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Dedication

This book is a labor of love. It is dedicated to people who have cried themselves to sleep because they were “different.” It is also a celebration of the “inner outcast” in all of us, and a humble attempt to inspire tolerance, understanding, and acceptance.

And to Niko… Opou eisai, s’agapo mexri ta sinefa kai para pano.

And Bailey… You live on in the hearts you changed and the lives you touched. I miss you.






A Letter to the Reader

If you’ve picked up this book, chances are you’ve been affected by school bullying. Whether you’re a student struggling to fit in, a parent worried for your child, an educator concerned for your classroom, or an Adult Survivor of Peer Abuse still haunted by the memory of feeling looked down upon day after day, you are not alone. There are millions of others just like you, wondering the same thing, “How do I get through this?” I know, because I’m one of them. It’s what motivated me to write the book you’re about to read.

From fifth grade through high school, I was the kid that nobody wanted to be caught dead hanging out with and the one who rescued crickets while my classmates held competitions about who could squish the most bugs the fastest. I would rather write poetry than play dodgeball or gossip, and I always defended the underdog, even when it meant facing the wrath of the cool crowd. I had more in common with adults than anyone my own age and would have given almost anything for friendship, except my soul. I endured every form of humiliation during my school years, from teasing and taunting, being the target of cruel and twisted pranks, to actual physical abuse. Years later when people would ask me what hurt most, I would explain that it wasn’t the acceptance and love I was being denied that made it so hard; it was all the love and friendship I tried to give that no one wanted. Eventually it backed up into my system like a toxin and poisoned my spirit. It would take years before I would start to heal.

When I decided to write this book, I never imagined it would become a New York Times bestseller, let alone be the catalyst to a grassroots movement that would establish me as the first survivor of school bullying to look back on her experiences as an adult. If someone would have made that prediction as I sat at my computer and tumbled headfirst through all those memories, trying to record them in these pages, I would have said, “Yeah, right.” I believed that once this book was finished, I’d promote it for a couple of weeks, and then conclude this chapter of my life. I was wrong.

This memoir started out as my attempt to achieve closure by turning my painful adolescence into purpose. I wanted bullied children to know they’re not alone, there is an adult who “gets it,” and that if I survived, so can they. I wanted the bullies to become aware that it’s not just joking around; they may be damaging their victims for life, and parents and teachers need to understand the issue from the child’s perspective.

I also wanted people to recognize that often the bully is bleeding, too, that there’s no such thing as a bad kid, that the bully is almost always a child in pain acting out in a cry for help. If we don’t answer those cries with compassionate, restorative forms of discipline, they may turn into howls, and it is those howls that feed bullying, both in children and adults. There’s an old saying that hindsight is 20-20. Had I understood bullying better when I was younger, had my parents and teachers understood it better, too, so much anguish on all sides could have been alleviated. That is why it is my life’s mission now.

It’s been a long road, and while I’m grateful for the continuing opportunity to wage this crusade against suffering in our schools, it’s also a real responsibility being “the voice of America’s bullied students,” and one that I work hard to live up to. There are moments when I’m exhausted and almost want to give up, as I suspect you do, too, sometimes. If you’re the student crying yourself to sleep over the parties you aren’t invited to, the mom tired of watching your daughter come home from school in tears every day, the teacher or principal at their wit’s end, or the Adult Survivor terrified to attend your high school reunion just like I was, there is hope. I want to help you access the courage already inside of you and use it to find that hope and persevere. I know all about hope. This book that you are reading almost never was.

“This can’t be happening,” I kept saying to myself, as the letters continued pouring in from all the big New York publishers. They were all the same. “There’s no audience for this thing.” The irony of my situation was unsettling. I write a book about how I was rejected by my peers that gets rejected by my peers! Most of these publishers knew me well, as I had been a successful book publicist for fifteen years and had orchestrated campaigns that put many of their titles onto bestseller lists. The editors at these houses had always relied upon my judgment, so why were they turning their backs on me now, after I’d proven to them my ability to predict a winner? It was like getting kicked in the chest.

