
 

“Your book is absolutely gorgeous and a breath of fresh air 
amid the frustration of decisions being only data driven 
and teacher evaluations being based on state generated 
tests — which may or may not be relevant to the true 
education of students. I believe you are an important 
antidote to the ‘poison pill’ of standardized testing”  

— Karen West, National Board Certified Teacher, 
Library-Media Specialist, Florida 

 
“I want to share this book with everyone in my district! Its 
positive truth-speaking reminds my cynical self that all is 
not lost in education.”  

— Diane Wood, High School French Teacher, 
Massachusetts 

 
“This book is a great morale boost.  I know many of these 
things, but to have them all presented so joyfully and 
energetically is empowering. I like the length — busy 
teachers will feel they have time to read such a short book.  
I liked the clarity and format, the way it was divided up.  I 
needed to be reaffirmed in my belief that learning is fun, 
that the children's emotional needs must be considered, 
that imagination is more important than knowledge, that 
stories are the natural way to teach and learn, and that 
children especially love to learn through plays, games, 
music and rhythm.” 

— Ruth Vance, Chinese-American International 
School, California 

 
“Laurie is an inspiration to all of us who teach. I like her 
emphasis on standards, creativity, and intuition.  I can see 
some applications in my own teaching that I’m anxious to 
try.” 

— Frank Walters, Associate Professor, Department 
of English, Auburn University, Alabama 



 

“Laurie is all about students. She gets fantastic levels of 
performance from all her students and helps them achieve 
their best.” 

— Jack Raines, Assistant Superintendent, 
Rappahannock County Schools, Virginia 

 
“Laurie Marshall is an outstanding communicator, strong 
in classroom management skills, and able to create exciting 
curriculum goals. She will bring to your schools a respect 
for the value of learning and a personal code of ethics 
which students, parents and teachers alike will admire.” 

— Allan Blacka, Retired Superintendent,  
Mt. Lebanon School District, Pennsylvania 

 
“The outcome of Laurie’s teacher training workshop is that 
my students are more engaged in lessons. She shows how to 
use stories, beautifully woven with color and ‘fire’ 
throughout the lesson, connecting beginning to end. She 
has a wealth of knowledge about educational resources and 
knowledge. She is kind, inspirational and wise.” 

— Liz Shaw, Hearthstone School, Virginia 
 
“Professionally, Laurie is truly an amazing individual who 
is committed to upholding high educational standards. She 
is a model educator with outstanding leadership potential, 
a discerning intellect, and a keen sense of responsibility.” 

— Rachel Bishop, Director, Novato Charter School, 
California 

 
“Never have I had a professor touch me the way you have, 
Ms. Marshall — a teacher who respected me as a person, 
an individual. You showed me my story is as important as 
everyone else’s and ought to be heard. No, that it NEEDS 
to be heard. And for how I was treated, I will forever be 
grateful to you.” 

— Cate Shoop, Robert Morris University, 
Pennsylvania 
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Introduction 
 

 
“Youth of Rappahannock,” 8’ x 4’ collaborative mural on the highway 

in front of Rappahannock County School Board office, Virginia. 
  
 
 Greetings, fellow teachers. This little book will tell 
you what you know in your bones. It will reaffirm the 
passion that took you into teaching in the first place – your 
love of children and learning. It will give you practical 
actions that you might not have thought of. And, most 
importantly, it will strengthen your knowledge that state 
standards and testing are there only to be of service to 
your understanding of what the children before you 
need!  
 I call this book Beating the Odds Now because 
teachers, who have always faced difficulties, are up against 
a geometrically increased set of odds. We are faced with 
devastating budget cuts, the fallout of split-apart families, 
the power of media to teach unconscious values, and vastly 
increased information on every subject. We are often  
shackled with antiquated curriculums that don’t address the 
21st century skills of critical thinking, problem solving, 
creativity, innovation, collaboration, communication and 
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compassion. Plus, we are encumbered with testing that 
dictates more behavior than any of us would like.  
 Now this won’t surprise you at all: Dr. Lee 
Schulman of Stanford describes a study that was made of 
how teachers, doctors and engineers are trained. The 
research determined that teaching is the most complex and 
difficult profession to teach because teachers deal with 
more variables than a doctor or an engineer!! Doctors are 
trained for many more years, get mentored, and trained in 
residencies and on the job. Engineers usually take five 
years to get their degree and then have additional training 
to get their licenses. Teachers, most of whom get no 
mentoring in the field, jump into juggling the emotional 
and educational needs of 30 young people at a time, or 180 
per day, while meeting standards and competing with 
media and the streets. We are vastly under-prepared, under-
supported and under-paid. Wouldn’t you agree? 
 At the same time that we are coping with these 
educational challenges, we are now inundated with 
information about how fragile life is on the planet – a 
species going extinct every twenty minutes, spreading dead 
zones in the ocean, eco-systems that took millions of years 
to create being destroyed with one slash-and-burn season. 
Some say we have four years until we reach a tipping point 
where human behavior will result in the earth’s no longer 
sustaining human life for the next 1000 years. Others say 
we have a decade, while governments squabble about 
making any major changes 2050.  
 Of course, if we’d lived during the Black Plague or 
the flu epidemic of 1917, we would have been up against 
terrible odds, too. Humanity has always gone through 
trying times, and the future always has unforeseen 
variables. One thing we know for sure, however, is that the 
children we are teaching are walking into a world of 
unparalleled complexity. Never before have there been so 
many people on the planet. Never before have we had so 
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much information about the people who are here. Never 
before have we understood the vast consequences of our 
actions to the earth that sustains us. 
 In other words, Beating the Odds has a second and 
larger meaning. We must beat the odds and prepare the 
next generation to thrive in a world with unprecedented 
problems by finding unprecedented solutions now! Nothing 
matters more to me as a teacher than the high-quality 
survival of the children.  That means that each child is able 
to share his or her gifts with the world and that the high 
expectations of adults lead to the high performance of the 
young people. Be prepared. This small book is filled with 
big, challenging ideas. 
 

 
“Shayla,” 5th grade student from Helen S. Faison Academy, Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania. Oil on wood. 12” x 12”. From a series of 47 portraits of 
the sparks of my art students, called “Homewood’s Healing Angels.” 
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Who Am I? 
 

“The place where you [are called] to is the place where 
your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.” 
                                               — Frederick Buechner 

 
 My deep gladness is learning with young people, 
but why listen to me on the subject? That’s a fair question. 
I’m a certified social studies and art teacher who has spent 
30 years drawing upon a wide array of learning experiences 
to shape programs and curricula. I’ve worked in rural, inner 
city and suburban schools with children from kindergarten 
to twelfth grade. I’ve also raised two sons, one traditionally 
gifted and one non-traditionally gifted. Out of these varied 
and many years of experience come the ten steps of 
Beating the Odds Now. 
 

 
Daniel on the left, Jeremy on the right. Daniel was  
told by a guidance counselor that he might not ever 

 qualify for college. He beat the odds and got his 
B.A.  from the University of Texas in Austin. 
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 I knew I wanted to be a teacher when I was eight 
years old. With this clarity, I graduated from Antioch 
College in 1971 with my certification in secondary Social 
Studies. To my surprise, I then discovered that I had lost 
sight of who I was. I began to draw as a way to make a 
mark that mirrored my uniqueness and reflected my inner 
experience. I went on to get a Master’s Degree in 
Education and Art at Beacon College (now the Union 
Institute) in 1980, getting certified to teach Art for K-12. 
 For the next twenty years I used project-based 
learning in a small rural school system of 1000 students in 
Rappahannock County, Virginia, first as the Gifted and 
Talented teacher for grades 1-12, and then part-time as an 
Artist-in-Residence following the birth of my sons. When I 
discovered my younger son, Daniel, couldn’t screen out 
background noise and saw double when he read, I helped to 
found a parent-cooperative in 1996 called Hearthstone 
School.  The school was informed by Waldorf education, a 
thoughtful curriculum founded over 90 years ago by Rudolf 
Steiner. This approach centers on child development, 
nature, story and using the arts to teach all the subjects. At 
Hearthstone, I taught middle and high school writing, 
history, science, math and art. After this, I became 
Rappahannock County High School’s art teacher, carrying 
out numerous collaborative mural and drama projects 
where art was used to reinforce academic goals in a 
creative and engaging way.  
 In 2001, I returned to my native Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania to care for my father. During this period, I 
worked with inner city schools as an Artist-in-Residence, 
and later, as a full time art teacher at Helen S. Faison Arts 
Academy. Again, I focused on using art to strengthen 
writing, math, reading, and collaboration skills. I found a 
commonality between my experience with rural students 
and inner city students. They were both immersed in a 
culture where it was uncool to be “school smart.”  In both 
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settings, art provided an antidote, visibly demonstrating 
that it was “cool to be creative”, thereby opening the doors 
to learning in other areas.  
 My work expanded into consensus building and 
leadership training, using storytelling and visual art. I 
consulted with NASA, the Army Corps of Engineers, and 
the Department of Interior. During this period, I developed 
a collaborative painting process so that a group could 
envision their common mission and make a coherent visual 
symbol together.  
 

 
“Anyone Who Does Anything to Help a Child in this Life is a Hero to 
Me.” A quote from Fred Rogers. 8’ x 4’  acrylic on wood. Made with 

foster children and on permanent display in the family courts. 
 

 Coming to California in 2005, I taught third and 
fourth grade at Novato Charter School (NCS), a highly 
functional public school that combines the Waldorf 
curriculum with best practices from other methodologies 
while meeting state standards. As an art teacher, my 
approach had always been to use class time to support 
academic goals. As a multiple-subject teacher, entrusted to 
teach children basic skills and prepare them for life, let 
alone the standardized tests, I felt the pressure that teachers 
live under in a new way. The devoted, bright faculty at 
NCS works together to integrate the Waldorf curriculum 
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with test taking strategies and the school achieves test 
scores in the top 10% of the state of California. 65% of my 
4th graders tested as “Advanced” in Language Arts and 
57% tested “Advanced” in Math.  

Still in the trenches teaching middle and high 
school, my drive as an educator echoes the values of Marin 
County, California, superintendent Mary Jane Burke. She 
says, “I want for all children what I want for my children.” 
From my decades spent in service of this ideal comes 
Beating the Odds Now! It is my gift to you, dear teacher, to 
support your Measurement Mind (the standards) in service 
of your Intuitive Mind (what you know in your heart your 
students need). 
 

 
 “Portrait of Sjon Walker” with his visionary words, “Think Big, 

Become Big, Be Big.” 12” x 12” oil on wood. 
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Step 1: Seek the Spark 
 

“Aim for the high goal and achieve smaller goals  
along the way.” 

                            —The Dalai Lama 
 

 
Portrait of the Spark of my younger  

   Son, Daniel. 18” x 24” acrylic on paper. 
 
