


I have trained future teachers for nineteen years, and this work is by 
far the best book on teaching I have put in their hands. My meth-
ods students tell me that this book both inspires them and makes 
them aware of the incredible challenges they will face in their future 
classrooms. They universally call it the best book they have been 
assigned in their education classes.

— Jeff Gall, PhD, Professor of History and Social Science Education, 
Truman State University

I have read countless books on education, pedagogy, and leader-
ship during my career, most of the time slogging through them 
looking for the pearls of wisdom, insight, and inspiration that I 
could use in my leadership life. I always enjoy and benefit the most 
from a practitioner’s point of view— someone who actually put the 
philosophy, principles, ideas, and values into practice. This author’s 
perspective on great teaching has credibility and high value because 
he is a lifetime teacher— a master of the craft of teaching who 
won the trust, admiration, and respect of students and colleagues. 
When you add his gift of communication that includes wit, humor, 
humility, and Scott Holley hyperbole, along with very pointed, well- 
positioned quotes, you end up with a book that is as entertaining as 
it is inspirational— not an easy objective to fulfill.

— Jim Marsh, Director of the Van Lunen Center, Calvin College

Accessible, heartwarming, and genuine, this book lays out the 
essential fundamentals of teaching in a way that flows easily and 
passionately. The author gives the reader a set of comprehensive 
building blocks, and leaves us believing we can build a pyramid. 
His writing is infused with a wisdom that is both theoretical and 
practical, that lives simultaneously in the big picture and the small-
est details, and moves effortlessly between the two. Part memoir, 
part self‐help book, the author’s own experiences and teachings 
are enhanced by a chorus of other thoughtfully placed voices and 
framed by a series of stimulating questions that function as both 
an invitation and a call to action. I believe I am a better tutor and 
overall human being after reading this book.

— Jacqueline Thornton, academic consultant
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1

Introduction

I am a teacher, a man whose desire to teach is rooted in his blood. 
My paternal grandmother graduated from the first class ever at what 
is now Missouri State University and taught for several years before 
starting a family. My mother volunteered with one of the first high 
school programs in the Midwest for students with special needs. My 
older brother was a history teacher for more than fifteen years and a 
principal for another twenty. My younger brother was a middle school 
and high school history teacher for most of his career, my son is a 
teacher, my nephew is a teacher, and my niece is a teacher. The tally of 
kids who have sat in the classroom under the care of a member of my 
family numbers in the thousands since collectively we have spent well 
over one hundred years in education. Teaching is what we do, it is what 
we know, it is who we are.

But for me, the road to competence in the classroom was a pains-
taking, sometimes embarrassing ordeal that seemed destined for 
disaster in the early years as I struggled with my own insecurity, imma-
turity, and ineffectiveness. The lessons I learned on the path toward 
understanding how to teach came slowly, painfully, and at great cost to 
my pride as I wrestled with the thought that I might fail absolutely at 
achieving the dream I had always wanted to pursue.

That’s because from the time my ineptitude at the plate and in 
the field forced me to abandon my childhood fantasy of playing 
centerfield for the St. Louis Cardinals, my sole ambition became 
much more modest— though fundamentally far more important. 
I dreamed of walking into a classroom filled with adolescents and 
helping them to discover beauty in the power of ideas. I remember 
clearly the day I decided to teach— a cold December day in Mrs. 
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Wilson’s sixth-grade class circa 1962 in Kirkwood, Missouri. As the 
quiet buzz of the radiator hummed to my left and the frosted glass 
glazed by the winter chill sparkled to my right, my classmates and 
I sat quietly at our desks reading a story that absolutely riveted me. 
Something about the power of that story and the cozy warmth of that 
scene touched my naïve twelve- year- old soul. I felt at home in the 
classroom, at home engaging with ideas and finding a haven where 
learning was taken seriously. Captured by that moment, I put down 
my book, took a deep breath, and made a decision that day that I 
never relinquished— I was going to become a teacher. And despite a 
less than focused academic career, an uneven student teaching expe-
rience, and the rockiest start imaginable, I never wavered from that 
goal.

That was more than fifty years ago. In the ensuing years, I taught 
English in public schools, private schools, and international schools. I 
taught seventh graders, eighth graders, freshmen, juniors, and seniors, 
but somehow never managed to teach a class of sophomores. Little by 
little I learned how to teach, and though I never mastered the craft, I 
learned to love it. Being with teenagers all day long filled me with joy, 
gave me a hopeful perspective on the next generation that my more 
cynical friends in the adult world did not share, and allowed me to go 
to work each day knowing that what I did mattered.