So, I bullied a publisher in New England into publishing my book…well, let’s just say I was persistent.

An old friend of mine suggested I contact Adams Media, which at the time was an independent publisher near Boston, and gave me the phone number. I called the CEO and left an impassioned, and breathless, “Please, you simply have to meet with me” message on his voice mail, thinking, if I can just get an audience with him, I know I’ll be able to persuade him to publish my book. By the time he returned my call forty-five minutes later, I was already driving north on Route 95 from New York City, making the three-hour trip to his office. We had lunch that same day, and as we were finishing our coffee, he offered me a contract. I guess my dad was right about going straight to the top when something is important enough. I’ll always be grateful to Bob Adams.

The week that Please Stop Laughing at Me… was released, the US declared war on Iraq, and all of my media appearances, including a featured segment on ABC’s Good Morning America, were canceled. I remember thinking how unfair it was, that after everything I’d been through to get this book published, it would still never see the light of day. I was almost ready to give up, and then a miracle happened. A couple of days after my canceled network appearance, my publisher started receiving phone calls from bookstore managers, saying Please Stop Laughing at Me… was flying off the shelves, and commenting on what a great job I must have done on Good Morning America to have moved so many books so quickly. Then The New York Times called, saying the book had made their bestseller list. The retailers had the book prominently displayed in anticipation of all the publicity, and even though the media coverage fell through, the combination of the powerful image on the cover and the in-store visibility generated viral word of mouth, and this was before social media. It’s probably the only time that a canceled network morning show appearance actually put a book onto the New York Times bestseller list.

Within a few days, I started receiving hundreds of emails. Some of them were from bullying victims as young as nine and ten years old, threatening suicide or worse, pleading with me to help them. Others were from distraught teachers, who had witnessed a student brandishing a weapon and wanted me to come and share my story in an effort to thwart disaster. There were also gut-wrenching pleas from parents who were getting nowhere with their children’s schools and were desperate for intervention. I sorted the emails into piles, putting the most urgent on top. Then, I packed a bag and started traveling across the country, responding to as many as I could in person, and never looked back.

Thus began what would become INJJA (It’s NOT Just Joking Around!™), an intuitive-based anti-bullying program that includes live presentations, a curriculum, professional development for teachers and administrators, and a parent/family component. When I go into a school, people open up to me because they see a kindred spirit, someone who’s willing to crawl down inside the hole where they’re trapped and guide them out the same way she did for herself.

My talks are raw and honest, and I hold nothing back. I do not speak to the audience. I relive my childhood with them, laying myself bare. I let students know that bullying can cause lifelong damage, that something doesn’t always have to be on purpose in order for it to be hurtful. I tell them that bullying isn’t just the mean things you do; it’s also all the nice things you never do, like letting someone sit alone at lunch, always picking the same person last when dividing into teams, or talking about someone on a digital app or social media instead of interacting with them. I explain that this can be worse than overt physical abuse because it doesn’t make the victim ask, “What’s wrong with you?,” it makes him ask himself, “What’s wrong with me?,” and he will likely carry that self-doubt into adulthood.

When I address teachers, I share with them what my teachers did that worked, what didn’t and why, and what I and the thousands of bullied students who have confided in me wish our teachers would have done differently. And when I talk to parents, I tell them everything I wish someone would have told my mom and dad when I was being bullied. Before each presentation, I close my eyes, say a prayer that I’m able to reach those who need it most, and then imagine myself taking the hand of every person in the audience, guiding them to a more compassionate, tolerant, and courageous place in their lives.

Students will frequently approach me after they hear my story, visibly shaken, and ask for help. Some are victims seeking validation. Others, what I call “Elite Tormentors,” are members of the cool crowd who hadn’t recognized that their behavior toward certain classmates was cruel and now want advice on how to make amends. That’s when I know I’ve made a difference, and if you’re a student, I hope that one day I’m blessed with the opportunity to meet you in person and have a similar impact at your school.

