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shoes that are made for playing tennis (the soles are specially constructed for 
the sport), and not having those shoes may be part of why I tripped and fell. You 
also need a good racquet that fits your size, strength, and needs. Not knowing 
how to purchase those on my own, I consulted with the head coach of the tennis 
club, and he personally helped me select what best suited me. In our schools, 
why do we settle for second-rate literature and resources that shortchange us 
and our students and may even do damage?

9. Relax your grip. 
“Relax your grip” may be the best advice my tennis coach gave me. Especially 
after the fall, I felt like I was holding on for dear life when I picked up the 
racquet again. My fingers were wrapped in protective tape and I had about 65 
percent mobility in my hand. “Relax your grip” forced me to slow down, take 
deep breaths, and loosen up—all of which resulted in being more relaxed and 
playing better. Isn’t that true in all aspects of our lives? Holding on too tight—to 
people we love, to our students, to our families—doesn’t work out so well for us 
or for them.

10.  What you’ve truly learned stays with you. 
I was astonished. After resuming tennis slightly handicapped and not playing 
for almost four months, I was playing as well as before the fall. My coach 
commented and I agreed: “You haven’t lost a beat. You’re playing very well.” 
I left that lesson pain free and exhilarated. How was it possible that I had no 
loss in skill? I think that when we are taught well and deeply on topics we are 
passionate about, learning sticks. Choice and deliberate practice also matter a 
lot, but perhaps most important of all, joy matters. It was the remembered joy 
of playing that gave me the impetus and will to play again, even knowing new 
missteps were bound to occur.

Instill a love of learning
I would like to see as a requirement that the content we teach—and how and why 
we teach and assess it—promotes a love of learning; that our instruction and the 
experiences we provide students inspire them to inquire, seek more knowledge, ask 
deeper questions, and go on learning. That statement is as true for us as educators 
as it is for our students. Professional development that is overly focused on data 
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analysis and raising test scores crushes our love of learning. What we spend time on 
must not only be worth learning, it must also lead to a desire to learn more. Some of 
us have been fortunate enough to have the experience of being smitten by a subject 
in which we initially had little interest. Because our instructor shared his or her 
passion, made it fascinating, and presented the information in a manner we could 
understand and participate in, we came to love the subject too. We must provide 
similar experiences for our students.

Provide opportunities for students to “find” their passion. Share the inspirational 
life story of Ryan Speedo Green with middle and high school students.15 Speedo (his 
preferred name) is now an international, supremely gifted opera singer. Growing up, 
he had no passions other than responding with extreme violence to his life of poverty 
and other severe challenges. And then one deeply caring teacher took his class of 
students with severe behavior and learning issues to the Metropolitan Opera in New 
York City, and Speedo saw and heard opera for the first time. He was mesmerized 
by the magnificent voice and stage presence of a black opera singer, a superstar who 
looked like him. He was so moved, he thought, “That’s what I’m going to do with my 
life.” And against all odds and probabilities—and with the continuing support of that 
one teacher and other caring mentors—he achieved his dream.

In an interview with Tavis Smiley on National Public Radio, Ryan Speedo Green 
stated, “I had the love for music before I had the voice.”16 Sometimes our students’ 
lives are so fraught with anxiety over just trying to exist, there is no room for thinking 
about a passion or love of learning. That’s where we come in. It was a teacher’s action 
that changed the course of Ryan Speedo Green’s life. Through one action—taking 
him to the opera—his teacher took him away from his desolate, dispiriting world and 
showed him another world—one that grabbed his heart and mind and never let go. By 
his own account, that passion for opera gave him a reason to live, and today his life 
is joyful.

Make learning memorable. I recently asked a group of high school students what 
learning experience affected and inspired them most in their elementary school 
years. Although a few cited a teacher they loved, no one cited a lesson or unit of 
study or specific classroom learning. What had an impact on these students were 
occasions with their friends, field trips, school plays, musical events, lived activities 
that involved hands-on doing and interaction. Sadly, for many students, school is 
still not a very relevant or interesting place for learning.