 One day I was driving the country roads of 
Rappahannock County, Virginia, with two nine-month old 
boys strapped into car seats in the back. One was my older 
son, Jeremy, and the other was a boy named Colin. As we 
drove along, we passed a truck. Colin squealed with 
delight. His body shook with excitement, his legs pumping 
and arms waving. Jeremy glanced at the truck and glanced 
away without responding. A few minutes later, we passed a 
horse. Jeremy squealed with delight. His body shook with 
excitement, his legs pumping and arms waving. Colin 
glanced at the horse and glanced away without responding. 
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I had just witnessed the “spark” in these two young 
children. 
 I begin with this step because it is key to all 
success—seeing the spark of the children who are in our 
care. My Quaker upbringing has led to a lifelong practice 
of seeking the Divine in others. Dr. Peter Benson, of Search 
Institute in Minneapolis, put it this way at a conference 
entitled Educating World Citizens for the 21st Century: 
“Every child has a spark. It is our job to help them find 
their spark, share their spark and have a use for their spark, 
so that they have a sense of purpose and become a resource 
for the community.” Knowing your students’ passions and 
affinities is the higher goal that encompasses the smaller 
goals of having success in meeting skill standards along the 
way. If children know they are valued and respected, they 
will perform better on the tests.  
 I hope that during recess, during lunch, as part of 
on-going writing exercises, or in homework assignments 
you can follow Dr. Benson’s wisdom: to ask at least one 
student, everyday “Tell me, child, what gives you joy and 
energy? What is good, beautiful and useful about you? 
What do you care for in life? Who knows? Who helps? 
What gets in the way? How can I help?”  
 Over 700 teachers have pledged to have the 
conversation with their students about their spark through 
Dr. Benson’s effort. I envision a nation of teachers who 
regularly have this conversation.  
 You already know that the more we connect a 
child’s interest to the material we are presenting, the more 
likely the material will stick. If you have a room full of 
vehicle lovers and animal lovers, like young Colins and 
Jeremys, you can present math problems, parts of speech or 
a carefully chosen story that feeds the fire of their interests.  
 Dr. Malidoma Some (So-may) of Burkina Faso in 
West Africa has another useful image for the spark. He 
says that each of us have a black box inside of us like the 
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black box on an airplane, which records the flight’s 
journey. The elders are here to help young people open 
their black boxes to see where they have been, where they 
are, and where they are going. If the elders fail in this duty, 
young people will often use violence, sex and drugs to get 
into their black boxes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

      

Activity: The Black Box 
 
My Rappahannock County High School art students made 
black boxes from scratch as a semester test. They began 
with a grey piece of cardboard, had to follow directions 
(reading skills), measure (math skills), paint, use materials 
in a creative way (the 21st century skill of innovation) and 
make an image of their past, present and future 
(conceptualization and execution). Here is an example: 
 

 
Black box by Lindsey Burger.  

Cardboard, wood, feathers, acrylic, jewels. 
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 One more metaphor of the spark that makes sense to 
me is from Dr. David Snyder, an orthopedic surgeon in 
Rixeyville, Virginia. The doctor and his family devote their 
160-acre farm as a haven where young people can connect 
to nature. His non-profit is called Verdun Adventurebound 
and combines camping, team-building on low and high 
ropes courses, artistic experiences and self-reflection.  
 
 

 
“The Mystery of the Garden Within”. 

8’ x 4’ acrylic on wood. Painted  
 teens in Verdun Adventurebound Arts  

Retreat. 
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 Dr. Snyder says that we are each born with a unique 
garden inside, filled with the seeds of our talents. As we 
grow, we learn how to tend our gardens, how to help the 
seeds blossom and bear fruit – by eating healthily, getting 
rest, surrounding ourselves with positive people, nurturing 
our courage and intellect with soul-strengthening stories 
and information, developing skills and working towards 
goals. Again, the adults are here to help the young people 
discover, explore, cultivate and add to their gardens within, 
so that children can discover the path where their unique 
gifts can make their optimal contribution to society.  
 

 

 
“Butterfly Dragon Heart.” 12” x 12” oil on wood.  
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Step 2: Consult Nature 
 

“We dance ‘round in a ring and suppose, 
But the Mystery sits in the middle and knows.” 

           —Robert Frost 
 

 
     “My Older Son, Jeremy, Floating”.  

8’ x 4’ oil on wood.  
 
 First and foremost, the children we are teaching are 
a part of nature. If we forget this, young people may not 
survive, let alone thrive, in the 21st century. A wise 
relationship with the earth is demanded as the population 
soars and humans impact every eco-system on the planet. 
We will have failed in our job, even if our students have 
passed the standardized tests, if children don’t understand 
their profound connection to and dependency on nature. 



19 
 

Therefore, I choose to include our connection to nature at 
every opportunity, in every subject.   
 Nature is the master teacher. It has clear goals and 
welcomes many routes to achieve them. Nature promotes 
diversity. Nature is a systems thinker. Nature thrives on 
competition routed in cooperation. Each of these bears 
examination. 
 
 Clear Goals: As Meg Wheatley describes in 
Leadership and the New Science, all water has one goal: to 
get to the ocean. The Mississippi River has a different route 
than the Colorado River. Water doesn’t insist that all rivers 
be the same width, depth, curvature or length. In fact, water 
assumes that rivers will make an efficient pathway by 
conforming to local conditions in order to achieve the end 
of filling the oceans.  
 I encourage you to trust your understanding of 
the local conditions of your class. You can achieve the 
goals of the standards most effectively by tailoring how 
you give skills, content and ideas to your particular 
students. Of course, you are the expert. You know their 
sparks!   
 Even those of you who have scripted lesson plans 
have more leeway than you may realize. You have been 
given the service of minute step-by-step breakdown of 
processes. It’s like photosynthesis, which follows the same 
steps the world over. However, the form of a pine needle 
growing in high altitudes is not the same as a banana leaf 
growing in the Amazon.  
 The clear goals of a 21st century education have 
been articulated by Partners for the 21st Century Skills, a 
group of over 50 businesses who are looking to the future. 
As I mentioned before, these skills include critical thinking 
and problem solving, creativity and innovation, 
collaboration, communication and compassion. Or, as 
Queen Riana al Abdullah of Jordan said, “We need critical 
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thinkers, debaters, creators and problem solvers.”  How you 
reach these goals is up to you. 
 Diversity: That brings us to the importance of 
variation in nature. Diverse intelligences serve the function 
of increasing the numbers and kinds of problems that can 
be solved, just as diverse species allow an eco-system to 
thrive. We need all the points of view and forms of 
intelligences we can get to solve the complexity of 
problems we are facing. 
 Howard Gardner’s nine intelligences—linguistic, 
logical-sequential, visual/spatial, auditory, kinesthetic, 
interpersonal, intra-personal, ecological and culinary — 
correlate to your students’ sparks. As you know, the 
intelligences hold the key to the diverse ways you present 
the standards, even with a script. All of those wonderful 
intelligences! I know you have seen the rebellion that 
happens when only two (logical and linguistic) are honored 
by classroom procedures.  
  
 Systems Thinking: You may notice that honoring 
the diversity of learning styles in your class leads to 
systems thinking about the standards. By considering the 
richness of the different ways that your beloved students 
learn, you have grown a multi-dimensional route to 
meeting the standards. In the real world, problem solving is 
accomplished through systems thinking. Multi-disciplined 
approaches are needed to address such issues as drug 
addiction, the elimination of poverty, the use of natural 
resources, the creation of equitable financial structures and 
the training of a competitive 21st century workforce. We 
can model the need to examine issues from an approach 
that incorporates ecological, logical-sequential and 
emotional intelligence. We can also share our thinking 
through verbal, visual and kinesthetic language. 
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   “The Web of Life”. Made by 5th-7th Graders of Rappahannock County 
        Elementary school. 8’ x 16’ acrylic and paper on wood.   
 
 Competition rooted in Cooperation: In nature, life 
processes affect each other, such as mammals breathing in 
oxygen and plants breathing in the carbon dioxide that 
mammals exhale. Nothing in nature exists in isolation. 
Competition and cooperation work hand-in-hand to make 
eco-systems that support diverse life forms, where, for 
instance, the population of rodents is kept in check by the 
predators so that the rodents don’t overfeed, destroy their 
food source and perish as a species.  
 As you create a vital community in which your 
students thrive, they are learning that they belong to a 
system and that their actions matter. By using playful 
competition entrenched in profound cooperation, you are 
reflecting nature’s model. All games can be turned 
cooperative by seeing how much a class can achieve 
together, or beating the last score or racing against the 
clock instead of each other. Spelling bees can be reframed 
by saying, “How many words can our class spell correctly 
in 15 minutes? Now let’s see if we can beat our record!” I 
give games to be played with family members for 
homework, sometimes to be played competitively, 
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sometimes cooperatively, sometimes both. Giving students 
the option helps them feel powerful. 
 Consulting nature means balancing the detailed, 
close-up view of education, which I call the Mouse view, 
with the big picture view, which I call the Eagle view. The 
Mouse and the Eagle need each other for the ecological 
balance described above. The standards and tests are the 
Mouse view. They give guidance and feedback, as do 
rubrics, essays and quizzes and the numerous ways that you 
assess whether or not your teaching is effective. The 
Concord jet that used to travel from Paris to Washington, 
D.C., was off course 90% of the time. The computer kept 
re-adjusting its path by taking in data and changing course 
enough to arrive at the destination. That’s what you do all 
day, both with your Measurement Mind and your Intuitive 
Mind.  
 I ask you to hold the Eagle view as well as the 
Mouse view as you plan and carry out those plans. That 
probably feels impossible a good part of the time when 
your nose is “to the grindstone” with all the demands that 
are on you. Yes, I’m talking about that complexity of 
interactions that out-demands doctors and engineers. The 
Eagle sees the spark and the wisdom of consulting nature! 
The Eagle sees that the individual teacher is the single 
most important factor in a child’s life besides the 
parent! The Eagle sees that your power is enormous, as 
you give experiences that foster problem solving, critical 
thinking, creativity, communication and collaboration – the 
21st century skills. The Eagle view insures that the 
standards and the tests serve the child. 
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Activity: Bar Graph 
Connecting math to Nature: Let’s play with a math 
standard that is used at most all levels: Students display, 
analyze, compare and interpret different data sets, 
including data sets of different sizes. You get to decide 
what data will be of use to your students. Given a set of 
Colins in your class, the nine-month old who had a spark 
for vehicles, you might choose to analyze the amount of 
gas used by cars owned by families in the class for a 
week. Then estimate gas consumption in your county and 
surrounding counties, the state and surrounding states, the 
nation and surrounding nations, depending on the age 
level. You will meet the state requirements to include 
data sets of different sizes. Plus, you can ask, “How does 
gas use affect the environment?” with older students and 
honor the mandate of our times— to examine the effect 
that human actions have on nature. 
 

                
Bar Graph by Ellie Westbrock, 4th Grade Student at Novato  

Charter School, California. Colored Pencil. 8” x 12” 
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 See what a spark has unleashed? And your students  
 
 

Activity: Integrating the Intelligences.  
 
Start with a driving question such as, “How much 
gasoline does our class community use in a week and how 
much does it cost?”  
• The logical learners can shine in gathering the data 

and comparing the data from another class or county. 
• The visual learners can make large and colorful bar 

graphs or pie charts of the data, as well as 
photographing cars to be used in PowerPoint (for older 
children).  

• The auditory learners can write a song about the 
findings.  

• The kinesthetic learners can devise a new sport (The 
Gas Game) or a dance for the song (The Pipeline). 

• The linguistic learners can write an article for the local 
newspaper.  

• The intrapersonal learners can make both an analytic 
statement and/or a creative expression about the 
impact of the data (interpreting the data set).  

• The ecological learners can focus on where and how 
the gas got to the local gas stations and if there are 
other costs to be considered besides the money at the 
pump.  

• The social learners can come up with ideas about how 
to take action based on the findings that will maximize 
the wise use of our resources. Perhaps this would take 
the form of event for the parents that would include 
the song, the dance, the pie charts, the game, quotes 
from the newspaper article, and the analytic statement 
or poem. 

