard, very stern look. “But whatever happens will be
because of you…because of YOUR choices. If you can’t get along with
others, then you’ll always struggle to find success. If you can't
keep up with your papers, you’ll struggle. If you can’t come to
school or work ready to work, you will struggle.”

Sweat dripped off my face.

I looked to the back. Earvin, once again, had
his head down. I was boiling. I slammed a book down flat on a desk
with as much force as I could muster. “If you can’t keep your head
up and stay awake, YOU WILL BE NOTHING!” I said to the entire
class, but I glared at my real target, a now wide awake Earvin. He
glared back.

“Earvin, I have been patient long enough. Why
are you so tired all the time?” I demanded.

Earvin didn’t answer. He didn’t shrug. He sat
completely still, staring a hole through me. I could tell from his
heavy breathing that inside he was fuming. “You sleep on Monday.
You sleep on Tuesday. You sleep on Wednesday. You sleep on
Thursday. And guess what??? That’s right, you sleep on FRIDAY too.
You sleep every day.” I raised my voice even more, “What is your
problem?!?”

“GET OFF MY BACK!!!” he exploded suddenly,
rising to his feet. “You don’t know nothin’!!!”

I had already crossed the line, but I wasn’t
done yet. “Then why don’t you enlighten us? I’ve been trying to
have conversations with you for three weeks now…but you probably
wouldn’t know anything about that…you know, because you were
SLEEPING.”

“Man, you don’t know shit. I’m tired cause
I’m working. I got a mom who isn’t right, and I got two little
sisters to feed. I work. I work all the time. You hear me? I
work!!” Earvin screamed, spit flying from his mouth, his eyes
welling.

The class sat in stunned silence, in awe of
Earvin’s raw, pent-up emotion.

I felt terrible. “Earvin…”

“This class sucks. Every day it’s ‘metaphor’
this and ‘simile’ that. Every day it’s reading this stupid poem or
that. That shit ain’t helpin’ me. Show me somethin’ that will make
me money…and I’ll be awake.”

He grabbed his book bag, and barged out of
the classroom without looking at me.

“Earvin…” I tried to stop him…I tried to
apologize.

“See you, fat-boy,” I heard Kee-Kee call down
the hall. I had forgotten about her in the hallway. I wanted to
thump her in the head. She looked into the classroom. “That boy
trippin’,” she said with an amused smile on her face.

I closed the door on her.

Back inside the classroom, the students were
still quiet, although from the delighted looks on the some of their
faces, I knew they had enjoyed the dramatic show. Marcus raised his
hand. “Coach, Earvin’s got a point. Why are we learning about meter
and rhyme scheme and stuff? How’s that help us in life?”

“Yeah, show me da money.” Alex leaned back in
his desk, his arms behind his head.

“That’s what I’m talking about.” Marcus
clapped loudly. “Let’s talk money!”

The bell rang.


 


 Chapter 4: When Life Gives You Lemons…

As soon as the class period was over, I left.
I needed to get far away from the school building fast. I needed to
cool off.

Unfortunately, my ride home offered little
relief from the heat. I roasted in my Honda, but at least with the
windows open, some air moved through the car.

When I got to my apartment, I turned the AC
down, took a quick shower, and grabbed a cold beer out of the
refrigerator. Obviously, thoughts of Earvin and sixth period
consumed me.

I felt terrible. I felt guilty. I felt angry.
I wanted to do something, but I didn’t know what.

Obviously, I needed to speak to Earvin, to
find out more about his situation. I also needed to lay the hammer
on Kee-Kee because she was a lightning rod in the classroom.

I opened a second beer.

But something else was bothering me. These
students, Kee-Kee withstanding, were good people with whom I
enjoyed working. But with the exception of Malinda and Ben, they
were not very good academically.

I was frustrated because I knew these
students should be thriving, yet they weren’t…and obviously, my
classes weren’t helping them improve, at least not at the
moment.

I would have to do something different.

I kept replaying Earvin’s outburst in my
mind. “Show me something that will make money and I’ll be awake,”
he had said. Suddenly the pieces started to come together. Luis
researching Farrah Gray. Ben commenting on my “George Gray” life.
Marcus and Alex wanting someone to “show them the money.”

I decided to call my friend Mike, the one who
owned the running shoe stores. I explained to him that I had a
class that wanted to learn a little bit about making money, but I
had no idea what to share with them. Mike was intrigued. I hoped he
would come in as a guest speaker. Instead, he suggested I read a
book, a very specific book, one that had helped him.