I remember a conversation I had with four friends, all about my 
age, at a New Year’s Eve party as we celebrated the coming of the new 
millennium. Each of these men made far more money than I did. Each 
held a senior position in his company and was highly regarded as a 
man of both integrity and ability. Yet as we talked about our jobs, they 
all expressed a sense of frustration that although their work was intel-
lectually engaging and financially rewarding, none of them found any 
real meaning in what he did all day long. One of them said something 
I will never forget: “Life has to be about more than watching interest 
rates go up and down.” Whatever the frustrations of the classroom, I 
have never doubted that what happens in it makes a difference. Though 
I had plenty of days in which I didn’t really connect with the kids and 
faced more than a few disengaged students, I knew that the lives of 
these kids mattered a heck of a lot more than the fluctuations of the 
prime lending rate.
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I was blessed to be a teacher. And because I loved it so much, I 
have thought a lot about what it means to teach, how to think about 
what to teach, and how to improve as a teacher. The truth is that no one 
ever arrives as a teacher; no matter how good we may be, we all have 
wretched days in which our carefully crafted lessons fall apart, and we 
all have distant students with whom we never seem to connect. On 
occasion I would get in the car after a string of less than stellar classes 
knowing that I did not earn my salary that day. But the beauty of being 
a teacher is that, like the outfielder who goes 0 for 4 and leaves five men 
on base during Monday’s game, Tuesday brings another chance to step 
into the box to have a go at redemption. And that’s what I tried to do 
for forty- one years.

This book is an exploration of the art and craft of teaching— not 
from an academic but from a practitioner who struggled and failed 
and experimented and grew, and who never quit aiming to get better. 
Teaching humbled me. The kids humbled me. In a job interview for a 
new position a few years ago, someone asked me to explain my teaching 
style and was clearly distressed when I replied, “I don’t know.” He kept 
pressing, asking me to define what a typical day in my class looked like, 
and my insistence that I couldn’t define a typical day unsettled him; in 
his eyes, I was evidently an amateurish fraud who had no understand-
ing of the science of teaching and could not be trusted to provide the 
students with a rigorous education grounded in sound practice. But 
to me each day is a work in progress, and what dazzles on Wednesday 
might bomb on Thursday. What soars during third hour might not fly 
during sixth. A good teacher is a jazz impresario adapting on the fly as 
he or she gauges the kids’ body language and responsiveness. Because 
no two groups of students are alike, and no two students are either, a 
good teacher must learn to change the tempo moment by moment or 
engage in a spontaneous riff that takes the class to places he or she did 
not anticipate when the bell rang at the beginning of class. If I have 
an undergirding pedagogical approach it is this: Whatever it takes. 
Though I had (and have) strong beliefs about what and why teachers 
should teach, my attitudes about how they do it were (and are) more 
flexible. But I do know this: Good teachers cannot be so rigid in their 
approach that they plunge blindly through a lesson as the kids descend 
into zombieland. After all, the classroom is for the kids, not the teacher.
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What follows is an examination of what one man believes about 
teaching kids in middle school and high school. Actually, that is not 
entirely true. What follows is the end result of more than forty years 
of reflecting upon, reading about, and practicing the art and science of 
teaching, all enhanced by the perspectives of many other voices, some 
of them educational experts like Linda Darling- Hammond and Grant 
Wiggins and Robert Marzano, and some of them career teachers like 
me. Throughout my years in education, I liked to sit with other master 
teachers, both in my own building and beyond, to pick their brains, 
whether in a formal interview or in a casual conversation, about what 
they had learned; some of what follows represents their wisdom, their 
experience, their counsel. More recently I sat with a number of men 
and women newly retired from the field and interviewed them about 
what they’ve learned in their many years in the classroom. Some of 
them had taught for more than forty years; the least experienced left 
the classroom after “only” twenty- four years. These men and women 
were masters of their craft, the kind of educators that every school longs 
to hire and every parent prays will teach their children. It has always 
seemed wrong that on the day teachers retire, they walk out the door 
taking all of their years of practice and planning and preparation with 
them; the younger teachers they leave behind will never benefit from 
their hard- earned expertise. This book— a mix of philosophy, mem-
oir, and practical advice— is meant to correct that reality by offering a 
series of reflections from those who have spent years in the profession 
or years studying it. This discussion of what works and what does not, 
what matters and what can be put aside, is directed at teachers who 
are striving, at any stage in their career, to master the never- ending 
challenge of facing a roomful of teenagers and somehow making what 
we do matter to them and, more importantly, helping them to become 
more literate, more thoughtful, and more humane. To say that this 
book will provide a roadmap for success in the classroom is more than 
I can claim. But to borrow a phrase from Peter King’s Monday Morn-
ing Quarterback column for Sports Illustrated, the thoughts below are 
“Things I Think I Think” about what defines great teaching.