• The culinary learners can prepare the food for the 
community presentation.  
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 See what a spark has unleashed? And your students 
will know how to read those bar graphs and pie charts on 
the tests because they had a reason to understand them in 
their classroom. It’s mining the gold that is sitting before 
you every day – beginning with the life experiences of your 
students. 
 
 There are many ways to bring nature into your 
classroom, in addition to integrating it into your academic 
conversations. A tradition of the Waldorf school is to have 
a nature table in the classroom.  On the table, which is often 
covered with a silk cloth, are one object each from the plant 
world, the animal world, the human world and mineral 
world. The children might contribute a feather or nut they 
find on the playground. Or the teacher may bring in objects 
that relate to the current subject of study. This simple 
process of changing objects from nature has delighted the 
children I’ve worked with, from elementary school age to 
jaded teenagers, in science, social studies, math or art class. 
 

 
“Iris”, 20” x 30” acrylic on paper.  
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Another simple way of incorporating nature is by 
having a plant as a member of your class, with a name that 
relates to a theme of your studies. The plant will model 
growth and blossoming. It will be a reminder of the 
mindfulness needed to keep life continuing. (I named a 
Christmas cactus in my high school art class “Georgia” 
after the famous artist Georgia O’Keefe.) The plant can be 
used as a character in a story for English class, as well as 
measured, observed, recorded, studied for math and science 
class. Plants, according to the U.S. Botanic Gardens, have a 
cultural importance as deeply felt symbols of strength, 
longevity, trust, hope and abundance. These attributes are 
present in your classroom when you bring in plants—all 
good to support your hard work in skill building for a 
positive test taking experience for your students. 
 And finally, no matter where your school is, you 
can take your students for a walk outside and align the 
experience to standards—collect data on birds or pieces of 
litter, feel the weather, observe plant and animal life, or 
lack thereof, write observations and opinions, or come up 
with projects to be good stewards of the Earth. Thirty 
minutes of sunshine a day significantly fights depression. 
Children flourish and grow out-of-doors, just like the plants 
and animals.  
 

 
Children in front of “I Myself Am That” 96’ x 18’ acrylic on wall. 
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“Night Watch.”  
4” x 6” colored pencil. 

Step 3: Use the Rhythm 
 
“The human affinity for rhythm is fundamental. A person's 
sense of rhythm cannot be lost in the way that music and 
language can disappear when someone has a stroke.”   

— Oliver Sacks, Musicophilia:  
Tales of Music and the Brain 

 
We breathe in.  
We breathe out.  
Our heart beats – 
Lub-dub, lub-dub.  
The day arrives.  
The night arrives.  
The day arrives once more.  
The seasons come.  
The seasons go.  
Summer. Fall. Winter. Spring. 
Summer. Fall. Winter. Spring. 
The moon gets full.  
The moon disappears 
And gets full once more.  
The Holidays come.  
The Holidays go.  
School starts at 8:15  
And ends at 3:15 
Five days a week. 
Week after week 

 
 These underlying rhythms of nature and culture are 
the boundaries that keep children safe. It’s so simple, yet 
we underestimate the importance of natural repetition in 
our technology-rich environment. Children need 
consistency. Just as newborns, born with underdeveloped 
hearts, lungs and digestive systems, need to be held close 
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by an adult in order to regulate those systems, older 
children need steadiness. You are the heartbeat they 
count on! 
 
 Rituals of your school, as well as inside your 
classroom, make a firm structure that holds the children 
when the rhythm changes – like when it’s time for the high-
stakes testing.  
 
 A simple, yet profound, custom in Waldorf schools 
is a good example. The day begins by the teacher shaking 
each child’s hand, looking him or her in the eye and saying, 
“Good morning” and the child’s name. The child returns 
the greeting, saying the teacher’s name. This one-on-one 
moment is repeated at the end of the day with a “Good-
bye”. I greet children this way even if I’m teaching a 50-
minute art class. I can tell who is open for contact and who 
is withdrawn. I get quick information from how warm or 
cold, dry or moist a child’s hand is. In addition, the children 
learn an important social skill, which takes just a few 
minutes. 
 
 Opening and closing a class with a verse, singing a 
song each morning, or having a Friday celebration of 
academic achievements are other predictable rhythms that 
give the children a container to be strong in.  
 
 A school-wide ritual in Waldorf schools welcomes 
1st graders at the beginning of the year by each 8th grader 
giving a child a rose. The older student will be that 
student’s buddy for the year. At the end of the year, in the 
graduation ceremony, the 1st grader gives the graduating 8th 
grader a rose to say good-bye.  
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“Forrest’s Rose.” 4” x 6” colored pencil.  

  

Activity: Math Rhythm 
 Rhythm can be used to teach basic skills, like 
the multiplication tables. The children can say the 
times tables for each number using the following 
pattern: 2 = 1 x 2, 4 = 2 x 2, 6 = 3 x 2, etc. while 
doing the cross-crawl (hitting the right hand to the left 
raised knee, then hitting the left hand to right raised 
knee). Crossing their body means that both 
hemispheres of their brain are engaged in the 
memory.  
 
 Skip counting is another way to get the times 
table into automatic memory. That’s where the 
children skip while saying multiples of a number, 
such as 3, 6, 9, 12, 15, 18, 21…… 
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 Borrowing from Harry Wong’s practices in The 
First Days of School, I have a daily rhythm of writing a 
letter to the students on the board, no matter if I am 
teaching 3rd grade or high school. The letter has instructions 
for a short learning activity, which incorporates both 
language arts and math skills that would likely be on the 
state test. (At the beginning of the school year, my 
colleagues and I analyze last year’s tests. We break down 
the percentage of different contents and skills. For instance, 
25% of the 4th grade’s California Standards math test is 
algebra. This analysis helps us playfully cover areas 
throughout the year that are sure to be tested.) 
 The following letter is an example of a morning 
exercise about perimeters that will be on the state test and 
meets 4th grade California Measurement and Geometry 
Standard 1.1—Measure the length of objects by repeating a 
nonstandard or standard unit and 1.2 Use different units to 
measure the same object and predict whether the measure 
will be greater or smaller when a different unit is used. 
 

Dear Magnificent, Marvelous Mathematicians, 
 

With your wooden ruler, measure the length  of 
your unique foot.  In your purple math book, write 
down how many inches long your foot is. Write 
down the difference between your foot and the 12-
inch foot on the ruler.  Now carefully measure the 
length and width of your metal desk with your 
ruler.  Write down the perimeter.  Write down how 
many of your feet fit into the length and width of 
your desk.  Compare the ruler’s measurements 
with your foot’s measurement. 

 
Warmly,    
Ms. Marshall 
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 I read the letter out loud if I have non-readers. After 
10 minutes of working quietly, students share their findings 
with each other and come to an agreement about the desk 
perimeter. Later in the morning, I use the letter to meet 
language arts standards by playing “Find the Verb, Noun, 
Adjective and Adverbs.” I underline each part of speech 
with different colors as the students identify the words. 
They use the same colors to underline the parts of speech in 
their writing. I use alliteration in the greeting every day for 
a week, rewarding the students who observe the pattern or 
can tell me what the term means.  
 Another rhythm I incorporate is to focus on building 
compassionate community in the classroom on Fridays. I 
ask the children to write compliments for someone in the 
class who is not their close friend.  There are lively verbs, 
adjectives or adverbs on the board from the day before, 
which they can use, unless they want to make up their own. 
Piggy-backing activities makes efficient use of daily and 
weekly rhythm. 
 The beauty of rhythms, the predictable events, is 
that surprise becomes much more enjoyable. It makes for 
teachable moments, precisely because the rhythms have 
been so strong.  
 Parents need to be supported in the fact that the 
rhythms they hold at home are the root of discipline. Both 
as a parent and as a teacher, I need help holding the rhythm 
when inundated by the distractions and demands of modern 
life. Consistent routines let children know they can count 
on adults, like they can count on the sun rising and setting. 
And family rhythms are free. All they require is focus. 
None of these practices costs a penny: a sit-down dinner 
with a gratitude ritual each night; a bath, a story and a back 
rub before sleep; putting objects back where they belong; 
making a bed in the morning; all family members pitching 
in on household chores on a regular day; and a weekly time 
for each family member to Tell-A-Vision instead of 
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watching television. I see many parents giving up the 
powerful child-rearing tool of rhythm as our society lives 
farther from nature and pressures abound to plunk children 
in front of TV, computers and video games while parents 
busily try to make ends meet. 
 As I will discuss in Step Ten—Sustain the 
Village—our job as educators includes actively listening to 
the knowledge and needs of the families of our students. 
Developing a close and functional relationship with 
parents, caretakers and extended family members is an 
essential and challenging part of our job. The effort pays 
off enormously to our student’s well-being when 
communication flows both ways. As you know, when the 
rhythm of school life supports family life, the children 
thrive! 
 

 
“Leah’s Father.” 12” x 12” oil on wood. 
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Step 4: Bring in the Stories 
 
“Something happens…and the story finds the something.” 
                                                          —Julie Portman 
 

 
Overview of 4th Grade Waldorf Curriculum. 

4’ x 6’ chalk drawing.  

 
 Our brains are hard-wired to learn from story. We 
have pathways in our brains that come from thousands of 
years of processing experiences around the fire at night 
after the day was over. These pathways recognize a story as 
exciting and useful. Stories don’t tell anyone what to do. 
They give models of heroic action and examples of 
undesirable, negative behavior. They show the 
consequences of actions and offer guidance for dilemmas. 
Stories are how we see what is possible. 
  Both hemispheres of the brain create stories. The 
left hemisphere needs a logical-sequential narrative to 
make sense of the world, and the right hemisphere 
integrates emotional content. The more emotion, the more 
memory – that’s also how our brains are constructed. Do 
you remember where you were on September 11, 2001? 
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That’s guaranteed. Adding emotion to dry material will 
make it stick. 
 One way to find the emotion, to harness the power 
of story, is to share your passion and experiences with your 
subject matter. Let the text book stimulate your personal 
connection to the world of knowledge, so the students can 
feel the living vitality in the material. Again, I am 
confirming what you know in your bones. 
 Stories have characters, desires, goals, obstacles, 
helpers, and resolution. One reason media is so effective 
and is such a huge competitor with teachers for our 
students’ attention is because television and film 
incorporate story into almost everything they do. Plus, 
media engages many different intelligences through the use 
of music, movement, drama, visual imagery and the logical 
sequence of events.  
 

 
“A Miwok Creation Tale”, 6’ x 4’ chalk drawing by 4th Graders, 

Novato Charter School. 
 
 So how do we bring this amazing resource to our 
students who are inundated with a myriad of standards and 
facing high stakes testing? One way is to give your students 
the story of their heroic effort on the tests.  (A story for 
teens is in the Appendix.)      
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   The Big Test 
   

Once upon a time there was a group of children 
who learned as much as they could every day from 
everyone they met.  They learned from their family 
members, their beloved teacher, the other teachers, the 
principal, the janitor, the cafeteria workers, the people 
in their neighborhood and the people outside their 
neighborhood.  They learned from being outside, from 
books, from making things, from sports, from fixing 
things, from magazines, from television, from music, 
from investigations and from their friends.  There 
wasn’t anything they couldn’t learn from, because 
THEY WERE BORN TO LEARN.  They asked for help 
from grown-ups when they didn’t understand, and  they 
helped each other, too, of course. 