Since responding to those early cries for help, I’ve spoken in hundreds of schools, reaching thousands of students, teachers, and parents, and I’ve learned some surprising things along the way. I always knew that adults who were ostracized and bullied all through school were a ghostly population desperately in need of acknowledgment. But knowing something is one thing, and having it validated is another. I assumed that the majority of people who would come to my evening seminars would be parents and students, and was shocked to see Adult Survivors of Peer Abuse, many of whom didn’t even have children in the school system, showing up in numbers equally as large. Many were traveling distances to attend these events. A part of me wanted to run up to every editor who ever rejected this book and say, “See, and you said there was no audience!”

I also realized, after having done teacher workshops where so many of the attendees would seek me out privately afterward to share how they were bullied when they were students, that many educators are also Adult Survivors of Peer Abuse, and it’s why they were drawn to education, to somehow right a wrong that still haunts them. For those of you who can identify with this circumstance, perhaps it has helped you to become a better educator; for others, it must feel like a curse. All of you bring special gifts to the classroom, and I hope that one day, I will be able to meet you, too, and together, we can help you use those gifts to change the lives of your students. I’ve included a detailed description of the INJJA program at the back of this book, for those of you who may be interested in having me speak in your community. The road that’s led me here to you has had many ups and downs, from parents in denial who couldn’t accept the truth about their children; apathetic administrators who turned their backs on students in crisis; bullheaded teachers who wouldn’t listen to anything I had to say, let alone embrace the ideas I offered; and students who, despite my best efforts, in the end I couldn’t reach.

I’ve learned from all of it and have made my share of mistakes. There were moments I’d been on tour that I wasn’t as patient as I could have been, or perhaps was too aggressive with an administrator or two, overstepping my bounds when advocating for a student. I’ve also experienced some extraordinary moments of clarity that I was on the path I was meant to be: successfully intervening on bullying-related suicides and other acts of violence; holding frightened, lonely kids in my arms and getting them to open up; watching a room full of bullies apologize to a classmate on the spectrum whom they’d brutalized for years; comforting parents; helping teachers; and having an impact that, when I started this book, I would not have believed possible.

But between you and me, the hardest part of all has been struggling with my own memories, those voices from school that, despite how far I’ve come since those lonely, terrible years, still affect me. It’s difficult reliving my past to thousands of strangers in gyms and auditoriums across the country without feeling the tug that takes me back to that dark place of my teens. That’s when I reach out to an unlikely group of people who have become my heroes—my former “Elite Tormentors.” I won’t give away too much because I don’t want to ruin the ending of the book for you, but I’ll just say this: Never say never. The most unexpected wonders can happen as long as your heart and mind remain open.

The other lifeline that’s kept me strong and focused are the emails and letters I continue to receive regularly. I cherish each one because they remind me that we are all part of something larger than the sum of our own experiences; that together, you and I, along with countless others who’ve been affected by bullying, are a powerful source of light for each other, and that to give up on this crusade will never be an option.


“You changed my life. I’m an Adult Survivor. I am also a teacher. You spoke at my school earlier this week, and I fought tears through both the middle school and staff presentations. Typing this I am overwhelmed with emotion. I know that you made a difference here. I watched some of my students who tease and ignore many of their classmates invite those same classmates to sit with them at lunch after your student talk. Thank you for your courage and for making me realize I am not alone.”

“No other book has touched me the way yours did. I suffered in silence for years, and your story encouraged me to finally speak up. Now I have the strength to talk to my parents about what I’ve been going through, all the humiliation and teasing, being the butt of ugly jokes, hiding in the bathroom at school to avoid being spit at and kicked in between periods. And that’s just the beginning… I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve given me.”

“My son attended your student talk today. He came home brimming with enthusiasm. I was so moved by his reaction that I felt compelled to write to you. My son has been brutalized by his classmates. While as a parent I have taken many steps to correct the situation, it was your message that filled him with hope, courage, and a renewed spirit. I want you to know that you made a difference in the life of a child. It means the world to him. It means the world to me too.”

“I’m almost fifteen and have been different like you my whole life. I tried to kill myself in middle school… after reading your book and listening to you speak at my school today, I realized what a mistake that was and that I’m not alone. I look up to you.”