One high school student described his required geography class to me this way: 
the teacher lectures; they read out of a textbook as a whole class; daily homework 
takes about two hours as students are required to write out definitions of many 
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geographic terms and then use each in a sentence; there is no connection made to 
real-world places and current events. Predictably, the student dislikes geography, 
finds it boring, and resents the hours of irrelevant homework.

Imagine a different scenario. Integrating required curriculum and standards, the 
teacher plans the course around places in the world where geography has been or is 
a determining factor in shaping the lives of everyday citizens: India, Pakistan, Israel, 
Palestine, Syria, Iraq, Nepal, and China, to name several. The fascinating story of how 
geography and climate change are interrelated can also be included—for example, by 
studying the places where rising sea levels are compelling people who live on islands 
or near a coastline to consider moving to higher ground. The teacher embeds current 
events, news articles, primary sources that include first-person narratives, podcasts, 
videos, and social media into the content. With the teacher’s encouragement, 
students ask questions about why and how geography matters. Students are given 
some choice in the required homework and projects. They are encouraged to present 
their findings through writing, speaking, and multimedia projects. Or perhaps the 
teacher focuses on a local environmental event such as a damaging landslide, a past 
volcano eruption, the overcutting of trees, and so on, that permanently altered the 
geography and living habits of a place students know.

I predict the same student might leave that class enthused and smitten with 
geography for life and much more likely to pay attention to worldwide current 
events where geography plays a role in people’s lives. The student might even 
become a lifelong concerned and active citizen who is personally invested in how 
geography and related climate change will continue to have an impact on people’s 
lives, including his own. What a different outcome than the outcome resulting from 
just covering a required curriculum and moving students through the same boring 
activities each year!

“Do no harm,” the credo and foundational precept for physicians, must also apply 
to us educators. When we fail to excite and incite the intellect and instead squander 
curiosity—that most precious of natural resources that all human beings possess—
we endanger a love of learning that should be, I believe, a birthright for all people. 
Our credo must become “Inspire a love of learning.” Then, inspiring our students, 
teachers, and leaders must become our highest priority.
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   Take Action

 ® Share your passions with colleagues and students. When I work in schools and 
speak at conferences, I talk about my ongoing passion for wanting all students to 
succeed. Almost all my work is in high-poverty, high-needs schools because so 
little changes for our underserved students, and that inequity literally keeps me 
up nights. I am committed to doing whatever I can—one district, one school, one 
teacher, one student at a time—to make a difference.

 ® Provide more choice, which can be a game changer for students who are not 
engaged or making a full effort. Also, for independent thinkers, choice allows 
students the freedom to be more creative and think more ingeniously. (See also 
pages 54 and 90–93.)

 ® Find a way to make required curriculum relevant. As much as possible, find 
and create real-world connections that capture students’ hearts and minds. See 
our online lesson plan at sten.pub/literacyessentials, which took the required 
social studies curriculum, science curriculum, and standards and integrated them 
to teach writing and reading in depth while also focusing on local environmental 
issues.

 ® Assign students to read one or more news articles and bring in articles that 
interest them to share with the class. Students can use these articles as jumping-
off points for their own inquiry projects. High school teacher Kelly Gallagher’s 
“Article of the Week” web page deftly uses the reading and discussing of news 
articles to help build students’ prior knowledge, something that is especially 
important for the many who lack the foundational background knowledge 
necessary to understand current news and world events.17 (For more on current 
events, see pages 211 and 267–268.)

 ® Invite specialists from the community into the classroom to talk about how 
they use, for example, geography, math, history, science, or geology, and so on, in 
their jobs to give students a sense of purpose and understanding of the subject 
matter being taught.