There were those who didn’t believe in their 
intelligence, who made fun of their neighborhood, who 
thought they couldn’t possibly achieve. 

Every year, when the spring came, the children 
got to show the world some of what they knew.  Because 
they had spent the whole year working hard to master 
reading, writing and math, they were excited to give 
their best effort.  Their class would shine!  There were 
many things they knew that the test didn’t ask them 
about. There were some things that the test asked about 
they had never heard of. Ha! Couldn’t fool them.  These 
smart students knew how to be detectives and make 
good guesses. 

And sure enough, the hard work and focus of the 
excellent learners was seen in their tests. Proudly, their 
teachers, families and neighborhood celebrated the 
accomplishments of the children who learned as much 
as they could every day from everyone they met. Those 
who had doubted their abilities were proven wrong!   

The End 
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 The Waldorf curriculum has devoted almost a 
century to thinking about what stories meet the child at 
different levels of development, as have many other 
curriculums. Here’s a brief rundown of the stories used in 
grades 1-8 in the Waldorf approach:  
 

Kindergarten –Imaginative stories of the seasons; 
1st Grade – Fairy tales where good overcomes evil; 
2nd Grade – Stories of brave and noble people, and  

  Aesop’s Fables for the emerging trickster; 
3rd Grade – Creation stories and leaving paradise  

  for the independent unknown; 
4th Grade – Norse mythology with the emerging  

  higher and lower self; 
5th Grade – The stories of ancient India and Persia  

  and Greek mythology, where gods find  
  balance between passion and ethics; 

6th Grade – Roman history and mythology and  
  medieval chivalry with an emphasis on  
  ordered lawfulness; 

7th Grade – The Renaissance, the Reformation and  
  European explorers, focusing on human  
  potential, those who said “No” for a higher  
  purpose and those who bravely left what  
  was familiar; and 

8th Grade – The democratic revolutions and   
  American history through the 20th century,  
  where self-governance takes a new   
  evolutionary step in the human race. 
  
 This progression of stories mirrors many dilemmas 
that children face as they grow from pre-school through 
middle school. Of course, you know other stories that your 
class needs. Your fellow teachers, librarians, the families of 
your students and the elders in the community know tales, 
too.  
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 Heartwood Institute’s literature-based ethics 
program for younger students is an excellent resource. 
Based in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, Heartwood organizes 
stories around seven ethical attributes: Courage, Loyalty, 
Justice, Respect, Hope, Honesty and Love. Their program, 
which meets language arts and social studies standards, has 
been shown to boost achievement while building character 
and reducing bullying. 
 “The Hero’s Journey” is also a classic and useful 
form of story that Joseph Campbell gleaned from studying 
cultures throughout human history: the elements consist of 
the hero hearing a call to leave home to go on a quest. He 
or she the encounters obstacles, challenges or monsters. 
The hero is aided by a helper. The hero takes action and 
comes home changed.  
 The lives of both historical and literary figures, as 
well as the ancestors of your students, follow this structure. 
You can use the hero’s journey as a writing form for your 
students, knowing that everyone longs to be a hero of his or 
her own life. This striving is particularly true of teenagers, 
who need an endless supply of courageous biographies. 
 Finally, dear teacher, I want you to remember that 
you are the hero of your classroom! Your quest to 
maximize the talents, skills and confidence of your students 
as lifelong learners in a global society is valiant and brave. 
The monsters are the odds you have to beat—be it 
impossible bureaucratic demands or a community of 
violence and despair or high pressure from demanding, 
worried parents or environmental problems that are 
overwhelming in their scale and complexity—or all of the 
above. There are many helpers, which you know: college 
professors; wonderful systems of education like Montesorri 
and Waldorf;  and inspirational educators like Sylvia Aston 
Warner, (Teacher) Robert Coles (The Spiritual Life of 
Children) and Jonathan Kozol (Death at an Early Age) — 
all authors who excited my passion for teaching. There are 
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experienced teachers with tried and true ideas and young 
teachers with fresh and untried ideas. Every day you are 
taking action and making a difference in the lives of your 
students, often in desperate situations. I imagine that when 
you come home from a day of teaching, you have a range 
of feelings.  Mine vary from being exhausted, drained, 
stumped, satisfied, excited, overwhelmed, worried, 
determined, and always changed by the alchemy of 
interactions with the young minds I have had the privilege 
of interacting with that day. Given the challenges of your 
day, please top it off by holding the gallant picture of 
you as a hero who is shaping society’s future.  That truth 
can restore energy for the days to come. 
 
 

 
“Triumph.” 12” x 12” oil on wood.  
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Step 5: Make It Real 
 
“The best way to engage children is for them to make a 
real product that comes out of a real interest for a real 
audience.” 

— Dr. Joseph Renzulli, University of Connecticut  
 

 
Student measuring for 8’ x 12’ Apple Singing Tree mural, which was 

displayed throughout the city of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 
 
 I heard Joe Renzulli say those words in 1979 at a 
program to train teachers in gifted education. They 
affirmed what I believed in then, and they have inspired my 
work for 30 years since. I judge that their wisdom has 
grown in timeliness as more and more young people are 
dissatisfied with regimented, disconnected academics and 
more schools are adopting project-based learning. 
 For most of human history, children have done 
meaningful work alongside their parents. They had a clear 
picture of the consequences of their daily activities. No 
hunting meant no meat. No planting meant no crops. No 
hauling meant no water. No firewood meant no heat. The 
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industrial revolution changed all that. Young people lost 
the opportunity to do purposeful work with adults. Many 
students can’t see the clear consequences of reading a 
textbook or learning algebra. “Why do I have to learn 
this?” is a fair question asked by many a bright student. 
“Because I said so” works with children who have close, 
dependable relationships with the primary caretakers in 
their lives – for awhile. For those children without such 
relationships, we need to constantly prove how our adult 
view (the Eagle view) has practical application. That’s why 
our diligence at finding real life examples, applications and 
uses for the standards is one of the first priorities in 
figuring out how to teach effectively. 
 A key to Making It Real is to stay open to real 
problems that need to be solved, with the people you are 
with, wherever you are. Trust me, you can meet multiple 
standards as you address any problem in your community, 
and beyond, that captures the imagination of your students. 
In the process, the young people will be gratified to be 
making an authentic contribution. Remember, children used 
to help adults and knew why they were doing what they 
were doing. One of the biggest complaints I hear from 
educators around the country is that their students are not 
engaged. When we bring reality into the classroom, while 
meeting the standards, we’re aiming for the high goal that 
lets us achieve the smaller goals along the way—just like 
the Dalai Lama recommends. 
 My approach is to start with the problems that affect 
the children, come up with a driving question, find the 
standards to match, figure out the real audience and then 
start the adventure. Any problem we go to solve will 
involve multiple systems and require multiple intelligences, 
because that’s just how life is.  
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 Here are three examples of meeting the standards 
through Project-Based Learning—one in elementary 
school, one in middle school and one in high school. “The 
goal,” as nationally acclaimed math coach Tristan 
DeFrondeville says, “is for the children to have experiences 
that they’ll remember twenty years later.” 
 
 Medical Supplies to Moscow: In 1991, a family in 
Rappahannock County went to Moscow for three years 
because the father was in the State Department. When they 
got there, they learned that children were dying in the 
Children’s Hospital in Moscow because of the simple lack 
of rubber gloves and sterile needles. Jeremy’s third grade 
teacher, Ms. Alexander, and I came up with the driving 
question, “Can third graders use the power of writing to 
help sick children in Moscow?” The students were 
enlivened by the challenge.  
 
 Ms. Alexander and I addressed the following 
Virginia State Standards as we designed the project. 
Sending letters to the pharmaceutical and trucking 
companies met:  
 
• Writing Standard 3.8 - The student will write letters 

across all content areas. 
o Use a variety of planning strategies. 
o Organize information according to the type of 

writing. 
o Revise writing for specific vocabulary and 

information. 
o Edit final copies for grammar, capitalization, 

punctuation, and spelling. 
 

• Writing Standard 3.9 - The student will write legibly in 
cursive.  
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 Writing a business letter for the sake of children 
who were suffering meant the children knew their writing 
had to be readable. 
 
 The pharmaceutical companies responded by 
generously sending us 45 boxes of supplies. Estes Trucking 
Company agreed to carry the medical materials to a tanker 
in Norfolk and needed to know the weight and dimensions 
of the cargo (a new vocabulary word). The students had 
motivation to achieve: 
 
• Math Standard 3.14 - The student will estimate and then 

use actual measuring devices with U.S. Customary 
units to measure length-inches, feet, yards and 
weight/mass-ounces, and pounds.  

 
 The supplies couldn’t help the sick children in 
Moscow without it. Many of the 3rd graders also learned 
about cubic feet because the trucking company wanted that 
information, too. 
 In addition to having the real audience of the drug 
and trucking companies, and the Children’s Hospital in 
Moscow, the students who came to load up the truck were 
photographed for the local newspaper. The story of 3rd 
graders using the power of writing to help others was 
celebrated in their local community—and remembered by 
the children two decades later! 
 
 Saving Black Mountain: The following is an 
example of the amazing power of middle school students to 
affect their community, which I heard on Nightline in 1997. 
Seventh grade teacher Judith Hensley, in Harlan County, 
Kentucky, asked her students to research a question that 
was important to them. Their driving question was, “What 
will happen if the coal company cuts off the top of Black 
Mountain {the highest mountain in Kentucky}, as they have 
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proposed?” At the beginning of the project, one boy said, 
“You know our daddies work for the coal company and we 
could get them into trouble.” The teacher stood behind her 
class’ decision to investigate this important issue. The 
students researched the possible effects of removing the 
mountaintop on plant life, animal life, water, soil and the 
economy of the region. They met standards in earth 
science, biology, economics, political science, 
mathematics, writing and public speaking.  
 Their findings were published in the local 
newspaper. They also spoke before the Kentucky 
Legislature and shared their research. Not only did Black 
Mountain remain intact from their efforts, the top of the 
mountain was purchased, to be held in reserve. The boy 
who spoke cautiously at the beginning of the project said at 
the end, “We made history!”  
 (More information about this remarkable story can 
be found at a website listed in the Appendix.) 
 
 The Singing Tree Project: Now here’s an example 
of Making It Real while meeting the standards at the high 
school level. I collaborated with Luan Prill’s art students at 
McKees Rocks High School outside of Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, to make a mural whose driving question was, 
“How do you cope with pain without hurting your body or 
breaking the law?”   
 Tobacco-Free Allegheny sponsored the project, 
which is one of an on-going series of murals called 
“Singing Trees”. The Tulip Singing Tree is the eighth of 
eleven murals made so far with over 8000 people from 15 
countries. (For more information, see the Appendix).  
 About 800 people participated in this visual 
dialogue about alternatives to drug use, including ex-
addicts, people trying to quit smoking and many young 
people who expressed their wisdom about the issue in 
beautiful and original ways.  
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 In the process of making the 8’ x 12’ mural—a 
Tulip Tree on the earth in space—the students addressed 
the following standards: 
 
• Geography 9-12  

o Understand how to use maps and other 
geographic representations  

o Understand how to analyze the spatial 
organization of people, places and environments 
on the Earth’s surface. 

