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	Praise for Generation Fix


	“A skilled journalist whose respect for young people shines through, Elizabeth Rusch tells remarkable stories of children who accomplish extraordinary things to make this a better world. [Generation Fix] is essential reading for children who know almost instinctively what their communities need—and for parents and teachers who want to support young people’s natural inclination to make a difference in the lives of others.”

	—Senator Edward M. Kennedy

	“Read this book and you will never underestimate the power of the next generation, which Rusch rightly calls Generation Fix.”

	—Ronald Wolk, Teacher Magazine

	“At last—a book about teens that will motivate people of all ages to improve our world. This should be required reading for anyone working with young people.”

	—Suzanne Barchers, Read magazine/Weekly Reader

	“This isn't just another book about do-gooders. This is about kids who saw problems...and solved them. Prepare to be inspired!”

	—Betsy Kohn, Guideposts for Teens

	“Upbeat snapshots of students of all ages who make a difference in their communities. Maybe these young people are not changing the world, but they are changing their world, and that's a significant story for our times."

	—Christopher Broderick, The Oregonian

	“Rusch proves, in a clever and approachable way, that today's kids are finding creative solutions to problems that have stumped generations. Start small, dream big, save the world—what better lesson to learn from our children?”

	—Eric Elkins, Denver Post and Rocky Mountain News

	“A fantastic resource for teachers who care about the planet and want to invite kids to have a voice in how the world works and to write for real reasons. I can’t wait to show it to my students.”

	—Nancie Atwell, middle-school teacher and author of In the Middle
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	Are You Part of Generation Fix?

	“The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams.” —Eleanor Roosevelt

	Twenty million people die of starvation every year. Millions are homeless. More than a billion people in the world have no access to a doctor. For centuries, adults have struggled to solve these problems. I think the solutions will come from you, the next generation—Generation Fix.

	I discovered Generation Fix while interviewing kids for my column “KidSpeak” in Child magazine. One day I asked kids: “What do you think we should do about pollution?” Total silence. “Maybe kids don’t care,” I thought, “or they don’t have any ideas.” I was wrong. The kids were thinking—hard. They took the question really seriously and came up with remarkable, creative answers.

	After years of interviewing, I felt I had finally heard the true voice of your generation. I learned that you know and care about the serious problems we face in the world and are trying to make a difference. Your generation has ideas—some simple ideas, some complex ideas, and some ideas that might sound crazy, but just might work. The world needs to hear what you think, and learn about how you are already making the world better. That’s what this book is all about.

	Each chapter in this book tells the stories of kids who saw a problem and did something about it. You’ll find out how kids just like you tackled hunger, homelessness, violence, discrimination, and problems with health care, education, and the environment. It was tough to choose whose stories to include—there were so many!

	The kids in this book are ordinary—but their achievements are extraordinary. They have collected more than 5,000 boxes of cereal for food pantries, recycled 30,000 gallons of oil, raised a quarter of a million dollars to buy school supplies for needy kids, invented a sensor to better control acid rain, and marched with picket signs to stop violence. One even rode a lawnmower clear across the country to raise awareness about organ donation.

	You’ve probably heard that problems can spiral out of control. In this book you’ll read about solutions that spiraled out of control. In the first year of Breakfast Bonanza, Zachary Ebers collected an astonishing 800 boxes of cereal for the hungry. “I was just doing what I could to help,” he says. “I didn’t know how successful we would be. It was kind of amazing.”

	Their work was never easy. Josh Marcus had to overcome the urge to play basketball when backpacks needed to be stuffed with school supplies. Kristel Fritz struggled to convince appearance-conscious teenagers to donate their hair. Kate Klinkerman’s first attempt to keep oil from contaminating groundwater actually made the problem worse.

	These kids are not perfect. They are not saints. They are not geniuses. But they represent a generation with the energy and ideas needed to fix our broken world.

	Ideas from Generation Fix

	Sprinkled throughout this book are smart, funny, and dead-serious solutions to world problems from kids all over the country. When I asked kids like you for their ideas, some so overflowed with suggestions that I could barely write fast enough. Others were skeptical, slumping back in their chairs, arms crossed. No one had ever asked them what should be done about homelessness, hunger, or health care. Eventually, they spoke, leaning forward, gesturing. In the end, every kid I interviewed offered an idea that made me think. Made me wonder. Made me hope. Many proposed gun control, universal health insurance, curbside recycling, and smaller class sizes. But instead of picking these common suggestions, I chose the most quirky, creative ideas. After all, a hundred years ago, who would have believed that we’d have flying machines, cars powered by the sun, and medicines made from viruses?

	Our Future

	Many people say that kids are our future. Some people mean that the world will be better when you grow up and run our schools, governments, families, and businesses. I know we don’t have to wait that long. Generation Fix can bring us a better world right now.