“Hi! You came to my school today. Your story changed my life and now I look at those people everyone makes fun of and try to feel nicer toward them. I know I speak for my grade when I say you really touched us. I see my friends talking about how you really changed their lives, too, and made them think about some deep stuff. Many of us had trouble keeping from crying when we heard about how you felt when you were our age. It was such a big impact on us and I’m just so glad I had the chance to see this. Honestly, it’s all we’ve been able to talk about all day!”



No matter what you’re going through right now, you can survive and things will get better. You must stay strong and have faith in the extraordinary person inside you waiting for the opportunity to show the world what you’re made of. I believe in you and know that you have what it takes to not only get through whatever is causing you pain right now but also to use it to help others transcend their own pain. You are my hero, and my fervent desire is that after you’ve read this book, it will have made you want to become someone else’s hero too. It doesn’t require much: a phone call, a word of encouragement, an invitation extended in friendship.

Take my hand, dear reader, and let’s begin reclaiming what has been taken from us, one page at a time.






Tiny, jagged hunks of mortar were being hurled at me from all sides. My hands over my face, I tried to run home, but the assault was too relentless. “Please stop,” I pleaded. My knuckles and wrists were swollen and bloody. Red welts covered my skin. I didn’t know what was worse, the physical or the emotional agony.








chapter one Old Ghosts Come Back to Haunt Me






High School Reunion

This is crazy. Why am I afraid? I’m behaving as if this is my first black-tie affair. Hell, I’ve hosted parties for heads of state. Not only do I often mingle and make interesting conversation with some truly important people, but I am frequently in charge of those events and under pressure to ensure that every detail goes smoothly. This event is nothing compared to those evenings.

Yet here I am, sitting in a rental car in a hotel parking lot in suburban Chicago where I grew up, scared to go to a party in my own hometown. I’m being ridiculous. It’s just a high school reunion; there’s nothing to be frightened of. They can’t hurt me anymore. I’m successful now. I own a public relations firm. I travel widely and meet accomplished people. I work with famous authors and producers. I escaped those bullies at school. I’m finally living what I used to dream about as an adolescent when I listened to Barry Manilow’s hit song “I Made It Through the Rain,” the anthem of the ugly duckling turned swan.

Damn, who am I trying to fool? I’m terrified to get out of this car because I know inside the ballroom of that Hilton are ghosts from my past who still haunt me. When I second-guess myself at work, it isn’t my own voice I hear in the back of my mind; it’s the sound of my classmates from long ago—the very people who are now gathered less than one hundred feet away from me—laughing at me, beating me down. They destroyed my self-worth so much that it’s taken me twenty years to stop hating myself.

If I walk through those banquet doors, is it possible that the confidence I’ve acquired since high school will dissolve into a puddle at my feet? What if who I am today—the life I’m leading now, with all its challenges and recognition—is just a pose? What if that terrified teenager I used to be, the outcast who came home with cuts and bruises, is still hiding inside me? Will she come out if one of the popular kids stares at me oddly or snickers? Will my confidence desert me when I see those familiar faces that caused me such pain? Will it hurt so badly that I’ll revert back to that insecure person who couldn’t stand to look in a mirror because she loathed who she saw?

What am I doing to myself? I’m not a teenager anymore. The people attending tonight’s reunion are adults with children and jobs and grown-up lives. It’s absurd to worry that they’re going to gang up on me. I’ve got to confront my fears. I’m not going to let memories of being bullied and picked on hold me hostage. I must get out of this car, walk across the parking lot, open those doors, and make an entrance. I must show everyone that I’m a sophisticated woman who doesn’t even remember the events of high school, let alone allow herself to be affected by them.

When they see me, I bet their eyes will pop. No one expects me to attend. Or do they? Maybe they’re curious to see what happened to the girl whose desperate pleas for acceptance kept them laughing semester after semester. Or worse, maybe they won’t remember me at all.