• Algebra 1.0 Students use the arithmetic properties of 
subsets of integers…and real numbers. (The process of 
gridding and numbering the earth is a practical 
application of this standard) 

• English 12.4 Students adjust their use of spoken, written 
and visual language to communicate effectively with a 
variety of audiences and for different purposes. 

 
 The art students not only practiced communication 
skills by inviting the community to participate in the 
project, they also spoke before assemblies.  They took the 
message that “Creativity is the healthy high” to other 
schools. The completed mural was shown in schools 
throughout McKees Rocks and the Pittsburgh area, plus at 
the Institute for Noetic Sciences Conference in Arlington, 
Virginia. The art students knew that their hard work and 
effort would be seen by a wide audience. The large painting 
also gave them a way to talk with their families and friends 
about the difficult challenge of drug use. 
 
 The mural included messages like “Crack is Wack,” 
“When in Stress, Listen to Music,” “Create a Positive Body 
Image,” “Joy Without Addiction,” “I lost my mother when 
I was four.  My father was sad, but his love keeps me 
going,” and “I vow that I will not allow addiction to steal 
your voice.” 
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“Tulip Singing Tree.” 8’ x 12’,  paper, colored pencil, paint on wood. 
 
 There is a never-ending supply of real problems to 
be solved: problems with the land, the plants, the animals, 
the air, the water, the elders, the teens, the immigrants, the 
economy, the health or the food supply. Our neighborhood 
is connected to other neighborhoods, cities, states, countries 
and the planet. All those problems are available for 
teaching problem solving, to meet standards and to make 
the world a better place. 



46 
 

 The youth of today have important work to do in 
bringing fresh hope and vision to the beleaguered, 
frightened and weary adult world. When I told my 4th 
graders that windmills, which generate needed electricity, 
are being placed in the migration paths of birds, they came 
up with eleven fascinating ideas in five minutes about how 
to solve the unforeseen consequence of birds being killed 
by the moving blades. One thought was to make barricades 
using discarded tires, solving two problems at once. This 
kind of imagination leads to new knowledge, as the 
children think through each step they come up with. 
 Sometimes small is beautiful. You can harness the 
children’s energy to make the world a better place by 
carrying out little projects, too, of course. Not every project 
needs to be the twenty-year kind. Below is an example of a 
small project with academic tie-ins.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 The Buck Institute for Education (BIE) offers a vast 
array of cutting edge Project-Based Learning Resources. 
They have a useful handbook (see Appendix) and have 
pulled together a national faculty of highly experienced, 
passionate educators who offer summer seminars. I’m 
proud to be a member of this faculty. The BIE’s project-
planning form, which organizes the driving question, the 
standards involved, the academic outcomes, and an outside 
audience, is included in the Beating the Odds Activity 
Book, (available at my website, listed in the Appendix). 
The Activity Book also includes big and little project ideas.   

Activity:  Cat Toys – Meet math standards by making 
toys for cats in the local animal shelter. Measure ½ cup of 
catnip, combined with 25 pebbles from the ground 
outside and put into recycled toilet paper rolls. Wrap the 
rolls in hand-decorated paper. Send it to the shelter so 
bored caged cats will have something to play with.  
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 I am reminded of the wisdom in Paolo Freire’s 
approach to teaching. He is the Brazilian educator who 
taught adults how to read by first asking them what their 
village needed. If they said, “a well,” he taught them how 
to read the manual for building wells. The motivation to 
read was clear. Children need direct application of their 
skills and there is an endless source of possibilities simply 
by looking around at what needs to be done. Knowing your 
students, their sparks and the needs of the community is a 
powerful way to beat the odds, while using the standards 
and preparing for tests.  
 Young people want to help. In every class I’ve ever 
taught—rural, urban, suburban, elementary, middle and 
high school—when I ask for volunteers, virtually every 
hand shoots up. Let’s harness that positive energy, link it to 
standards, and unleash this bright intelligence to help solve 
our messy challenges. The children will thank us. 
 

 
            “The Courting Bow of Red Crowned Cranes.”  

20” x 30” acrylic on paper. 
These birds are the Japanese symbol of happiness.  

Only 1200 remain.  
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Step 6: Turn Tests Into Games 
 
“Children use their brains and bodies to probe and draw 
feedback from their environment in an endless pursuit of 
mastery.”   

—Daniel Pink, Drive: The Surprising Truth                     
    About What Motivates Us 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How many games can you invent from this?  Give it to your students 
and see what they come up with.  See the FACTOR GAME in the 
Appendix. 
 
 America loves games. Children love games. Games 
let us test who we are, give us feedback and demand 
flexibility because of their unpredictability.  
  

1      2    3    4    5       6 
 

7     8    9    10   11    12 
 

13   14    15   16   17    18 
 

19   20    21   22   23    24 
 

25   26    27   28    29    30 
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 Many military battles have been won by 
commanders who have changed the game. You have a 
battle on your hands—preparing our children for the 
unknown challenges they are facing. You are the 
commander. You can change the game by teaching the 
children to look at the tests as do-able games. I bet you 
already do this. It’s all in the attitude. 
 As Peter Kline describes in The Everyday Genius: 
Restoring Your Child’s Natural Joy in Learning and Yours, 
Too, human beings are built to learn. All normal children 
learn to walk and talk being surrounded by a rich 
environment of people who are walking and talking. They 
do it in their own way and in their own time. They 
experiment and try and fail and try again and fall down and 
try again. And when the first step is taken, that is always a 
moment of joy. There may be tears getting to that point, but 
when a child learns to walk, joy abounds. Mastery breeds 
happiness. So bringing playful joy to the standardized tests 
counteracts the toxic, fearful weight that is on your 
shoulders about these high stakes. You are the leader. You 
can turn mastery of skills into games with scores and 
celebrations, ultimately showing the children how to 
compete against themselves, like Olympic athletes. 
 Joy is a good indicator that learning is happening in 
the classroom. Once, during a class filled with power 
struggle, tension and negativity, I thought to myself “Wow, 
not much joy here. Must not be much learning going on.” I 
was a lousy teacher at that moment, and needed to change 
gears.  Time to lighten up and incorporate a game. 
 Businessman Jack Stack has used the method of 
easing terrible pressure through the use of a game 
framework. He wrote one of the most exciting books on 
economic success I’ve ever read, describing the kind of 
accomplishment that we all want for our students. It’s 
called The Great Game of Business. Here’s the story:  



50 
 

   In the early 1980s, Springfield 
Remanufacturing Corporation (SRC) was a 
near-bankrupt division of International 
Harvester in Springfield, Missouri. That’s when 
Jack Stack and 12 other managers took over and 
turned it around.   

  Stack didn’t know how to ‘manage’ a 
company, but  he did know about the principals 
of competition and democracy: keeping score, 
having fun, providing  choice, and having a 
voice. With these principals he created his own 
style of management, open-book management. 
He had a dream to teach his workers how to 
understand the consequences of their 
performance and generate ideas to maximize 
their productivity. Stack realized that the payoff 
would be enormous: a company that was 
consistently able to outperform the market. 

  From the basic, simple premise that 
everyone wants to be a winner, this company 
has created a system—with rules, scorekeeping 
and rewards—to show every employee what it 
takes to win…  

  Since 1983, SRC Holdings Corporation 
has grown from 106 to 1,200 engaged 
employees in 17 businesses across a variety of 
industries. Sales have increased from $16 
million in 1983 to over $400 million. Stock 
value has risen from 10¢ per share in 1983 to 
$234 in 2008.  

   
  SRC is an example of 21st century skills applied 

successfully, and, they use games! 
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“Denasia.” Oil on wood 12” x 12” 
Her spark is the game of basketball.  

 
 As I mentioned earlier, I begin the year analyzing 
last year’s standardized tests, which are online, as well as 
the current state guidelines. The morning challenge on the 
board is the first game of the day. Times tables are hopped, 
skipped, jump-roped, walked backwards and clapped. 
Academic basic skills are turned into play. Bean bags are 
tossed, put on heads, thrown into baskets, thrown at targets 
on the board, tossed around the body while poems are 
recited, information is memorized, mental math problems 
are solved, prompts from the standardized tests are 
answered. How many times can the class hit the target? Did 
we improve from last time? Keep score! Celebrate success! 
(You’d be surprised how much teenagers still like to play.) 
 Like you, I teach my students strategies for taking 
tests, just like strategies for playing a game. At Novato 
Charter School, the teachers share strategies for test taking 
each year. Here are a few: Answer all the questions you 
know for sure first. Know that the test makers usually have 
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two answers that are way off and one that is a sneaker, 
that’s trickily close to the answer. For reading tests, read 
the questions first so you can read the passage with an 
awareness of what is being asked of you. Check your 
answers. (Here’s a true story I like to tell my students: I had 
one student who got 100% on all the standardized tests. She 
was the last one finished. She carefully went back and 
checked every one of her answers.) As we practice the 
tests, we play a game of how many different test-taking 
strategies we can generate. This approach harkens back to 
the way that water finds many pathways to the common 
goal of reaching the ocean. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Activity: The Safe Space 
 
Dr. Charlotte Reznick, author of The Power of Your 
Child's Imagination, inspires a useful pre-test exercise. 
First, ask the children to imagine a journey down a long 
elevator that comes out at a beautiful safe space. What is 
there? A tree? A pond? A room at your grandparents’ 
house? A helper comes in, someone whom you can ask for 
help and who makes you feel strong and smart. And, 
finally, there is a gift waiting there for you. What would be 
a special present that makes you feel cared for and loved? I 
ask them to paint whatever they imagined. These paintings 
are hung up in the room during the tests. When the test is 
being given, I direct the students to relax, as they have the 
opportunity to show the world how much they know. They 
are surrounded by images of safety. They can go to the 
safe place in their imagination when they come to a 
problem or feel anxious. Your art teacher (if you have one) 
can make these paintings with the students for you to put 
up in the class during testing. 
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 As you are aware, rubrics are an intelligent way of 
assessing students. My favorite categories are 1–Emerging, 
2–Proficient, 3–Mastery, 4–Above and Beyond (from 
Thom Markham, author of the Buck Institute’s Project-
Based Learning Handbook). Giving students a clear 
description of what constitutes each category at the 
beginning of a unit or project helps them assess themselves 
and become self-regulated learners. Here’s an example for 
a paragraph writing rubric: 
 
1–Emerging 2–Proficient 3–Mastery 4–Above/Beyond
Topic 
sentence is 
confusing 

Clear topic 
sentence 

Engaging 
topic 
sentence 

Original, exciting 
topic sentence 

At least 3 
supporting 
sentences do 
not relate to 
the topic 

3 supporting 
sentences 
relate to the 
topic  

5 supporting 
sentences 
relate to topic

7 supporting 
sentences relate 
to the topic  

No use of 
lively verbs, 
adj., adverbs

Lively verbs, 
adj., adverbs 
in a few 
sentences 

Lively verbs, 
adj., adverbs 
in all 
sentences 

Original use of 
language 

 
 
