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“Jon Oliver’s extraordinary insight into children is invaluable. He recognizes the importance of understanding child development in order to prepare today’s children for tomorrow’s world. Lesson One: The ABCs of Life is accessible and an excellent guide for parents, educators, and all who work with children.”

—James P. Comer, Maurice Falk Professor of Child Psychiatry, Yale Child Study Center, and dean, Yale School of Medicine

“With humor, astounding insight, and sensitivity, Jon Oliver, children’s advocate, educational reformer, ‘hero,’ provides an indispensable guide for parents and teachers in helping children develop critical life skills. The strategies and activities in this book for promoting self-control, self-confidence, and personal responsibility shall surely contribute toward a more civil and respectful community.”

—Dr. James Fox, The Lipman Family Professor of Criminal Justice, Northeastern University

“A powerful book! Jon Oliver transforms lessons learned from his childhood, and from his years of experience as an educator, into a road map for making the world a better place.”

—Deborah Prothrow Stith, M.D., associate dean, Harvard School of Public Health

“Lesson One helps adults and children stay connected through stories and experiential activities. Having worked extensively with children and adults diagnosed with ADHD, I know the methods, ideas, and skills provided can help children focus, calm themselves, and learn to achieve both in the school and home setting.”

—Edward G. Hallowell, M.D., coauthor of Driven to Distraction

“Lesson One is chock-full of easy-to-follow recipes for bringing up happy, healthy children. With real-life stories and creative games this valuable guide for parents and teachers describes coping skills that work for both children and adults. A particularly nifty exercise in self-control worked for me even before I finished reading Jon Oliver’s user-friendly book.”

—Peggy Charren, founder, Action for Children’s Television

“Through stories, activities, lessons, and practical advice, Lesson One: The ABCs of Life offers a useful and readable approach for adults to use in helping children to find success in virtually every form of endeavor. The strategies are simple and easy to follow, and apply to home and community life as well as in the classroom. Lesson One: The ABCs of Life is an effective and useful educational tool for all of us who aspire to help children become successful and contributive adults.”

—Tom Payzant, superintendent, Boston public schools

“Jon Oliver’s Lesson One is a must-read for not only educators and parents but for anyone looking for a concrete guide to promote human development. As a therapist his ideas of self-control and personal responsibility are most relevant. What I like most are his suggested activities, which I have already utilized in several of my therapy groups, not only with children but adults. Lesson One is easy to understand and made even more interesting as the author describes his own ‘non-lessoned’ childhood.”

—Michael Brody, M.D., chair, Television and Media Committee, American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry

“It is with great enthusiasm that I endorse Lesson One: The ABCs of Life. Jon Oliver and Michael Ryan provide adults with a thoughtful and entertaining approach to one of life’s most important jobs: helping children successfully navigate through their childhood.”

—Thomas M. Menino, mayor of Boston

“These ‘basics’ of personal success should be part of every child’s life, but they are too often lacking in today’s stressed environments. Jon Oliver’s upbeat book offers clear and practical steps to help parents and teachers fill this critical gap.”

—Jane Healy, Ph.D, educational psychologist and author
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To my mom, Effie Boone.


Special thanks to Walt Disneyand Dick Van Dyke for weaving together the universal themes that touch our hearts, entertain and educate people of all ages. That is what Lesson One is all about.

—Jon Oliver

To Deborah Gilbert Ryan, my lodestar, rock, companion, and best friend of twenty-seven years

—Michael Ryan
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Discovering Lesson One

With the world spinning out of control, how does your life become your own?”

Jon Oliver asked me that question one day some years ago; it has resonated in my mind ever since. We live as members of a society and a culture, but we are individuals, with lives of our own making. Every day we face the challenges and the joys and the difficulties of living, working, studying, and playing with others. How do you deal with people filled with rage? How do you stop beating yourself up for failure when you know you’ve done your best? How do you handle the everyday pressures of work and home? How do you learn to believe in yourself and work out your problems with thinking, instead of turbulent raw emotion? How do you handle life’s challenges and help children handle them as well?

Where do you find the answers to these questions? Schools teach reading, writing, and arithmetic, but what about reality? What about life? If you don’t learn about life’s demands at home or at school, then how can your life become your own?

There’s an answer to these questions: Lesson One. This culture change presents children and adults with a sequence of skills that help them change their lives and, someday, will change their world. These are skills, among them self-control, self-confidence, responsibility, thinking and problem solving, and cooperation, that we all need to be productive and happy. Most of us understand intuitively that we need these skills, but not all of us learn how to acquire and apply these skills.

In this book is the solution. Lesson One: The ABCs of Life is a practical, understandable, time-tested, and sequential guide for adults and kids that has already changed the lives of thousands of children, teachers, and parents around the country.