A colleague at the University of Chicago had told me that the biggest problem with school bullying is mass denial. She explained that bullies don’t realize the pain they’re inflicting can cause lasting emotional and psychological scars. Society says, “Kids will be kids.” As a result, the bullies get off the hook and later don’t recall hurting anyone, because in their minds, they were just being normal. Then they hear about a high school shooting and are as shocked as everyone else that one student would kill another. Kids who are popular may observe bullying, but if it doesn’t affect them, they don’t pay any attention. Those who are truly aware are the people like me whose school years were hell—yet everyone thinks we’re exaggerating the severity of what happened to us.

My hands are sweating. My head is fuzzy and confused. I’m biting my lip, and it’s starting to bleed. And look at my hair! They always made fun of my hair because it was so wavy and almost impossible to control. Tonight, it’s wilder than ever. Oh, God, I can’t do this. Why do I have to face yesterday’s ghosts, anyway? I’m successful today.

A group of them just parked next to me. They see me sitting here. They’re coming this way. I feel as if I’ve been transported back to the first day of my freshman year in high school….




chapter two Trying to Soar on Broken Wings






High School: First Day, Freshman Year

“Angel, come down and eat breakfast,” my mom calls from downstairs.

“Mom, I’m too nervous to eat. Besides, I want my tummy to be super-flat. If I eat breakfast, I’ll feel bloated. Just let me get dressed. I promise I’ll eat a good lunch in the cafeteria,” I respond.

“Jodee, I know you’re scared that you won’t fit in at Samuels, but this time it’s going to be different. You’ll make friends who share your interests. It’s going to be a whole new world for you, honey,” my mom says brightly.

I hope she’s right. I yearn for acceptance. “Dear God,” I pray over and over, “I’ll do anything, just let the kids at Samuels like me. Please, don’t let me be lonely anymore.” I don’t want my parents arguing about whose fault it is that their fourteen-year-old daughter is a social failure.

Junior high was rough. I tried to fit in, but I always felt as if a force field like the ones in those old 1950s science-fiction movies separated me from my peers. Each time I tried to penetrate the invisible wall between us, it repelled me, hurling me backward. I longed to be a part of the group. But the more I reached out to my classmates, the more they excluded me. They thought I was desperate.

I pledge not to make the same mistakes again. I swear to myself that I’ll change—I’ll even get into trouble once in a while if that’s what it takes to make friends. Samuels is a jock school. “I’m not good at sports, but I can join the drama club and speech team,” I confidently tell myself. The past is behind me. No more crying myself to sleep over the parties I don’t get invited to, the cute boys who never speak to me, or the exciting secrets I’m never told.

Determined to make a positive impression, I wear my Vanderbilt designer jeans. They are so tight that I can barely breathe. My grandmother is right when she says beauty is pain. My mom has even bought me a pair of pink Candies to celebrate my first day. How I adore these shoes! They are clumsy, campy high-heel flip-flops, and I twist my ankle twice just breaking them in around the house. But all the popular girls are wearing them. If you want to be accepted, you wear Candies, and when I have them on, I feel beautiful and grown-up. Though they’re only a pair of twenty-dollar strapless sandals, wearing them gives me the courage to face high school. My mother isn’t crazy about the idea of her fourteen-year-old daughter in four-inch heels, but she is eager for me to fit in, and if the Candies help, I think she would purchase a truckload for me.

Bursting with hope and anticipation, I give myself one last inspection. Gazing at my reflection in the mirror, I can feel the old memories finally begin to recede. For the first time in years, I am not dreading the school day.

As the bright orange school bus pulls up to the corner, I hug my mom, grab my new school supplies, and rush out the door. I am floating on air. “High school will be different,” I proclaim to myself. My dreams of dates and dances will be fulfilled. “Not only will I be accepted,” I tell myself with near certainty as I board the bus, “I will be embraced by that mysterious, elusive society called the ‘popular crowd.’ ”

I immediately recognize half the kids on the bus. Some of them are my neighbors. Others have gone to junior high with me. Even though I have spent the past four hours convincing myself that high school would be different, seeing these familiar faces and hearing them giggling and gossiping brings it all back. My insides go numb. I remember with alarming clarity what they used to do to me on the bus to junior high. All I want to do is turn around and go back home. Swallowing hard, I navigate my way to a seat.