 Lawren Giles made brilliant use of games as a 
teacher in Willits, California. He taught math, English, and 
whatever else needed to be taught, including cooking, in his 
22-year tenure.  He had his middle school students play 
chess with their bodies in a culminating activity. A 64-
square grid was made with tape on the gym floor. Each 
student had a different role to play and dressed in hand-
made costumes. The tournament winners from Chess Club 
got to be the Kings, who chose the moves and sat with their 
crowns on stepladders, moving about the gigantic board 
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and consulting with their trusted advisors. Knights had 
shields and helmets with swords made out of cardboard and 
tinfoil. The pawns had pitchforks and shovels. Cardboard 
boxes in the corner were painted as a castle. Bishops had 
crosses, tall pointy hats, and robes. Yes, they had fun!  And 
they’ll remember that event for twenty years. 
 Lawren focused on the numerous benefits this game 
of chess gave his students. It was a process with a distinct 
beginning, middle and end. It asked the players to 
constantly choose between offense and defense, which is a 
life skill. It reflected the ongoing battle within oneself 
about when to take action and when to be passive. In 
working within a grid with horizontal, diagonal, and 
vertical directions, the students applied the mathematical 
processes of algebra’s x/y coordinates, graphing, area, and 
more. They had to weigh risks versus rewards. The demand 
of intense focus taught patience. Sacrificing for the sake of 
a future gain, forethought and planning prepared the 
teenagers for saving money, carrying out long-term projects 
and understanding consequences. The chess players learned 
collaboration as they worked the pieces together as a team 
trying to accomplish a goal.  
 The job of this step is to affirm the wise use of the 
Measurement Mind to our advantage and make games out 
of our problems. In other words, play with our challenges. 
Just as nature’s competition is rooted in cooperation, 
organizing games with the option of either approach is 
important. While competitive games can stir up anger, poor 
sportsmanship, despair and lots of other nasty feelings  
(I’ve had spelling bees dissolve into tears), working 
through the emotional side of competition is part of the life 
lessons we are entrusted with teaching.  Enfolding the 
lessons of competition with the lessons of cooperation only 
enhances learning. The point is to use our imaginations.  If 
J.K. Rowling can make up Quidditch, we can make up 
games to teach anything we need to! 
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Step 7: Nourish Creativity 
 

“Imagination is more important than knowledge.”   
                                                                    —Albert Einstein 
 

 
 “Eye of RCHS student, Josh Sager”.  

4” x 4” colored pencil.  
 
 Teenagers at Lowell Wilson Aspire High School in 
Oakland, California, wrote about this statement in Matt 
Davis’ English class. Aspire schools focus on low income 
and minority students who want to go to college. Matt’s 
class was 80% Hispanic and 20% African-American. Three 
of the students independently came to the same conclusion: 
Imagination leads to knowledge. Brilliant! When you 
envision something, it takes knowledge to make it happen. 
It starts you on a path that requires research, critical 
thinking, problem solving, communication, collaboration 
and hard work—all 21st century skills! 
 Our forefathers imagined a country based on 
“liberty and justice for all.” Talk about aiming high. 
Creativity is what sets our country apart. The first people 
here had a refined way of living with nature in harmony 
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that did not fit the European paradigm of controlling and 
harnessing nature. As settlers in a new land, the Europeans 
virtually ignored the wisdom and knowledge of the people 
who had lived here for over 30,000 years and came up with 
new approaches. They did borrow the governmental 
structure of the Iroquois to create the constitution of the 
United States. Since the immigrants to North America 
chose to keep the European model in a nature-dominated 
new land, they had to be innovative, because there was no 
infrastructure, no institutions, and no precedents. Dynamic 
creativity is the seed of our nation. It is needed now more 
than ever. 
 Did you ever notice that some of the people who are 
rewarded the most in our society are the people who play? 
Athletes and actors are paid millions. We reward the 
creativity of doing the impossible on the ball field and on 
the screen. We reward creativity economically, but not in 
our school system. 
 Your creativity expresses itself in the way you 
meet the standards. Playing with possibilities shows the 
students they can explore and experiment. In other words 
—learn! I once had a teacher say to me, “I’m just not 
creative,” as if it were an in-born trait that couldn’t be 
learned. I replied, “You make new decisions every day as 
you come up against hard situations with the kids in your 
class. You find new ways to explain ideas or show skills 
when a student is frustrated and not understanding your 
instruction. You are creative all day long! When you care 
about children as you do, you are always searching for 
what works. That care drives your creativity.” 
 Every time you dress up as a character with a hat or 
funny glasses; every time you make a drawing on the board 
to illustrate an idea; every time you make a riddle or a joke, 
you are demonstrating creativity, which breathes life into 
the standards. 



57 
 

 And let’s not forget to consult nature, which is 
endlessly abundant in its creativity. Life adapts to the 
environment it is offered with ever-changing forms; the 
gorgeous designs and patterns on fish, birds, mammals, 
leaves, and flowers are a few examples. National 
Geographic reports that 500 new orchids are evolving each 
year! When we experience our creativity, we experience 
that new forms are always emerging to adapt to the ever-
changing and confusing landscape of our times. There is no 
indisputable answer in the textbook for how to build a 
sound global financial system or stop the drug problem or 
put a halt to global warming. There is only the development 
of new structures. 
 All children start off with full-blown imaginations. 
As they develop and become critical of themselves and are 
saturated by media, they often shut off the natural valve of 
new ideas. Our job is to give them the safe space to hold on 
to the endless stream of possibility. We can’t do that if we 
don’t give ourselves a safe space to make use of our 
imaginations. So we have to practice quieting the inner 
critic and getting out of our own way so that new ideas will 
come to nourish the students in our charge. Like you, I’ve 
had times when I just didn’t know how to present the 
material my students needed to learn. I thought and thought 
and nothing came. That’s when I turned to the intelligence 
of nature. I let go of the struggle and let my unconscious do 
its work. Sleep helps. New ideas come. New forms emerge 
to adapt to the transforming reality. It’s how life on earth is 
structured.  
  
 And remember, the standards are there to fertilize 
your imagination! Testing is part of the landscape our 
students are navigating. We give them many tools to use, 
including creativity. Aim high (cultivate the openness and 
curiosity demanded by creativity), and achieve smaller 
goals (testing well) along the way. 
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 As educators, one way to guarantee that creativity is 
used in meeting the standards is to make sure that our 
lessons address all nine intelligences. Looking at anything 
from nine directions ensures creativity. This process 
models nature—the many forms that rivers use to get to the 
ocean, the many life forms that create an eco-system.  
Problem solving demands looking at the situation from 
many angles, and creativity is the key.  
 
 When we strengthen the inner imaginative life of 
our students with heroic stories, meaningful images, belief 
in their ability to come up with new inventions and the 
space to express their unique ideas, they become armed 
with a practical defense against depression, drug use and 
peer pressure—their own creativity. It is the high that so 
many young people seek—with no side effects except 
positive accomplishment.  
 

 
“Into the Unknown.” 8” x 12” oil on wood.  
Learning is a journey beyond the familiar. 
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Step 8: Build Collaboration 
 
“Collective wisdom reflects a capacity to learn together 
and evolve toward something greater and wiser than what 
we can do as individuals alone.” 
—Alan Briskin, John Ott, Sheryl Erickson, Tom Callahan, 
      The Power of Collective Wisdom and the Trap of Collective Folly 
  

 
    Students at Auberle Foster Home make a painting for the Family      
  Court in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 
 
 If you look at almost any job description these days, 
knowing how to collaborate is included as an essential 
qualification. Two-Four-Six-Eight—Now it’s time to 
collaborate! We’re in the 21st century! 
 We are social animals, as the Dalai Lama points 
out. “We can be wise selfish, or foolish selfish.” Learning 
how to work in a group is “wise selfish.”   
 The first priority as teachers is to collaborate with 
the adults in our school community. We model working 
together by putting our common mission of practicing what 
is best for the children ahead of our egos. Having a great 
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leader helps enormously, but if we don’t have a principal or 
superintendent who puts children first, we can still carry on 
the conversation about the sparks of our students with our 
fellow teachers and the parents, with the custodians and the 
cafeteria workers. That is within our power. The children 
will know if the adults are collaborating in this way, and 
they will feel safer and held, no matter what the behavior of 
the top leadership. 
 A helpful skill in the collaborative process for 
adults and children alike is being able to articulate what one 
needs in a situation. Though easier said than done, it is 
clear that striving for the goal of saying what one needs, 
coupled with wanting to know what others need, allows 
great collaboration to happen!  
  
 The emotion that most often sabotages group 
accomplishments is anger, a feeling generated by unmet 
needs. So here is a question of vital importance: “What 
does each person need in this situation, including me?” Don 
Elium, psychotherapist and co-author with his wife of the 
very useful books Raising a Son, Raising a Daughter, 
Raising a Teenager and Raising a Family, suggests this 
question be used to address bullying, manipulation through 
pleasing or manipulation through withdrawal. 
 I generate lists of needs with 4th-12th grade students, 
asking them to think about the categories of needs 
described in Marshall Rosenberg’s book Nonviolent 
Communication to stimulate their thoughts. This is an 
outstanding handbook for creating compassionate 
community in the classroom. And, as you know, 
collaboration is more likely to succeed in a classroom that 
has regular instruction in compassion. Children are more 
likely to achieve success at everything, including 
standardized tests, if they are functioning in a community 
that strives for compassion. Rosenberg’s list includes the 
following categories of needs: Physical, Autonomy, 



61 
 

Integrity, Interdependence, Celebration, Play and Spiritual 
Communion (Purposeful Living).  
 It’s interesting to compare this list with behaviors 
that increase the dopamine in our brains. Dopamine is the 
neurotransmitter that plays an important role in cognition 
and motivation, which are both important in meeting the 
standards. Here are behaviors that maximize brain-based 
approaches in the classroom from neuroscience educator 
Eric Jensen’s October, 2009, Brain Bulletin:  

 
• First, repetitive gross motor activities will bump 

up the dopamine levels (i.e. relays, marching, 
power walking, etc.). Get the movement in your 
classroom  going! (play)  

• Second, succeeding at a challenging task will 
raise the dopamine (success plus celebration).  

• Third, camaraderie, and team spirit building can 
help do it. Use social affiliation to boost rewards 
(interdependence). 

 
 All the emotional work you’ve done to create bonds 
with your students goes into teaching your students to 
collaborate successfully. Assigning clear roles is another 
essential ingredient. Just as in the world of work and the 
world of sports, our students need clear jobs and titles to 
fulfill their responsibilities on a team. 
 Ilie Waterson who teaches 6th-8th grade at Novato 
Charter School, came up with titles and roles for students 
studying a book: The Word Hunter, who defines difficult 
words; The Picture Giver, who records the three main 
events in the section being discussed; the Passage Picker, 
who picks a passage that reflects the heart of the story; and 
the Setting Stalker, who describes the physical and 
chronological context of the reading. My 4th graders 
jumped right into discussing the books we read together 
with these roles, strengthening each other’s grasp of 



62 
 

literature.   
 I also like how Tom Stanley has defined roles for 
high school students to work on group projects. He teaches 
at Advanced Technologies Academy in Las Vegas, 
Nevada, and is another member of the Buck Institute of 
Education’s National Faculty. Tom structures the roles as 
follows:  
 
Social Group Responsibilities: 
1. Taskmaster - Keeps the group on task and is project 

coordinator.  
2. Silencer - Makes sure the group does not disturb others 

by getting too loud.  
3. Problem Solver - Mediates conflict within the group.  
4. Historian - Takes notes and organizes information 

storage on the network or disk. 
 

Academic Responsibilities: 
1. Aligner - Makes certain that project information is 

aligned to the objectives of the assignment and is 
organized in a clear, concise manner.  

2. Researcher - Oversees the research responsibilities and 
makes sure the professional articles, Internet sites, CD 
information and text information are accurate and 
documented.  

3. Proof Reader - Makes certain that the grammar 
mechanics such as sentence structure, spelling, and 
overall project format meets high-level writing 
standards.  