	—Elizabeth Rusch


	
Chapter One


	
You Know School
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	“Learning is wealth that can’t be stolen.” —Philippine proverb

	It’s 10:00 AM on a weekday and you sit at your desk, your pen poised over a sheet of paper. The pen moves, first in a round twirling motion, then in jagged little scratches. You sketch out a smiling face and add shaggy hair, glasses, and a moustache. You are not in art class, yet your aimless drawing continues—you are doodling. Believe it or not, someone has measured the distance that an average sixth grader doodles during the school year: 1.3 miles!

	You have time for miles of doodling because you spend so many hours in school—an average of 16,000 hours by the time you will graduate high school. That makes you a true expert when it comes to education and the school scene. You know what works and what doesn’t. Yet no one asks you how to make school more interesting, how to help you learn more.

	Until now, that is: a polling group called Public Agenda asked 1,200 kids what they thought of education and how to improve it. Here’s what you said:

	Do you always want the easy way out?


		

	No way, according to this study. Half of students say that school is not tough enough. Seven out of ten kids say they would pay more attention to their schoolwork and actually learn more if teachers expected more of them.

	“I think they don’t take us seriously enough,” said one teen. “We’re really smarter than they think. It’s how far and how they push us.”

	Kids were even asked to choose between a fun teacher who demands hard work or a boring teacher who is easy. The tough teacher won hands down, with eight in ten kids voting that way.

	Are your textbooks old? Your classes crowded?

	Your schools crumbling? Schools need more money for books and computers, and to fix old buildings, kids say. Other studies show that kids are right. One in three schools needs massive repairs or replacement, according to a study by the U.S. General Accounting Office. Yet the federal government spends four times as much money each day on a prison inmate as it spends on a public school student.

	Do you want to do well in school?

	You want to learn and do well in school and you admire classmates who get good grades. In fact, almost all kids say doing well in school makes them feel really good about themselves.

	Kids like you have tons of ideas for improving schools and education. Here are the stories of some who are taking action to make it happen.

	Sack it to You!

	

	Joshua Marcus

	School-Supply Guy


	“When I handed the kids backpacks, they were so happy. It was such a good feeling, I couldn’t stop.” —Joshua Marcus

	A month before Josh Marcus turned 10, the principal at Josh’s school in Boca Raton, Florida, announced that all students would be required to do community service. They could work at soup kitchens, homeless shelters, or clean up beaches, the principal suggested. “I didn’t want to be like everybody else,” Josh says. “I wanted to be me.”

	And that meant finding a problem and creating his own solution.

	“I asked my mom to take me to Miami where poor people lived so I could help,” he says. “I thought Boca Raton was this fairy-tale place with no poverty.”

	But needy people live all over the world, even in Boca Raton, his mom said. And she showed Josh by taking him to Florence Fuller Child Development Center, a day-care center in a neighborhood of migrant farm workers.

	Josh offered to help teach the young children. No go. The director told him he had to be at least 16 years old to work with kids. “Well, is there anything the kids need?” he asked. School supplies for when they start kindergarten, the director said.

	Josh was shocked that some families couldn’t afford the basic tools of learning: paper, pencils, notebooks, and rulers. Josh promised that the 152 kids starting kindergarten in the fall would have all the supplies they would need, packed in their very own brand new backpack.

	Sack It To You! was born. Josh designed a logo and made business cards and stationery on his computer. Every day after school, he asked stores that sold backpacks or school supplies for donations. Day after day he was turned down.

	He decided to try another approach. Maybe he could raise money to buy the packs and supplies. To raise the $7,600 he needed, Josh mailed out letters to family, friends, his parents’ friends, and businesses, asking for donations. He also knocked on doors in his neighborhood. At the end of the summer, armed with the donations and a list, he went shopping. “When I handed the kids backpacks, they were so happy,” Josh says. “It was such a good feeling, I couldn’t stop.”

	Neglected Teens, Needed Supplies

	Josh read in the paper that the Haven, a home for abused and neglected teens, needed school supplies. Josh took care of it. He raised another $6,400 for 128 packs. “When I gave these big macho kids backpacks—something I always took for granted—some of them broke down and cried,” he says.

	To Josh’s surprise, reporters started calling. “I thought community service was something that no one really cared about,” he says. “I thought you could only get on the news if you did something like kill somebody.”

	The attention brought more donations. Office Depot offered to reimburse Josh for all the supplies for every backpack he donated. (Later, because of budget cuts, they covered only supplies Josh couldn’t afford, and then switched to providing thousands of backpacks, some filled with supplies.) And the press attention brought even more requests for backpacks.

	Reporters sometimes get the name wrong. “They call it Sack It To Me, so I say I’m not sacking it to myself, I’m sacking it to you!”