I never got it right. I never ended a school year without regrets that 
I had failed this student or misunderstood that one. One of my very 
last acts in my final days as a teacher was to flunk a student I could 
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never reach. Yet I was not the same teacher in my last year that I was 
in my first, largely because I had taught with and learned from many, 
many great teachers. To walk away without reflecting once more on 
what they taught me and what I figured out about how to reach a group 
of sometimes reluctant learners seems a terrible waste. To claim that I 
am an expert qualified to offer general advice on how to teach seems 
more than a little pretentious; many people with whom I have worked 
could do it as well or even better. And to suggest that I can offer any 
revolutionary insight into how best to teach is wishful thinking since 
so much of what makes a teacher successful is simply common sense. I 
love Fran Lebowitz’s words: “Original thought is like original sin: both 
happened before you were born to people you could not possibly have 
met.”1 Little of what follows will be new, earth- shattering, or profound. 
But if forty- one years in the classroom taught me anything, if the wis-
dom of those who conduct educational research means anything, and 
if the perspectives of the men and women I interviewed for this book 
count for anything at all, it is that much of what we’ve managed to 
discover about how to reach kids was learned painfully and slowly but 
ultimately led to a career filled with purpose, excitement, and even 
joy. If any of the reflections that follow shorten the learning curve for 
young teachers trying to figure it out, if anything that follows helps 
them to see that though our tools and priorities may change, the need 
for thoughtful reflection does not, then these thoughts may be of value. 
For what it is worth, this is what I have learned.
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Chapter One

First Year Follies

I wish I could say that my transition to the classroom was a joyful exer-
cise in creative lesson plans, innovative teaching strategies, and hosan-
nas from grateful students carrying me on their shoulders from the 
classroom to my car each Friday at 3:15 as they exulted in the brilliance 
of the insights they had gained each week. I wish I could say that every 
Monday morning appreciative parents lined the hallways outside my 
classroom shedding tears of joy and pressing oversized wads of cash into 
my hands as they thanked me for the life- changing experience their chil-
dren were having because of my class. The reality was just a tad different.

My first year in teaching was, in fact, little short of a nightmare: two 
semesters of self- doubt, second- guessing, and sleepless nights spent 
ruing my inability to command the attention and respect of the students, 
who seemed far more adept at running the class than I was. My career 
began in the early 1970s in a rural community that was transitioning to 
suburbia as the sprawl of St. Louis spread southward. I was hired to teach 
seventh- and eighth-grade English to the children of families for whom 
aspirations of a college education were a novelty since their children 
were primed to return to the farm or find work at the nearby Chrysler 
plant that seemed to employ half of their fathers. The school was proudly 
old- fashioned, with corporal punishment the preferred method of class-
room management and a curriculum little changed since the 1950s. 
Apart from student teaching and the usual round of education classes 
that were part of my undergraduate coursework, my preparation for 
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First Year Follies 7

my new assignment was nonexistent. I reported two days before school 
began and was handed my textbooks, given a whirlwind blast of school 
policies and procedures, and sent on my way with the hope that I was at 
least moderately competent. I was not.

In an effort to be innovative, the principal paired me for two peri-
ods a day with a sixty- seven- year- old veteran who was in her last year 
of teaching. Mrs. Dwight (not her real name) had been teaching since 
the Great Depression and had absolutely no interest in listening to the 
half- baked ideas of a novice who had no real idea how to teach anyway. 
Our pairing was not exactly a rousing success. Mrs. Dwight’s preferred 
method of instruction was a lecture followed by worksheets— day after 
day after day. Whatever creative ideas I might have had were ignored, 
which, given her experience and my naiveté, made perfect sense. We 
were assigned to a classroom that had once been the school library, 
which meant we had a cavernous space in which to operate. Given all 
of that room, the principal decided to fill it with as many twelve-  and 
thirteen- year- olds as he possibly could, so we had between sixty and 
seventy kids in each of the two periods we team- taught. It was not his 
best idea.