4. Recorder - Makes sure that that all information is cited 
correctly (i.e. quotations) and that there is an annotated 
bibliography that explains how the information was 
used in the project. (This is usually a one sentence or 
paragraph explanation for each source.) 

 
Presentation Responsibilities 
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1. Designer - Has the responsibility of making sure that 
the verbal and technical parts of the presentation mesh. 

2. Speaker - Is in charge of assigning speaking roles and 
assisting with speech techniques such as volume level, 
clarity, and enthusiasm.  

3. Technician - Is in charge of setting up, maintaining, and 
putting away the equipment for the presentation. 

 

 
           “Space to Grow”. Made with NASA 
          employees.  3’ x 4’  acrylic, paper on wood. 
 
 In the consulting work I’ve done with NASA, the 
Department of Interior, the Army Corps of Engineers, 
foster children, inner city youth and fellow teachers, I 
followed two guidelines about the creative process and its 
implementation: First, ideas come to people working on a 
project because they are needed—even if the idea is not 
used in its initial form. That receptivity is important in 
creativity. Second, musical harmony is an excellent model 
for collaboration in the way that each musician plays his or 
her unique part in relation to the whole song. This picture 
serves the positive implementation of an idea. 
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 The first guideline is key to brainstorming and 
requires holding an open, safe space where all ideas are 
welcome.  Many teachers don’t open the floodgates to the 
creativity that comes with such an invitation because they 
are afraid they can’t shut it off. I have found that simple 
boundaries work: “We’ll brainstorm for a half hour” or “Do 
I have five more ideas before we move on to make 
decisions about which ideas we will use?”  
 My job as the teacher is to demonstrate how the 
outcome of a class collaboration—whether it’s a mural, a 
play, a scientific presentation—will be cohesive, unified 
and beautiful. Each idea is a jewel to add to the outcome, 
which will be richer, more robust, and more fulfilling than 
if only one mind had generated it. This flowing idea- 
generation process is needed as we face the complex 
problems of our times, which no one person knows how 
to solve. Humbly putting our heads together in the 
classroom is the place to start. More valuable insight into 
the benefits and pitfalls of working together is found in The 
Power of Collective Wisdom and the Trap of Collective 
Folly by four authors who practiced what they preached in 
writing this highly useful and innovative book together. 
  
 The second guideline for collaboration—
harmony—is the essence of the ideal of democracy. Isn’t 
the whole point of our standards to prepare young people to 
be highly functional in a democratic society? The goal of a 
democracy is for each person to express his or her values 
with the well-being of the whole nation in mind. The 
different values make for a painful, messy, imperfect 
process, which can, nonetheless, produce decisions that 
reflect our highest striving for a just society. 
 In harmony, each person’s voice contributes to 
making a sound that cannot be made if everyone sings the 
same note. The differences are what add to the richness and 
beauty of harmony in a song or a symphony, where the 
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whole becomes greater than the sum of its parts. The 
rules of music demand that a rigorous relationship be 
maintained between all who are making songs, so that each 
voice or instrument consciously adds to the whole. When 
we collaborate, we maintain a rigorous relationship to each 
other, valuing each person’s role in the task and always 
keeping the needs of the project in mind.  Our students 
need years of practice in this process to step up to the 
responsibilities that will be demanded of them. 
 

 
“Splash Me With Yes” by Daniel Ramey and Ceci Falk, students from 

Rappahannock County High School, Virginia.  3’ x 4’ acrylic and 
plaster-impregnated gauze on canvas. 

 
 
 

Step 9: Model Authenticity 
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“Don’t ask yourself what the world needs.  Ask yourself 
what makes you come alive, and then go do that.  
Because what the world needs are people who have come 
alive.”        
           —Howard Thurman 

 
 What is your spark? What makes every cell of your 
body vibrate, like the trucks did for 9 month-old Colin and 
the horses did for Jeremy? What are your values and 
strengths? What drives you to give your all and to 
persevere through impossible obstacles? I imagine that 
children growing, learning and flourishing is one of those 
things, or you wouldn’t be reading this book. 
  

 
Jeremy and two friends in delicious childhood conversation,  

30” x 40” oil on canvas.  
 
 I ask these questions to remind you of the simple 
fact that just being who you are is the greatest gift you 
have to give your students. Consciously sharing our 
strengths, passions and values gives our students a picture 
of what’s possible. 
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 I spoke earlier of discovering my spark at eight 
years of age, knowing I wanted to teach. At 11, I found the 
joy of collaborative story telling in making plays. At 22, I 
found my hunger for creative expression in visual art. In 
my late 50s, I learned more about my spark when my 
coach, Australian-born Suzann Osborne, had me take Penn 
State’s Authentic Happiness assessment. (See Appendix). 
You are also invited to answer the 240 questions and gain 
insight into your top strengths to share with your students. 
Happiness, for both adults and children, has a direct 
correlation to how much we are using our strengths. After 
answering the questions, I learned that “curiosity” and 
“forgiveness” are my top energizers. What are yours? What 
are your students’? 
 By modeling how we embrace those things in the 
universe that spark us, our students have permission to say 
“yes” to their affinities and passions. Our pursuit of our 
passions models that adulthood is a love affair with life, 
despite the struggles and challenges. Within each student 
lie strengths that can blossom or wither. Yehudi Menuhin, 
one of the world’s master violinists, asked his parents for a 
violin when he was four. They gave him a toy violin, which 
he promptly threw on the ground and stomped on while he 
cried for a real violin. When they gave him the instrument 
he longed for, he went on to fulfill his destiny. The seed is 
in the garden within. 
 What if we had a Standard of Learning that every 
child should gain insight into and make use of his or her 
strengths every year? The range of possible strengths would 
include all of the intelligences, plus ones we haven’t 
thought of yet. I believe we would have great success as 
educators. 
 Modeling is so important because, as you know, 
feelings are contagious! Our passion for learning preserves 
or re-kindles the innate desire of our students to learn. 
There is nothing more powerful than our genuine belief 
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in our students as excellent learners, because our faith is 
transmitted physiologically. I’m sure you’ve noticed how 
hard you have to work not to let the most disturbed child in 
your class set the emotional tone for everyone. Human 
beings make each other feel the way they feel. That angry, 
negative, wild child makes everyone else feel angry, 
negative and wild. As the sensitive social animals we are, 
children are highly attuned to acceptance or rejection. The 
perception of being left out produces despair and actual 
physical pain. I cannot overstate the power of a teacher’s 
deep, resilient, calm, energized, humorous faith in each 
child as an essential force in the landscape of the 
classroom.  
 As leaders in the classroom, we sometimes are 
called upon to communicate positive energy even when we 
are feeling anxious. This discipline is especially important 
around high stakes testing. My favorite example of the 
benefits of a leader’s consciousness about his emotional 
impact is a story about Nelson Mandela on a troubled plane 
ride. Fire broke out in one of the engines. Everyone was 
panicking. Mandela turned the pages of his book slowly, 
indicating that he was unworried enough to be absorbed in 
his reading. People relaxed. The plane made it to the 
ground safely. Someone said to Mandela, “My, you were so 
calm. Weren’t you afraid?” “Yes, I was terrified,” Mandela 
responded. “But I knew I couldn’t show my fear, or 
everyone else would feel it.” 
 As teachers, we have a responsibility to know that 
authenticity requires the eagle view of what qualities the 
children need to learn from us in order to succeed. This 
challenge demands discipline, especially since we 
chemically shape each other. The extent of our affect on 
those around us is so powerful that a young woman who 
lives in a house with a non-biologically related man will 
start her menses sooner than if she is living with her father. 
That will enable her to conceive a child if she left home to 
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marry at the age of 12, which was a common practice 
throughout history.  It follows that earlier on-set of menses 
can happen if a girl is living with a stepfather.  
 Information about how we affect each other 
chemically is available in “Hardwired to Connect”, a 
treatise by T. Berry Brazelton, Robert Coles, and James P. 
Comer, among others. It describes how the human child’s 
brain develops in tandem with his or her caretaker’s, and 
then, in parallel with the adults and community in the 
child’s life. That’s us!  The standards are here to serve this 
biological function. As social animals, teachers’ care for 
their students will out-trump bureaucracy, because we 
have physiology on our side.  
 How can I be so confident? Because of two crucial 
biological mechanisms: limbic resonance and limbic 
revision. The second oldest section of our three-part brain, 
the limbic system, connects us to the bodies that are next to 
us. It’s the seat of emotion and memory. The definition of 
resonance is “producing or increasing amplification of 
energy, usually by sympathetic vibration.” Our feelings are 
not only felt by others, they are amplified. I’ve been in a 
classroom full of children whose hearts were at war, and, 
within seconds, I was doing battle with them. It took every 
ounce of my will and strength to change the agenda and 
make a safe space for learning to occur. Sometimes I just 
couldn’t do it. I failed. That’s when getting the limbic 
resonance of my fellow teachers and wise administrators is 
essential.  
 Our emotional state helps the students chemically 
revise their feeling state as we go through the day by their 
side. Not only are the students learning from our direct 
instruction, they are learning unspoken, secondary, long-
term lessons about ethics, values, happiness and expression 
of love and respect. Being aware of the learning bond 
rooted in limbic revision helps us maximize the natural 
momentum of children’s eagerness to grow within the 
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creative, developmentally appropriate structures we craft 
for them. Yes, teachers change children, even if the results 
are not noticeable or measurable. 
 That brings me to a final point in Step 9: Our 
imperfection is part of our authenticity. When our students 
see that we adults learn from mistakes, that we openly 
admit an error or that a blunder is transformed into a 
humorous opportunity for new insight, they will be less 
intimidated by their own failed efforts. In teaching children 
to draw, I tell them to draw the big simple shape of an 
object—very lightly —to plan for the Boo-Boo (said with a 
French accent), because there is always a Boo-Boo on the 
way to achieving excellence. The path to attaining 
competence is guaranteed to be filled with failed attempts. 
Michael Jordan missed more baskets than anyone on his 
team. He also made more. Modeling repeated efforts to get 
something right is enormously important to our students. 
State tests are feedback along the path. They are well-used 
as guideposts and not as ends in themselves.  
  
 Ana Solar Byerly, my instructor for the California 
English Language Learner teacher credential, demonstrates 
the importance of embracing limitations. A public high 
school teacher of immigrant children, she lost her leg to 
cancer. She opened a gift store, because she felt too 
incomplete to go back to the classroom. A group of her 
students showed up in the store. The young spokesman 
said, “Mrs. B, why are you here? You always told us that 
we are perfect just the way we are. You belong with us, in 
the classroom. Mrs. B, you lost your leg, not your tongue, 
not your brain.” That was over 30 years ago. She came 
back to the classroom and has been teaching ever since. 
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“Ana Solar Byerly.” 

4” x 5”colored pencil.  
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Step 10: Sustain the Village 
 

 
“We are One Tribe”. Plaster, Wood, Acrylic Paint. 6’w x 4’h. Made by 
6th graders at Rappahannock County Elementary School, inspired by 
the Mbari houses of the Ibo people of Nigeria, where the ancestors and 
unborn children are consulted when decisions are made. Those who 
are gone and those who aren’t here yet are considered to be a vital 
part of the Village.  