Every school bus has a hierarchy, a caste system. The cool crowd—the kids who smoke, come to class with hickies, and get into just enough trouble to be the secret envy of the honor roll students—occupies the back rows. The cheerleaders and star athletes take the middle seats. The serious students sit near the front. The nerds and the outcasts never know where they’ll end up. If they’re lucky, they can find an empty seat directly behind or to the right of the driver.

As I make my way down the aisle, it becomes apparent that if I am going to get a seat, I will either have to fight or beg for it. Not anxious to do either, I decide to try reason. The cool crowd is too scary. The brains are too tight-knit a group to approach. So, I ask one of the cheerleaders, Nadia, who is often kind to me when no one else is around, if perhaps I could sit with her.

“Sorry, can’t you see somebody’s already sitting here?” she responds, glancing over her shoulder to make sure her companions heard that she would never associate with someone who’s not part of her clique.

“No, that’s your sweater on the seat,” I announce, gathering every ounce of courage I can muster.

“Better my sweater than you.” With that, she and her friends explode into laughter. For a split second, she looks back guiltily, then quickly turns away.

The bus is crowded and, for a moment, I panic. The only seat available is at the very front, across from the driver. I bristle at the idea of starting my first day of high school in the “loser’s seat.” It’s as if my fate is being sealed before I even step foot on school grounds. Clutching my book bag, I move gingerly toward the front of the bus. It’s like walking the plank to social oblivion.

As I settle into the small single seat opposite Mrs. Sullan, the driver, I feel a series of gentle tugs on my hair. I know if I glance over my shoulder, it will mean more laughter. So, as subtly as I can, I reach around and feel the back of my scalp, hoping that it’s nothing more than a tiny insect caught in my hair. Moving my fingers through my mane, I nearly gag as I discover one spitball after another, thick and dripping with saliva. At least they’re not whipping rocks at me like in junior high….

My eyes well with tears I don’t dare shed. Why must this happen? I imagine the freshman year of my fantasies: The captain of the football team smiles at me by the lockers and asks for my phone number; the popular girl every guy in school wants to date runs up to me in between classes to see if I’d like to study at her house tonight. As I drift off into the security of my daydream, I am jarred awake by the sudden lurch of the bus as it pulls up in front of Samuels. While students file out into the parking lot, chattering and laughing, sharing stories of their summer escapades and back-to-school woes, I remain glued to the bus seat. How will I ever fit in? The last time I felt this anxious about starting a new school was the first day of sixth grade. I ignored my instincts and ended up walking smack-dab into disaster. Could the same thing be happening all over again? Maybe I should pay attention to my fears this morning and get the hell out of here.

“Honey, don’t let them get you down,” Mrs. Sullan says reassuringly. “They’re just being teenagers. They call me a worthless old widow when I catch them smoking and make them put out their cigarettes. My husband died of lung cancer. If these youngsters want to destroy their health, they’re not going to do it on this school bus.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Sullan,” I respond, feeling sorry for her but not reassured.

“It’s okay, dear. Go on into school. Show them all what you’re made of,” she urges me.

As I walk through the doors to the main building, I’m unable to get Mrs. Sullan out of my mind. I don’t understand how kids can be so rude to such a nice woman. If they are angry with her for ruining their fun and they call her an old stick-in-the-mud, it would be disrespectful, but it wouldn’t be cruel. But here is a woman who has to drive a bus to make ends meet, and these kids don’t care what they say to her or how it hurts.

As I step inside Samuels’s main building, the incident on the bus recedes from my mind. Searching for my locker, I realize I have never before seen so many cute older boys in one place. Like my favorite disco song, it seems to be “raining men” all around me. Samuels is alive with energy. A group of cheerleaders, set apart from the rest of us in bright blue-and-gold school sweaters and short skirts, runs past me, joking and flirting with several of the football players. Couples are nuzzling each other in the halls, their sighs and giggles filling my head with fantasies of Saturday night dates and French kisses. I can hear locker doors clanging; students laughing and shouting across the hall to each other as they make their way to class; and the reverberating echo of the bell, signaling that it’s time for first period. My ears soak up these wonderful sounds, for they are the music of my new beginning.