	


	A Cool Quarter-Million

	

	To fill all the requests for supplies that poured in, Josh needed money. He mailed hundreds of letters asking for donations. Over five years, he has raised more than a quarter of a million dollars. But like many new companies, Sack It To You! is always strapped for cash. Once, Josh promised 76 backpacks to a program called Summerbridge to be delivered in June. He was expecting 2,500 packs from Office Depot in late May but they were delayed. So he called a local company and begged for a donation for the backpacks. “It always works out somehow,” Josh says.

	Collecting money is only the first step. Stuffing hundreds of backpacks would take one person hours and hours. So Josh corrals his friends to pick up the supplies and backpacks from local stores and his two storage centers, and help him to pack them.

	When filling the backpacks, Josh follows Palm Beach County’s school supply list, with exceptions: “If an agency wants tissues, I give them tissues.” Elementary school kids get things like pencils, crayons, and blunt-tipped scissors. Middle and high school students’ slightly bigger backpacks are filled with red marking pencils, pens, highlighters, sharp scissors, paper, notepads, and file folders.

	Everybody also gets three big gluesticks. “The order for gluesticks got messed up,” says Josh. “I asked for 1,200 and they gave me 1,200 dozen.” That’s 14,400 gluesticks!

	To stuff the backpacks, kids form an assembly line, one person adding pens, another paper, and another scissors, until each pack is full. “I try to make it fun,” Josh says.

	“We put on music and order pizza and work on the packs for a couple hours, then play basketball or something, then go back to work.”All the packs are personalized, sporting a luggage tag with the Sack It To You! logo and the student’s name. “I want kids to feel special—that their backpack is theirs,” says Josh.

	Sometimes the Marcus house resembles a warehouse. Piled in the den, living room, and hallway are white Office Depot bags stuffed with backpacks. “My brother moved out a couple years ago, so the bags have taken over his room,” Josh says. Scrawled on each plastic bag in black marker is the name of the church or school where the supplies are headed.

	When the backpacks are ready to go, Josh and his family and friends load the bags into his mom’s truck to deliver them to the 17 agencies that request supplies.

	Before handing out the packs to kids, Josh tells them: “If you want to do something, you do it. Don’t let anyone stand in your way.”

	

		An old man strolled down the beach at dawn. He noticed a young man pick up a starfish and fling it into the sea. The old man asked: “Why are you doing this?” The young man answered that a stranded starfish would die if left in the morning sun.


		“But the beach goes on for miles and there are millions of starfish,” countered the old man. “How can you ever make a difference?”


		The young man looked at a starfish in his hands, then threw it safely into the waves. “It makes a difference to this one,” he said.


	

	Supplies for All

	Josh wants to give every student who needs supplies a full backpack. To do this, he wishes kids all over the country would start chapters of Sack It To You! Several kids have already agreed.

	But Josh knows that Sack It To You! is an imperfect solution. “It’s only one company and I’m only one person, and I realize that I can’t help everybody.” To explain why he keeps on going, he tells this story:

	Still, the work can seem daunting. “Sometimes I just want to give it all up,” he says. “It gets overwhelming because I want to do other things, like I really want to go play basketball, I really want to go outside or watch TV, but I know I have an obligation. It’s an honor.”

	

		What you can do


		Participate in a school fundraiser


		Donate school supplies and books


		Tutor a younger student


	


	Put Your Pencils Down


	

	Hannah Jukovsky

	Test Boycotter


	“The link between income and test scores should make people second-guess this whole one-shot-deal, quick band-aid fix for deeply rooted problems.” —Hannah Jukovsky

	One crisp November day, at a student rights forum at the Boston Public Library, middle and high school students began swapping stories about their schools.

	“We don’t have enough textbooks to go around,” complained one boy from an inner-city school. “We have to share books, so you can’t even take one home to do homework.”

	“That’s weird,” said a girl from a suburban school. “We have so many textbooks that sometimes teachers give us one to take home and another to leave at school!”

	“How big are your classes?” one student asked while riffling through his backpack.

	“Oh, I’d say about 20 students,” said another kid.

	“No way, it’s more like 40 in our school,” said another boy leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. “Some-times we have to sprint to class just to get a seat!”

	The discussion was an eye-opener for Hannah Jukovsky, a student at Cambridge Rindge and Latin, a public high school in Cambridge, Massachusetts. “Having all these different kids in the same room exposed disparities in education in such a concrete and immediate way,” she says. “It really drove home the point that kids were getting a completely different deal on education in the state.”

	This Test Flunks!

	The students had one thing in common: they all would have to pass a test—the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System or MCAS—to get their diplomas.

	The kids wondered: Was it really fair to deny diplomas to students from poor, overcrowded schools based on one test?
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