I fixed myself a sandwich and headed to the
nearest Barnes and Noble which was a couple miles away. Inside the
store, I found the “finance/business” section, and scanned for the
title that Mike had recommended. It took me just a minute or two to
find the title.

I picked the book off the shelf, and without
even bothering to read the back cover, I made my way to the
cashier. I trusted Mike’s recommendation.

“Find everything okay,” the cashier, a
middle-aged bald man, asked as I approached him.

“I did. Thanks,” I responded, placing the
book in front of him.

“Popular book,” he said as he scanned the
book's UPC.

“It is?” I asked. “Have you read it?”

“No, but I’ve been meaning to.” He swiped my
credit card, placed the book in a small plastic bag, handed my
receipt, and wished me a good night.

Back home, I opened a can of diet coke,
plopped in my comfortable recliner, and pulled the book out of the
plastic bag.

“Rich Dad, Poor Dad,” by Robert Kiyosaki. The
subtitle read: “What the rich teach their kids that the poor and
middle class do not.”

Sounded just like what I was looking for.

It was.

I couldn’t put it down. Except for a 30
minute break to talk to my girlfriend who was in Chicago on
business, I read the book straight through, finishing around 2 am
late Friday night/early Saturday morning.

An idea started to form in my mind. I flipped
back into the book, taking notes. This was going to be good!!

I couldn’t wait to return to school on
Monday.

**********

The air-conditioner was still on the blink
Monday, and once again, it was miserably hot in my classroom. But
in a crazy sort of way, the heat was actually going to help me with
what I was about to try.

Before sixth period, I ran up to the
teacher’s lounge to grab a diet Coke from the vending machine.
Coming out of the lounge, I ran into Dr. Mason.

“Hey Dr. Mason, how’s it going?” I
smiled.

“Fine,” she said. “Busy.”

“Really, what do they have you doing?” I
asked.

“Just a lot of paperwork,” she said. “Oh, by
the way, please be sure to turn in your lesson plans. Remember,
this week’s plans are to be in my box on the preceding Friday,” she
ordered rather than reminded.

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll get them to you ASAP.”

I hurried back to my classroom, eager to get
started with my new idea.

Rico, Guillermo, and Luis appeared to be
standing in for me, standing at my door and shaking the hands of
classmates as they entered.

“Coach Benavidaz,” I introduced myself to
Rico.

Rico understood my meaning and played
along.

“Jim, what’s up buddy?” Rico did his best
impression of me greeting students.

Just then the bell rang, and I followed my
“teaching” peers into the classroom, anxious to see how this was
going to go.

I strode to my podium, surveyed the room, and
waited for the class’s undivided attention. Earvin in the corner
had his head down, but he was turned to look at me.

“Friday was a pretty rough day. Like today,
Friday was hotter than Hades in here. I made a few heated comments
that I wish I could take back. Unfortunately, I can’t. Yes, I was
frustrated with some of the behavior, but that’s no excuse for my
comments. Although I can’t take them back, I do hope you will
accept my apologies. I guess you could say that I lost my cool.” I
chuckled to myself at my inadvertent pun. Sadly, not one of my
students caught the humor in the remark.

“Earvin, I should have addressed this with
you personally before class, but let me just say that I am sorry
for being so aggressive with you on Friday. Yes, I wanted to jolt
you a bit. Yes, I was frustrated, but that’s no excuse for the way
in which I spoke to you.”

The class looked to Earvin to check his
reaction. He kept his head down, but he half-heartedly raised his
hand, giving me a thumbs up.

The class looked back at me.

“I did a lot of thinking about what Earvin
said on Friday. In fact, I thought about it all weekend. And based
on some reading that I did, and based on some research that I did,
I have an idea. I want to try something new.”

Earvin sat up in anticipation. All eyes were
on me. The students sensed that something big was about to
happen.

“I am going to teach you about making
money.”

“Baaa!!” Kee-Kee burst out laughing. “What
you gonna teach us ‘bout makin’ money?”

“Shhh…” the other students wanted to know
where I was going with this.

“You seen Coach P’s car?” Kee-Kee asked the
rest of the class. “That thing screams when he drives by.”

Luis, who had watched me pull up to school
plenty of times before, started squealing to imitate the sound of
various belts rubbing and screeching in my car’s engine, but a
sharp look by me quickly stopped him.