Create a need to know
After meeting with the aforementioned high school students who could not recall 
any academic experiences from elementary school that had made a lifelong impact 
on them and silently acknowledging the same was true for me, I changed my usual 
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course in planning with teachers for an upcoming writing residency. Along with 
keeping curriculum and standards at the forefront, as previously noted, I almost 
always have begun thinking and planning with the question “How can we engage 
students’ hearts and minds?” This time our first question to ourselves was “How can 
we create a learning experience so significant and memorable that it might have a 
lifelong impact on students’ lives?” (The “big” questions we asked to frame the study 
are on page 87. The lesson is described in detail online. See also Appendix C: Lesson 
Plan Framework/Overview and “Ask More Vital Questions,” pages 161–167.)

The questions we and our students ask determine the direction and outcomes 
of our learning. Inspiring “a need to know” is an essential first step. Director James 
Cameron begins his movie Titanic with video footage of the ship’s sinking. In 2012, he 
revisited the facts that informed his 1995 conclusions and asked: “What could have 
happened?” “What actually happened?” “Why did it happen?” Cameron still had so 
many unanswered questions on a topic he was passionate about that, with a team 
of experts, he investigated, once again, the possible causes and explanations for the 
extensive damage to and quick sinking of the ship. The “need to know” drove him to 
explore and scrutinize further, reanalyze all the facts, and reach new conclusions. That 
intense curiosity is exactly what we want to foster in our students—and ourselves.

When I ask a group of students “What do we mean by revision?” there is no 
response and not much interest in knowing. The teacher has been assigning most 
of the writing in the classroom and directing any changes to be made, so, not 
surprisingly, most students don’t value writing or see a connection between in-
school writing and real-world writing. Without a need to know—in this case, knowing 
what revision is and why it matters—students will not improve much as writers and 
thinkers. Teaching by telling, with teachers giving the explanations and solutions to 
students, has been shown to be far less effective than responsive teaching, which, 
through teachers’ thoughtful questioning, probing, and interaction with students, 
creates a need for inquiry. Although we may be restrained by required curriculum 
and standards, we must present content in a way that entices a hunger to know more, 
which, in turn, creates the motivation, engagement, and persistence that lead to new 
and lasting learning.

   Take Action

 ® Find out what students are passionate about and “need to know.” Encourage 
investigation of a topic of interest. Provide excellent resources. Do a lot of 
frontloading. (See pages 129–146.)
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 ® Demonstrate the research process and how one comes to an informed opinion. 
Follow the Optimal Learning Model. (See pages 136–146 and online lesson plan.)

 ® Value uncertainty. By the types of questions we pose (see “Ask More Vital 
Questions,” page 161), we challenge students’ thinking. Not relying on one perfect 
answer promotes curiosity and a continuous desire to learn. Begin, as James 
Cameron did, with these essential questions: First, “What do we know now?” 
Then, after some investigation, “What have we learned?” Next, “What else do we 
want to find out?” and “How can we find that information?” Finally, “What are our 
conclusions, based on all the evidence and analysis?”

 ® Challenge students’ thinking. Rather than giving students the answer, ask, 
“What do you think?” or “How could we find that out?” Explicitly demonstrate and 
show how curious people find information to answer their questions so that, with 
our encouragement and guidance, students can search, browse, read, research, and 
collaborate to find answers to their important questions. It is this process that can 
lead students to see themselves as smart, sometimes for the first time. (See my 
story “Feeling Smart” below.)

 ® Pose your own “need to know” questions. For example, investigate such possible 
issues as why so many students are being labeled for special education, why the 
writing at two adjacent grade levels looks about the same, why so few students 
reach the proficiency level in reading, or other specific burning questions related 
to your or your school’s ability to maximize achievement, engagement, and more. 
Model wondering and asking questions during read-alouds. Go to the website 
Wonderopolis.org for the Wonder of the Day and many more wonders.

All the years I was a student in public elementary, middle, and high school, I 
was never really sure if I was smart. I liked school, and my teachers liked me. 
I was an A student and a compliant one. My work was done to specification 
and completed on time. I figured out what people expected of me and, mostly, I 
worked for teachers’ and my parents’ approval. I don’t remember any passion 
for learning or memorable study that made me feel challenged in a way that 
pushed my thinking. School was about getting good grades, being with my few 
close friends, and following the rules.

STORY v  Feeling Smart