My first class is Public Speaking One. After completing roll call, our teacher, Mrs. Adams, a plump, warm-hearted woman in her late fifties with graying hair and a no-nonsense approach to education, enthusiastically describes what she’d like us to do this morning. “I’d like each of you to get up in front of the class and give an impromptu speech about any subject that interests you,” she explains.

There is an audible groan in the room. She calls on us alphabetically. The only person whose last name comes before mine is absent. Just my luck. I have always loved talking in front of an audience, and I won first place in a state competition in junior high. But what if I’m the only one in this class who likes public speaking? If I go first and do well, I’ll be labeled “teacher’s pet,” and that will end my chances of making any friends in speech class. But if I do badly on purpose, I’ll only be hurting myself.

“It looks like our first speaker will be Jodee Blanco,” announces Mrs. Adams.

If you’re good at something the popular crowd deems “uncool,” you are sunk. I am frozen. I promised myself just this morning that I wasn’t going to repeat old mistakes. Perhaps getting a low grade in speech class is a small enough price to pay to avoid the risk of being ridiculed and excluded. “After all, one C or a D isn’t going to ruin my future,” I say to myself without conviction. In the long run, one bad grade doesn’t mean anything. But in the short term, I can’t bear starting out every day of freshman year as the outcast of speech class. My decision made, I ready myself for my first test in cool.

“What subject have you chosen, dear?” asks Mrs. Adams, smiling broadly. When I don’t respond right away, she says, “Jodee, is something wrong? I’ve heard from your eighth-grade teacher that you’re a wonderful speaker. Didn’t you take first place in the state competition last year?”

Icy laughter ripples through the room. Seconds slowly pass. There is nothing I can do now—I’m busted.

“No, Mrs. Adams, I’m fine,” I lie, trying to ignore the knot in my throat. “My topic is ‘The Underdog,’ ” something I’ve thought about many times.

My hands sweat. My legs threaten to go out under me. I pray for a fire drill, anything to get me out of this dilemma. A person should experience a nervous reaction if she is worried about failing, not because she’s scared of succeeding. Taking a deep breath, I look out across the room, and begin.


Hello. My name is Jodee Blanco, and I’m going to share with you a story about an underdog—someone who everyone made fun of, someone who never got invited to parties, and who was so lonely, she felt lost. This girl had wild, wiry hair that never looked as if it was combed. She wasn’t like the other kids at school. She would rather write poems and make up songs than hang out and talk about boys. She ached to have friends, but wasn’t interested in the same things as her peers. They thought she was weird. They disliked the way she dressed. They didn’t understand why she was different, and they chose not to try. Rather than opening their hearts to this strange, beautiful bird, she was cast out from the flock. She didn’t fit in. As the years passed and the rejection she endured in school became buried in a secret place in her memory, she discovered she had a gift for turning those songs she used to hear inside her head into music that reached people’s souls. Millions of people.

That misfit who everyone picked on, who was the butt of every joke and the target of so much cruelty, was Janis Joplin. You all know her music. It helped define a generation. Your children will listen to Janis Joplin, just as your parents did, and as I bet many of you do too. Janis Joplin died in her twenties from a drug overdose. She was so full of pain and hurt that she tried to numb it with drugs. Eventually, they killed her. I’ll always wonder: If the kids in her school had tried to get to know her, and instead of ridiculing and shunning her for being different, had embraced her for being special, would she still be alive today? We’ll never know. But one thing we do know for sure. There are people just like Janis Joplin among us now. Maybe that guy with the glasses who you make fun of at lunch will be the next Steven Spielberg or the next Elton John. The chubby girl with acne who you snicker at during gym class could be the next Bette Midler. They could also end up being so damaged from loneliness, so frustrated and sad, that they go through life never being all they could have. What you should understand is that to the underdogs at this school, some of you are like royalty. You’re important. Your acceptance would mean so much. Next time you think of laughing at someone, stop for a second and think of Janis Joplin. Thanks for listening.
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