“Be quiet Kee-Kee,” Marcus implored. The rest
of the class continued to shush her. Even Malinda, who rarely
challenged Kee-Kee, asked Kee-Kee to listen. Sensing that the rest
of the class was really interested in what I had to say, Kee-Kee
put her face between her hands and stared straight ahead.

I continued. “Not only am I going to
teach you about making money, I’m going to
help you make a little money.”

Alex rubbed his huge hands together
excitedly, “Show me da money, Coach.”

“Now were talkin’!” Marcus banged
emphatically on his desk with his hands.

“How much money we gonna make, Coach?” Rico
asked from his position right in front of me.

“Enough to buy you a new pair of shoes,
Rico.” His ugly orange shoes glowed beneath him. “I promise you
that.”

Guillermo and others laughed, pointing at his
brother’s hideous orange boats.

Rico turned in his desk and lifted his leg so
others could admire one of his shoes.

“Coach, how are we going to make money?” Ben
asked.

The rest of the class echoed Ben’s question.
Even Earvin in the back asked, “What we gonna do?”

“Before I get to that, we have to set a
couple ground rules. The first ground rule is this: Be prepared. Be
attentive. Be respectful. I have done a poor job enforcing these
rules over the last three weeks. A few of you in here have done a
poor job of following these rules. I will have a hard time teaching
you about money…and you will have a hard time making money…if these
rules are not followed.”

I looked around to gauge their
understanding.

“If those rules are too difficult to follow,
I will scrap my lesson, and you will make no money. Agreed?”

The students nodded affirmative, but I needed
to make sure. “Luis, do you understand?”

“Si.”

“Viviana, do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Marcus?”

“Agreed.”

“Mantis?”

“You bet. Follow the rules,” Alex said.

I looked up to the corner. “Earvin, do you
understand? The rules must be followed.”

“No problem,” he replied softly.

“Kee-Kee?”

“This is stupid.”

“Kee-Kee, can you go along with the program.
Can you follow the rules?”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“Was that a yes?”

“I said yes!!” she blurted defiantly. She put
her head down. She had no reason to be upset, but that was
Kee-Kee.

“Great. Thanks,” I said to her. I looked up
at the rest of the class. “The second ground rule is this: We are
not learning about money in class.” The class looked at me
confused.

“You just said that-“ Marcus started to say,
but I cut him off.

“Yes, I am going to teach you about money.
Yes, I am going to help you make some money. Yes, much of my
teaching will take place in this class, BUT…” I paused to stress
this next part, “…if someone asks you about our money making, it
occurred outside of the classroom. Tell
them that you are working for some club.”

Josh Wang was totally confused, but Ben
sensed where I was going. He tried to explain it to Josh, but Josh
wasn’t alone in his confusion.

“I don’t think the school would approve of me
teaching you about money in this class. This class is supposed to
be about improving your Graduation Test scores so you can pass. So
what I am saying is that if the school finds out that I am teaching
you about money, they would not be too happy.”

Ben spoke, “Coach is gonna teach about money,
but if somebody asks, we have to tell them that the money part
happened after school, in a club or something.”

“That’s it. Ben said it perfectly,” I
replied. “In fact, we will give our club a name…we’ll call
it…uhm…how about the Entrepreneur Club?”

“We’re making a club?” Josh asked, still a
bit shaky.

“No stupid!” Kee-Kee shouted. Immediately,
she covered her mouth with her hands and turned to me. “Sorry,
sorry.”

I pointed to Josh.

“Sorry Yao,” she said, putting her hands back
on her mouth.

“No, we aren’t really creating an after
school club,” Marcus said, looking at Josh. “We are just telling
people that we are making a club so no one will know we are
spending class time on it.”

“That’s it exactly,” I said, a bit relieved
that at least the leaders of the class understood my meaning.

“So how we makin’ money?” Alex crooned.

“There’s one more ground rule, and it’s a big
one. Actually, it’s two in one. We will still have regular school
work to do.”

“Ahh…”

“That’s right; we will still read poems and
articles. We will still have worksheets. We will pass that test.
You need that to graduate. It’s important.” I looked around. “Is
that understood?”

“Yes.”

“Marcus?”

“Yes.”

“Rico.”

“Yes.”

“Earvin?”

“Yes.”

“Ben?”

“It’s cool with me.”