I first discovered Jon’s work at a time when the country was in turmoil over youth violence, shortly after the attacks at Columbine High School. The topic of conversation at watercoolers and coffee machines around the country was the same: What can we do about our kids? Most people thought there was no solution, that our nation’s students were spiraling helplessly out of control. The prominent attorney Ty Cobb—best known for his involvement in high-profile Washington cases—wrote a poignant essay in the wake of the Columbine shootings, which asked, “How did we get so distracted and divided? Why are there so many guns and so few good public schools?” This book tries to address these issues and change our society for the better. As you read on, you will see that the lack of some basic skills can create enormous problems for individuals and for society. Without the ABCs of Life, our society’s problems will only continue to grow.

One night, while listening to National Public Radio, I heard about Lesson One. I’ve heard a lot of explanations and prescriptions, but Lesson One seemed to be a unique voice, advocating a novel approach to address the underlying causes of the crisis in our culture. In his interview, Jon spoke about the need to begin teaching children about self-control early in life. Curious, I called him, and learned that there was far more to his work than even a thoughtful radio piece could cover. I decided to write a story about it.

In my research, I soon discovered that Lesson One was beginning to spread throughout our society. Dateline NBC and ABC’s World News Tonight did major pieces about it. Jon Oliver presented Lesson One at the White House. Parents and teachers around the country were excited by Lesson One as soon as they heard about it.

I’ve spent years visiting and writing about schools as a consultant for the U.S. Department of Education and as a research assistant at the Harvard School of Education, but I have rarely seen anything that made an immediate impact on the socialization and attitudes of kids—and never as powerful as this.

At an elementary school in Massachusetts, I first saw Lesson One in action. There was something magical about the classes that Jon taught. Children were happy and eager to participate, using their self-control and cooperating with each other. Principal Helen Apostolides later wrote me, “As a result of Lesson One, teachers who once spent 80% of their time on classroom management and 20% on teaching, now spend 80% on teaching and 20% on classroom management. Before, we used to spend a lot of time on discipline; now we spend less time on that and more time on educating.”

School by school, Lesson One changed the culture of every classroom it visited, creating climates based on mutual respect and cooperation.

I followed Jon and his staff around the country. Almost every time, school principals prepared Lesson One’s staff for the worst, telling stories of bullying, playground violence, classroom disruption, and lack of cooperation. When Lesson One’s staff went into the classroom, they connected with the students.

I saw its effect at schools, but I wanted to know more. I saw a satellite broadcast featuring Lesson One that was co-produced by the United States Department of Education, the Harvard School of Public Health, and the United States Department of Justice. Of the program, parent Elaine Metropolis says, “It has been very comforting for me personally as a parent to know that my daughter has those tools, these skills, her self-control and responsibility, and self-confidence. These aren’t just terms that she learned that she’s going to forget; they’re tools that she’s internalized. She can now can bring them with her. She’ll have them when she goes off to college. They’ll stay with her forever, just like the alphabet. You don’t learn them one day and just forget them the next. You learn them and apply them to new situations.” Lesson One’s entertaining and sequential presentation of skills struck a chord with children and adults alike.

In the months that followed my visits, violence in our schools became an even more prominent national plague. Every time I picked up a newspaper, there seemed to be a new school shooting or a violent incident involving parents and kids at Little League or hockey games. After Parade magazine published an article about Lesson One, six thousand people, from every state in the country, called or wrote to learn more about what Lesson One does. The work had obviously touched a nerve. There were untold thousands of Americans out there who were eager to make a change in our society. They just needed to learn how to do it.

A basic premise of Lesson One is that most people are well-intentioned and they love and care for their children. If they treat children inconsiderately or cruelly, adults are usually just repeating behavior they learned when they were young. Because of what they grew up with, this is the perspective from which they deal with children and other adults.

It is simply human nature for us to see everything from our own perspective. However, if we limit ourselves to the perspective of our own upbringing and experiences, we risk repeating patterns because that is all we know. When we look at a very large and complex work of art, we must step back, away from our limited perspective, to see the broader picture. Once we see the big picture, we are able to move beyond the limits of our own experience. The skills help us do just that. With the skills, our viewpoints are broadened, so that we can examine each situation individually and respond in alternative ways, ways that move beyond some of the dysfunctional patterns that we are accustomed to. By using the skills, we can have the choice to stop harmful patterns and choose ones that are helpful to make our lives our own.