Try to picture the scene: Mrs. Dwight and I took turns lecturing on 
the glories of the parts of speech, topic sentences, and dangling modi-
fiers while a small horde of seventh graders sat slack- jawed in disbelief 
at the sheer lunacy of what we were doing. Whether due to age or lack 
of interest, Mrs. Dwight never bothered to learn the students’ names, 
nor did she ever know who among the kids could be trusted and who 
needed to be watched, which set her up for embarrassment on more 
than one occasion. Lisa* was both the best student in the entire seventh 
grade and among the kindest girls I ever taught in my entire career. 
She thanked me every single day as she left class, even as I stood at the 
door lowering my eyes in shame at the utter irrelevance of what we 
had just forced the students to endure. Bored beyond even her super-
human tolerance for putting up with information she had known since 
she was eight, Lisa was reading a book one March day as Mrs. Dwight 
droned on and on about the glories of adverbs and adjectives. Catch-
ing sight of Lisa’s inattention, Mrs. Dwight called her to the board in a 
furious tone to circle every adjective and adverb in a lengthy passage 
from Ernest Gaines’s The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman. I knew 
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what was going to happen, the class knew what was going to happen, 
and, to Lisa’s credit, she did too. Lisa looked my way, silently imploring 
me to somehow short- circuit this whole charade. Not knowing how to 
rescue Mrs. Dwight or Lisa, I shrugged as Lisa dragged herself to the 
board with the greatest reluctance and completed the task in record 
time, sending the entire class into titters of delight at the sight of Mrs. 
Dwight sputtering in humiliation by her desk.

Mrs. Dwight also had a complete aversion to handling discipline 
problems, which in a room full of three score or more seventh grad-
ers, were an ever- present threat and an all- too- common reality. Her 
response to any and all disruptions was to stand by the mischief- maker 
with her hands on her hips as her lower lip trembled like a low- level 
earthquake. She would grunt loudly, sounding like a cross between 
a badly tuned engine and a grizzly bear emerging from hibernation, 
which was intended to signal that trouble was afoot and my services 
were required. So though I might be on the far side of the room and 
rarely had any idea what had just happened, I was expected to be the 
dutiful sheriff riding in to restore order. I would rush to her side as 
her lip quivered frantically and the grunting escalated, not knowing if 
I was being summoned because someone had just dropped his pencil 
on the floor or had hijacked a 747. She would point in horror at the 
offender, directing me to take him out into the hall to launch an inter-
rogation worthy of a John Grisham courtroom thriller to ferret out the 
truth of the offense.

One day this scenario went horribly wrong. Intent on helping a 
struggling student near the front of the room write an acceptable topic 
sentence, I was startled to hear Mrs. Dwight’s badly tuned engine and 
comatose bear awaken with unprecedented volume. I scurried to the 
back of the room to do my duty, but this time the script unraveled 
quickly. Rather than playing his part and quietly retreating to the hall 
for his interrogation, this young man jumped to his feet and fled my 
attempts to nab him.

I should have let him go. I should have recognized this was a situa-
tion that could not possibly end with anyone escaping with any dignity 
whatsoever. But I was twenty- two years old, immature, inexperienced, 
and propelled by the escalating cacophony of Mrs. Dwight’s grunts, 
so I took off in hot pursuit, chasing him up and down the rows of the 
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classroom as the other students reveled in the spectacle of their teacher 
making a complete fool of himself. The chase seemed interminable as 
he scattered empty desks in my path in his effort to flee and ended only 
when a sympathetic girl blocked his escape with her desk, allowing 
me to corral him so that I could drag him into custody in the hallway. 
Out of breath and poised for the kill, I bored in to uncover the truth 
of his heinous offense. Furious that he had been caught, the boy was 
reluctant to come clean, but he finally caved, telling me that he had 
committed a truly unspeakable crime: he had forgotten to bring his 
pencil to class.

My other three classes weren’t much better. Each was filled with 
thirty or more eighth graders skilled in smelling the weakness of a new 
teacher, and I gave them every opportunity to draw blood. Trying too 
hard to be liked, I set a much too casual tone in the class, and when 
the kids sensed I was an easy mark, they took full advantage. Pulling 
out the full arsenal of early adolescent foolishness, the kids specialized 
in high caliber spit wad wars, passed notes with the efficiency of UPS 
during the Christmas rush, and chattered on as I tried to teach as if I 
were the Invisible Man. My days were filled with classroom chaos and 
my nights with constant grading and frenzied efforts to stay a few days 
ahead of the kids in planning each week’s lessons.