“Alright, then let’s do this.” I took a
breath. “I’m going to start by asking Kee-Kee to come up in front
of the class.”

“What’d I do?” Kee-Kee protested, starting to
rise.

When she was next to me, I said, “Kee-Kee
made fun of my car earlier, and she’s right, it’s a piece of junk.”
She nodded vigorously. “Now just because a person drives an older
model car does not mean a person doesn’t have money. In fact, a lot
of times, it means a person is being smart with money by saving
it.”

I backed up, trying to get an angle to see my
car through one of the classroom windows.

“But in this case, Kee-Kee is right. I am
driving an old beat-up car because I am not good at making or
holding money.”

“Told ya,” Kee-Kee admonished the class.

“She was right in that I am not a great
person to teach you about money.” I looked at Alex. “Alex, in
basketball, if you want to learn and get better, who do you listen
to?”

“A coach,” he answered, “or a former
player.”

“Do you listen to your little sister?”

“No.”

“And why not?”

“She don’t know nothin’ ‘bout hoops.”

I turned to Malinda. “Malinda, if you want to
learn how to play the piano, do you call the plumber?”

She giggled, “No.”

“Who do you call?”

“Someone who knows how to play the piano,
Coach.”

“That’s right Malinda,” I said, moving toward
the back and leaving Kee-Kee in the front by herself.

“Now Kee-Kee…if you want to learn about
making money, who should we call?”

“NOT YOU!” she said, not with menace, but
more with humor.

“That’s true…who should you call.”

“I don’t know…someone with money, I
guess.”

“You got it!! You call someone who knows how
to make money.” I motioned for Kee-Kee to sit back down. “And
that’s exactly what I did. I called a friend of mine. He’s made a
lot of money. Much of what I am going to teach you is from what he
teaches me. Just so you know, my buddy Mike, owns ‘Big Peach
Shoes.’” I didn’t tell them about Rich Dad, Poor Dad yet.

“I’ve got shoes there before,” Marcus smiled,
feeling a connection to my story.

“And hopefully, we can get Rico to Big
Peach’s for some shoes too,” I joked, taking a quick look first at
Rico and then at the bright pumpkins on his feet.

I walked back to the front. “Tell you
what…grab a sheet of paper, please. I want you to write this down.
We have a ‘Word of the Day’ list, and now I want to start a ‘Money
Maxim’ list.”

After explaining that a maxim was a short,
truthful statement about a topic, I wrote on the board: “Only take
advice from people who have fruit on the tree.”

“Anyone know what I mean by this?”

Nobody raised a hand.

“It means…” I started.

“It means that you should only take advice
from people who have the results you want,” Ben offered.

“That’s right. If you want to lose weight,
you don’t go to the fat guy to ask him how to do it. If you want to
make money…”

“…you don’t go to Coach Pointguard,” Kee-Kee
answered.

“…you don’t ask a poor person,” I finished,
smiling.

I scanned the room to see if everyone had
copied our first “Money Maxim.” They had.

“Before we start our first ‘money’ lesson, I
have a ‘word of the day’ for you to add to your list.” On the
board, I wrote SULTRY. I turned back around and everybody had their
list out except Kee-Kee. I approached her and leaned in.

“Kee-Kee, let’s go…word of the day,
please.”

“When we learnin’ ‘bout money?”

“In a second.” She pulled out her list
reluctantly and started copying “sultry.”

I faced the class. “’Sultry’ means hot and
humid, sweaty. It does not just mean hot. You would not say the
frying pan is sultry. ‘Sultry’ usually describes the weather or the
climate. So you could say it was a sultry summer day in Atlanta.” I
returned to the board to write out the definition and spent a
second making sure that Josh and Fabiola understood the word
“humid” that I had used in my definition. Then I contrasted
“sultry” with “torrid,” which also means hot, but it has a dry
element to it, like the desert.

“Now there’s a reason I gave you ‘sultry’ as
the word of the day and it has to do with our first lesson on
money. As you know, we’ve had a hot summer, a sultry summer, and
the weather continues to be hot. I don’t know about you, but I felt
cooked after Friday’s class. With the AC broken, it was unbearable
in here. And today isn’t much better. It’s very sticky in here.
Very sultry.”

I wiped sweat from my forehead, this time
with my forearm.

“With that in mind, here’s your first
challenge. You are going to sell lemonade!”

“Lemonade?” Marcus asked with
uncertainty.

“And we get to keep the money?” Alex asked
simultaneously. I ignored them both.