I’ve learned, through years of writing about education and family issues, that parents and other adults often think that they are preparing children for life when in fact, in some cases, they are disabling them, teaching fear and resentment instead of self-confidence, self-control, and the other skills all adults need. Pat Conroy, the author of the harrowing novel The Great Santini, perhaps our age’s best account of how not to raise children, gave NPR’s Terry Gross this impression he had as a child of his unforgiving and distant father: “I thought Dan Conroy would one day kill me.”

As he looked back on how he became a college basketball star and a best-selling author, Conroy realized that he had picked up skills through the help and example of adults and others outside his family who helped foster his own tenacity and resilience. Like Jon Oliver, he found the skills he needed by observing and listening to many adults in his world. He was also emotionally intelligent enough to realize that his father’s dismissal of his talent and his worth was not a realistic evaluation, but a product of his father’s own unresolved problems.

Some people like Pat Conroy turn to teachers, neighbors, aunts, uncles, and other adults to learn the skills they need. But too many others don’t. Our society must reach everyone and communicate these skills to kids and adults. We can’t leave it up to chance. No matter their circumstance, all kids deserve the ABCs of Life.

Children and adults need Lesson One’s critical skills to successfully and peacefully navigate their way through life. But expecting children to exercise self-control and take responsibility for their own actions without knowing basic life skills is like asking them to write a book report before they have learned how to read. For adults, it is the same as asking them to drive without understanding the rules of the road, or to swim in a pool if they have never been taught to float.

I urged Jon at the time to write a book about how Lesson One can serve as a powerful tool for helping both children and adults acquire skills that will make their lives fuller, richer, even safer. It’s a tool that all people can incorporate into their lives, and I knew that Lesson One needed to do something to get the word out.

True, the world is awash in self-help books, self-improvement books, and books that claim to teach people how to live their lives, raise their children, and be happy. What makes Lesson One different?

It’s a fair question, and there’s a good answer to it. Lesson One: The ABCs of Life is not a self-help book. It is the culmination of a long and exciting scientific project. Like researchers who spend years learning how to prevent the spread of polio or smallpox, Jon Oliver has devoted his life to studying how people learn—or don’t learn—the lessons that will equip them for the rest of their lives. Gradually, over many years of honing and changing, the ABCs of Life were born.

This book does not present you with an arbitrary set of five keys, or ten steps, or twelve secrets to the perfect life. It is not about slogans or instant cures. Instead, you will follow a sensible and practical plan that has earned national recognition for its effectiveness. If you read the chapters sequentially, you see how each skill builds on the ones before it; more important, you see how each one addresses a real need that our children have and how it can help effect a real change in the lives of adults as well. If our kids grow up with the ABCs of Life, they will become caring, responsible, and aware members of a civil society.

There are no supernatural powers or magic potions. The ABCs of Life are a rational, well-thought-out set of skills that identifies the most important life skills and teaches them logically and in sequence, each one building on the one before it. Lesson One receives glowing reviews because it approaches the issue of teaching skills in a concise, intelligible manner. More to the point, it makes learning these skills fun. It is descriptive, rather than prescriptive; engaging, not pedantic; lively, rather than academic. Fun is the secret. This book captures the spirit of excitement that surrounds Lesson One and puts it in a form anyone, adult or child, can use.

The ABCs of Life connect to every aspect of a child’s existence and, in the process, connect to adults by teaching the skills of self-control, self-confidence, responsibility, problem solving, and cooperation in ways that are accessible to children and adults alike. These skills are as basic as the alphabet; they must be treated as equally important. Just as our children crave food to nourish their bodies, they too need these skills to enrich their lives.

Changing our culture has been the aspiration of humanity for as long as history has been recorded: Shakespeare, Emerson, and Tennyson all wrote about finding a better world. Lesson One is changing lives, one child at a time. This book can dramatically change our culture by expanding Lesson One’s reach and bringing its message to a nation in need.

As you will read, Jon took the lessons of his own life as a template, then refined that model, using his experiences as a teacher, consultant, parent, and just plain human being. In his own life, as a bright, inquisitive, caring child, Jon had the same needs as any other kid—to learn how to deal with life. The intellectual and emotional support that he needed for that process did not come from his parents, who were busy professionals, so he reached out to his extended family, his teachers, his Aunt Fran and his older brother Mark, and especially his beloved Effie Boone, who took this lonely kid from Brooklyn under her wing and into her heart.

Lesson One: The ABCs of Life defines skills simply and clearly, and makes what was intangible tangible. It will help adults teach the skills to children, and help kids experience them through unique activities and games that help them learn the skills in an upbeat and positive fashion. When grown-ups and kids collaborate on these activities, they naturally move on to discussions and stories that ground the skills in everyday life. You’ll read in the following chapters about how Jon’s own life experience shaped the ABCs of Life. Also, you will learn practical ways to help you and the children in your lives have fun and learn the ABCs of Life together.