By October I was exhausted, wanting desperately to hit the reset 
button so I could create a new classroom atmosphere, but the relentless 
pace of the calendar meant I had to hang on until Christmas when I 
might have sufficient time to get far enough ahead to actually gener-
ate lessons that would appeal to the students. I had no social life, no 
life apart from school. Still single, I was zero for the school year on 
the dating scene because I spent every moment outside the classroom 
trying to figure out how to reach these kids who seemed to have such 
little interest in learning. My friends thought I had been swallowed by 
a black hole. Never had I been so stripped of my dignity. Never had 
I felt like such a failure. Lying awake late at night, I would wonder 
how it was possible that I had wanted so badly to teach for so long yet 
could be so inept. If I could have quit without suffering a fatal blow 
to my pride, I would have done so but instead chose to grind through 
the bedlam simply because I felt I had no option. Though there might 
have been veteran teachers in the building willing to help, I was so 
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cowed by my daily struggles that I hesitated to go to them because I did 
not want anyone to know the depths of my struggles, and no one ever 
approached me to offer any advice. Year one was a long slog filled with 
insecurity, long hours, and, at my worst moments, despair.

But I hung in. Whether motivated by stubborn pride or an unwill-
ingness to let go of a dream so quickly, I just could not allow myself 
to walk away without taking one more shot. And year two was bet-
ter. I was granted no sudden epiphany that unlocked the secrets of the 
classroom, but somehow that second year marked real progress and 
even moments of genuine delight. Mrs. Dwight retired, and though 
the ill- conceived team- teaching experiment was shelved, for planning 
purposes I was paired with two women in their thirties who were more 
attuned to the students and more willing to work with someone who 
was inexperienced yet was more than willing to learn. Both were kind, 
both were young enough to remember just how difficult teaching can 
be for a beginner, and we worked well together throughout the year, 
developing assignments with some actual creativity that challenged 
the students to think in ways that would have never occurred to Mrs. 
Dwight. By the end of that year, I was far from a polished teacher, but 
at least I had gained enough confidence and enough street smarts 
through my colleagues’ assistance to think that I might actually make 
it. I had been badly bloodied, but I was still standing, and the kids 
actually seemed to have learned something.

If this sad history doesn’t make the reality clear, let’s state it as 
plainly as possible: the first few years in the classroom are hard. The 
road to competence— let alone excellence— in the classroom is filled 
with unimaginable potholes and speed bumps. In years of conversa-
tions with veteran teachers, whether the setting was a backyard bar-
becue, a staff training in- service day, or a formal interview for this 
book, only one person even dared to suggest that her transition to the 
classroom was seamless. Given her forceful personality and thought-
ful approach to education, I believe it when she says she knew what 
she was doing on day one of year one. But all of the other teachers I 
have ever spoken to about their early years take on the countenance 
of a lapsed Catholic going to confession; they lower their eyes to the 
ground, drop their head in embarrassment, and tell a sad tale of woe 
while begging for absolution. Whether their downfall is an unruly 
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group of students, insufficient background in their subject matter, or 
a lack of understanding of the basic principles of pedagogy, beginning 
teachers almost universally find themselves facing a bad case of shell 
shock sometime within the first semester. Once the school year starts, 
the mistakes pile up and the idealism that rookie teachers bring to the 
table is put to the test almost immediately. The obstacles new teachers 
face are common and predictable, roadblocks that make that first year 
a march of folly bearable only because the beacon of summer vacation 
looms on the far horizon and the promise that with practice things 
will improve. Here are at least some of the major barriers many young 
teachers face as they seek to acclimate to the classroom.

#1: Nobody Seems to Care!

Teaching is always an adventure, and for beginners, navigating that 
road of potholes and speed bumps is an almost necessary part of the 
journey toward becoming an effective teacher. Finding ways to engage 
a roomful of hormonally charged teenagers hour after hour, day after 
day is not easy, and figuring out how to do it well can take years of 
practice, a point that David Berliner, the past president of the Ameri-
can Educational Research Association, makes clear.

Problems of discipline, effectiveness with both slow and rapid 
students, sustaining the interest of poorly motivated students, 
having a variety of materials that students liked to work with, 
and establishing a satisfactory set of requirements for the class-
room were all judged as being accomplished in no less than five 
years for the majority of teachers.1

Many of the teachers I interviewed made the same point. One of 
them remembers how disheartening her first months in the classroom 
turned out to be.

The kids didn’t want what I had to give them. Here I was for 
them. I was their gift, I was going to work hard for them, I was 
going to give them what they wanted, what they needed, and 
they didn’t want it. Nobody told me. What do you mean you 
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