“Here’s the deal. I’m going to divide you
into groups. Each group will try to sell as many drinks as
possible, making as much money as possible. The more you sell, the
more you will make.”

“I like the sound of that!!”

“You could make $5. You could make $50. You
could make $100,” I said, getting louder as the numbers got
bigger.

“Wahoo!!” Luis let out a cry. Marcus was
rubbing his hands together eagerly. Everyone seemed excited, well,
except for Kee-Kee.

I placed Marcus, Alex, Viviana, and Fabiola
into the first group.

I knew Ben and Josh would work well together
so I put them together. I added Luis and Earvin from the back. I
was counting on Ben to get the most out of the others that he
could. Luis could be silly but he was interested in making money.
And Earvin…well, Earvin is the biggest reason why I was doing what
I was doing so he should be okay, I thought.

That left Rico, Guillermo, Malinda, and of
course, Kee-Kee. Intentionally, I kept Kee-Kee away from Earvin and
Marcus, just to avoid any possible flare-ups.

“Now here are the rules,” I announced once
the groups were settled. “First, give each group $40 to start off.
This is your seed money to cover expenses,” I handed each group two
crisp $20 bills.

A hand shot up. I ignored it, figuring the
rest of my explanation would probably answer the question.

“You are to use this money as your group sees
fit, but I will tell you that most of the money should be spent on
the actual drinks you will sell. You can decide which drinks to
sell, but I would choose the product that makes you the most
money.”

“So we don’t have to sell lemonade?” an
engaged Earvin asked, which brought another smile to my face.

“You can pick whatever you want. Whatever
flavor you want. Whatever brand you wish. But choose wisely.”

Excitedly, each group started exploring
ideas.

“Hold on, let me get the rest of the rules
out of the way. Then you can create a plan of action,” I said,
trying to hold the attention of the groups.

As soon as I had everyone’s eyes on me, I
continued, “I will provide you with a cooler from the athletic
dept. We have dozens back in one of the gym storage rooms. I will
also provide ice for your cooler each day…we’ll take care of this
during sixth period or just after the bell. If you need anything
else, you must provide it.”

“So you can’t get us cups?”

“I will not provide you with cups.” I moved
toward the window. “We will sell for the next three days. You are
NOT to compare sales. Do not share how your group is doing with the
other groups. On Friday, you are to turn in your money to me, and
we will see which group made the most money. Afterwards, I will
divvy up the money.”

“Pay day!” Marcus yelled, holding both arms
above his head as if he were signaling a touchdown.

The next 20 minutes sailed by. Folders were
opened. Notes were taken. Plans were drafted. Ideas were approved.
Ideas were dismissed. Walking around the room, I caught bits and
pieces. One group considered bottled Gatorade. They knew they could
sell Gatorade, but they weren’t sure if they could make much money
from each sale since the cost to buy Gatorade would be high.
Another group was definitely leaning towards soft drinks, but they
couldn’t decide whether or not to buy cans, or to buy big 2 liter
bottles and pour the soda into cups. Then there was a debate on
using name brand soda like Sprite or a Kroger brand, which was much
cheaper to buy. They weren’t sure if students would buy the Kroger
brand, but if students did, they could make more money.

I discovered that Earvin actually worked at
Kroger, unloading trucks and stocking shelves, often till very late
at night. This fact gave his group an advantage as he knew the
prices of all the drinks: soft-drinks, Gatorade, juices, juice
boxes, powdered drinks, etc. Unfortunately, he had to work on
Wednesday and Thursday right after school. Earvin was pretty bummed
about it, but Ben suggested that he speak with his manager. “Just
tell your manager that you are working on a school project. Ask him
if you can come in an hour late on Wednesday and Thursday. It
shouldn’t be a problem,” Ben told Earvin.

Viviana and Alex both thought they could get
cups from other sources, preventing that group from spending money
on cups. Rico’s group also discussed using cups, but they couldn’t
decide on which size was most appropriate, especially for $1.00,
which seemed to be the price they had settled on, although there
was discussion about using really small cups and charging
$0.50.

Finding the best location to sell became the
next hot topic, and groups, overhearing each other, started arguing
about who called this location or that location first, which forced
me to insert another rule. “No group may set up or sell within
eyesight of another group. It’s first come, first serve. I suggest
your group come up with a couple desired spots from which to sell,
just in case another group beats you to the spot.”
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