 
“People who are just involved with their vision for 
community will destroy community, but those who are in 
love with people all around them will create community 
wherever they go.” 
      —Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
 
  For many thousands of years, people lived in small 
tribal groups where everyone knew each other and 
strangers were to be mistrusted. The tribes lived in villages 
where all the members sang together, danced together, 
worked together, told stories of triumphs and dangers, had 
common symbols, raised the children, cared for the elders 
and had rituals of thanks. Everyone in the village was Aunt 
or Uncle to the children. There were many adult eyes on the 
well-being of those growing up. The main disadvantage of 
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the village is that the drives for curiosity and individuality 
could be in direct conflict with tradition. Suspicion for 
those from other villages can lead to tribal war. This model 
of human organization has been evolving, of course, 
making radical changes with the onset of the industrial 
revolution and urbanization in the last 150 years. 
Technologies now abound that give options to many 
people, including traveling around the planet and coming in 
contact with numerous strangers throughout our lifetimes. 
With these advances has come the isolation of the family. 
Our community structures are not supporting us the way 
that thousands of years of history have shaped us.  
 We need the village. Now it’s time to reclaim and 
recreate the village, because our children still depend on it 
to thrive. Our village has expanded into the global village, 
taxing the part of the brain that is suspicious of strangers. 
Now, more than ever, we need to develop the pre-frontal 
cortex that thrives on curiosity. We need to nurture the 
flexibility demanded by these ever-changing and 
geometrically more complex times.  
 So I ask you to invite the village into your 
classroom to help meet the standards, or continue to do so 
with strengthened clarity if you already have a welcoming 
classroom. The parents of my students help with reading, 
math, writing, science, history, painting and projects. I find 
out the skills and hobbies of the parents who can serve as 
potential mentors to the sparks of my students. 
Correspondence with grandparents and elders, even if they 
live around the corner, can be a part of any subject area. 
Senior citizen centers are resources for historical 
knowledge as well as for strengthening the village.  
  
 One of the most memorable classes I ever held was 
when Carson Johnson of the 101st Airborne Division spoke 
to my high school history students at Hearthstone School. 
He told them about World War II’s pivotal Battle of the 
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Bulge. Carson dressed in full military uniform and 
captivated the spellbound students as he described how 
starving German civilians died when they ate the food that 
was air-dropped by the GI’s. With the best of intentions, 
providing food to people whose bodies had adjusted to 
subsisting on virtually no calories had unforeseen deadly 
consequences. The students were surprised and moved. 
 Welcoming all ages and experiences of community 
members strengthens the village. Teaching the children to 
achieve mastery of the standards while simultaneously 
strengthening the village is a win-win proposition. It’s an 
efficient use of our time, resources and energy. What a 
difference it could make if schools devoted part of their 
efforts to creating healthy solutions to the problems of their 
community! Schools can survey the community on a 
regular basis to see what the greatest needs are. Projects 
can be generated from this list. Students can be matched 
with experts who share their spark. The young people can 
bring their intelligence, energy and focus to real issues, 
doing the meaningful work for which they long.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The last five questions are from educator Jim 
Moulton, a Buck Institute National Faculty member, who 

Activity: Try asking these important questions:  
 
 *“What needs to be healed in your  
 community?” (from artist Vijali Hamilton)  
 *What are the greatest challenges of your 
 community?  
 *What are the environmental challenges?  
 *What are the economic challenges?  
 *What are the cultural challenges?  
 *What are the resources of your community?  
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recommends the use of Google.docs Survey tool. 
Instructions can be found on how to set up the survey via a 
website in the Appendix.  
 Here are a few of the amazing accomplishments of 
young people in league with visionary teachers to sustain 
the village. 
 
• Tom Furrer of Casa Grande High School in Petaluma, 

California, and his Anglers’ Club have worked over 25 
years to restore Adobe Creek’s salmon and steel-head 
trout population. 

 
• Christian Gelleri’s Waldorf High School class in Prien, 

Germany, invented a currency to help with a lack luster 
local economy. Within six months, $50,000 worth of 
bills were in circulation, growing at 10% a month. 

 
• Kelydra Welcker, from Parkersburg, West Virginia, is 

featured as one of Intel’s Science Talent Award winners 
in the movie “Whiz Kid.” She isolated a contaminant 
that was being dumped into the Ohio River by a Teflon 
plant, drawing attention to the need for clean water in 
her community. 

 
 When I taught at the Helen S. Faison Arts Academy 
in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, I saw the benefit of sustaining 
the village through Dr. James Comer’s School 
Development Program. Dr. Comer of Yale University has 
been working for decades to systematically include parents 
and community members in schools, particularly low-
income, low-performing school districts. The success of his 
approach is outlined in the book Rallying the Whole 
Village. The three main keys to the program’s success—
Consensus, Collaboration and No Blame—result in a 
change in school culture.  
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 The hardest challenge at the Arts Academy was in 
maintaining the focus on problem solving and not allowing 
personal blame when conflicts occurred.  This practice also 
had the biggest payoff.  The parents benefited when the 
staff modeled this discipline, as did the children. Part of 
creating a functional village is to practice Comer’s three 
principals, which cuts down on the emotional strife and 
chaos that often stand in the way of meeting the standards. 
 
 With the singing, dancing, storytelling, painting and 
caring part of the village, we encourage excellence and 
effort all year long through the arts. We celebrate when the 
tests are over. We celebrate when a problem has been 
solved. We celebrate when the odds are beaten! That’s the 
village doing its work. 
 
 

 
“Education is the Handmaiden of Democracy.”  
4’ x 8’ acrylic on wood, by RCHS Art Students. 
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Conclusion 
 

“It is easier to build strong children than  
to repair broken men.” 

                 —Frederick Douglass 
 
 My dear teacher, in the first sentence of this book, I 
said I would tell you what you already know in your bones. 
I hope that your bones feel strengthened, as if you’ve taken 
4,000 units of Vitamin D. I hope you have been heartened 
and enlivened reading these ten steps and that you feel 
more prepared to beat whatever odds you are facing: in 
your classroom, in your local community, in your school 
district, in your state, in your nation or in the global 
community. The steps are always available to you:  
  Step   1. Seek the Spark 

  Step   2. Consult Nature 

  Step   3. Use Rhythm 

  Step   4. Bring in the Stories 

  Step   5. Make It Real 

  Step   6. Turn Tests into Games 

  Step   7. Nourish Creativity 

  Step   8. Build Collaboration 

  Step   9. Model Authenticity 

  Step 10. Sustain the Village 
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 I come full circle to end with the primary 
importance of the spark. Marlo Morgan, a 50 year old 
woman from the United States, relates a conversation with 
an Australian aborigine in Mutant Message Down Under:  
 

           …one of the men asked me if it was 
true some people in my country live their entire 
lives and never know what their God-given 
talents are? …Yes, I had to admit, many [people 
of my culture] did not think they were given any 
talent, and they did not think about the purpose 
of life until they were dying. Big tears came into 
his eyes as he shook his head, to show how 
difficult it was to believe such a thing could 
happen. 
 

 In a society where it is expected that each person 
will make full use of his or her gifts, each person does. 
There are much higher stakes than the high-stakes testing. 
There are crushing forces against children growing up 
safely, let alone growing up to use their talents. Student 
achievement is shaped by what we think is possible. Our 
vision must be worthy of these complex, challenging, 
mysterious and beautiful young people in our charge. We 
have our work cut out for us.  
 The phrase “Speak the truth and point to hope” is 
necessary for beating the odds. It is easy to wallow in the 
pessimism of how awful human beings are and what a mess 
the world is. When I think about what the next generations 
are facing —my grandchildren and yours—I get up again to 
take action. As David Orr, Professor of Environmental 
Studies at Oberlin College, says, “Hope is a verb. It means 
rolling up our sleeves and doing the work.”  
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 Let’s support each other and share stories of what’s 
working. We are the village – all of us who care about the 
future of the children. You know how to reach me—
www.beatingtheoddsnow.com. I look forward to hearing 
what odds you are up against. What creative solutions are 
you coming up with? I want to put our heads and hearts 
together to make a world that is worthy of our children.  I 
am envisioning a world where human children will be 
flourishing in healthy relationship with the children of all 
of the species on our rare and abundant planet. We can do 
this. We can beat the odds now! 
 
 
 
 

 
“Detail, Youth of Rappahannock.” 8’ x 4’ Acrylic on wood. 

                   
 
   
    



80 
 

Appendix 
 

 The Big Test 
 for Teenagers 

    
   Once upon a time there was a group of 

teens, who learned as much as they could every 
day from everyone they met.  They learned  from 
their family members, their teachers, their 
visionary principal, the maintenance man, the 
people in their neighborhood and the people 
outside their neighborhood. They learned from 
being in nature, from, from books, from 
gardening, from making things, from sports, 
from fixing things, from magazines, from video 
games, from their pets, from  television, from 
music, from investigations and from their 
fascinating friends.  There wasn’t anything they 
couldn’t learn from, because they were born to 
learn. They asked for help from grown-ups 
when they didn’t understand, and they helped 
each other, too, of course.       

            There were those who didn’t believe in 
their intelligence, who made fun of their school, 
who thought they couldn’t possibly achieve. 

            Every year, these teenagers had a chance 
to show the world some of what they knew in the 
California Exit Exam (put your test here). 
Because they had spent the year working hard 
to master reading, writing, math, science and 
history, they wanted to give their best effort. 
Their school would stand out!  

          There were many things they knew that 
the test didn’t ask them about. There were some 
things that the test asked about they had never 
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heard of. Ha! Couldn’t fool them. These smart 
students knew how to be detectives and make 
good guesses. 

         And sure enough, the hard work and focus 
of the excellent learners was seen in their tests 
results. Proudly, their teachers, families and 
neighborhood celebrated the accomplishments 
of the teenagers who learned as much as they 
could every day from everyone they met. Those 
who had doubted their abilities were proven 
wrong!     

 
     The End 

 
 

 
“Kito.”  12” x 12”  oil on wood. 
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The Factor Game  
 
Below are instructions for the Factor Game, given 

to me by Lawren Giles and played happily in class and as 
homework with family members. A cooperative spin is to 
add the two columns together and see how the sums differ 
from game to game. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

 Make two columns under the Grid, one called 
Player 1 and one called Player 2. Player 1 chooses a 
number on the grid and circles it. The number is written in 
Player 1’s column. Player 2 writes the factors of that 
number in his or her column, putting an X through them on 
the grid. The factors are added. Each number can only be 
used once. Player 2 then chooses a number, putting an X 
through it on the grid and writing it in his or her column. 
Player 1 circles the factors of that number, writing them in 
his or her column. Add the numbers as you go. Now it’s 
Player 1’s turn to circle another number and Player 2 to 
cross out the factors. Continue until all the numbers are 
crossed out.  Play cooperatively by seeing how high a 
number you can achieve.  Challenge yourself by adding 
more numbers, say up to 64. 

1     2    3    4      5        6 
 

7     8    9    10   11     12 
 

13   14    15   16   17    18 
 

19   20    21   22   23    24 
 

25   26    27   28    29    30 
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“Department of Interior Public Policy Collaborative Mural”. Acrylic 
on Wood. 8’ x 8’ Inspired by the Lakota Medicine Wheel and Judith 
Cornell’s Mandalas.  The North represents the wisdom found in 
growing seedlings.  The East represents freely giving the knowledge of 
the department.  The South stands for the mission of clean water and 
the West represents breaking out of the limiting boundaries for the sake 
of the children. 
 
 

More of Laurie’s artwork and writing may be seen at  
 

www.soulemporium.com. 
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