Every year, at my house, a pair of small birds called phoebes builds a nest under the eaves of the porch. The structure they create is remarkable, because the pieces they make it from are so unremarkable—a twig here, a feather there, bits of stems, dried grass clippings. I was watching them this summer and thinking that much of what they do resembles what Jon has pulled together. They know that no one source will give them all the materials they need to build the foundation for raising their offspring, so they fly about busily, finding whatever they need wherever they can, just as Jon found the elements of the ABCs of Life in many different places.

Just as Jon Oliver has done in his life and career, you should try to take your experiences, use this book in your life and the life of a child, build your own structure, and answer the most basic question that adults and children all must address:

“How does your life become your own?”

—MICHAEL RYAN
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Jon’s Story—Making My Life My Own

One of the main objectives of Lesson One is to show kids and adults that learning skills for life is a positive, joyful experience. Life should be fun and exhilarating, and becoming a resourceful, responsible, resilient person—even though challenging—should be an enjoyable process. I feel strongly about this because of my personal history: For me, learning the skills was a complicated process, and the adults who should have helped most, my parents, helped me the least. Maybe you were fortunate to have adults in your life, whether parents or teachers, who were there for you. Maybe you weren’t. No matter what your circumstances, my hope is that by reading my story, you will be inspired to look at your life objectively and reflect on ways to make your life and the lives of children positive and joyful.

Lesson One is the name of the nonprofit company that my colleagues and I operate nationally that provides a culture change in schools all over the country. We call it Lesson One for a simple reason: We try to teach the foundation for the lessons we all need to learn in life.

The ABCs of Life are skills we have been learning and refining for years. You’ll read about them as you go along in this book; basically, they are the skills kids and adults need to have to live, learn, and get along with each other. We explain as we go how each of these skills builds sequentially on the one before it, equipping children and adults with the tools they all need for a fulfilling, productive, and happy life.

Some kids learn these skills here and there, from parents or guardians or other adults. But, in our increasingly fractured society, many children aren’t getting all the skills they need in a comprehensive way. At the worst, this leads to school shootings, schoolyard violence, teen pregnancy, and drug abuse. But for many kids it simply means that they never get to reach their full potential.

Let me take a moment to tell you about how I, even though I never learned the skills from my parents, was able to find them from others around me. I want to share with you how my life experiences helped to shape the ABCs of Life and, thus, this book.

I was born in Brooklyn, New York, in 1951, ten weeks premature and weighing only three pounds, four ounces. Back then, such a premature birth and low birth weight were frightening propositions. Incubators were a new technology, and neonatology, the branch of medicine that specializes in newborns, was in its infancy. Many children in similar situations didn’t survive.

While I was still hospitalized, my survival still uncertain, my parents spontaneously went off on a cruise. I found this out years later when, at my mother’s funeral, one of her friends approached me and said, “I can’t understand how your mother could have left you while you were still in an incubator.” It never occurred to them that they needed to stay close to their ailing, newborn son while his life was in danger.

My parents had very little contact with my brother, Mark, and me as we were growing up. They were busy professionals—he was a physician, she a teacher—and in our family, the phrase “Children should be seen and not heard” was a way of life. They bundled us off to sleepaway camp every summer from the time we were five years old so that we would not be underfoot. The most uncomfortable times I ever spent were when my parents came to summer camp on visiting day, because those were the only times I ever spent full days with them. On very rare occasions they ate dinner with us. They seldom even had conversations with us. In fact, we had to make appointments in order to see them at all.

My Aunt Fran reminded me of a time when she saw me hurrying down the street. I barely stopped to say hello, because I had an appointment with my mother. I remember that day well: Fran has always been my most loving relative, one who always listens and is there for me, but I barely said hello to her that day. A moment with my mother was a precious thing. I didn’t want to miss it.

Both parents were too busy to put me to bed. My mother would be talking on the phone, keeping up with her social friends; my father would be working. Left to my own devices, I would sing myself lullabies to keep from going to sleep lonely.

Mark and I sat down one day years later and talked about our strange relationship with our parents. We tried to think of times when all four of us were together and we acted like a family. We were able to come up with only five occasions in the previous thirty years.

On these few family outings, we went to see movie musicals or Broadway musicals. The screen and the stage presented me with a romanticized version of family life; each of the shows ended with a vision of optimism and hope. To this day, I connect my memories of the family outings with these exhilarating feelings. These bits of entertainment helped me hold on to the optimism and hopefulness that these happy fictional worlds presented. So throughout this book, I have included these references as a helpful and fun way to connect with the skills.

My parents loved us very much. They were wonderful people, well liked in the community, each devoted to a profession that made the world better. But they just didn’t know how to be parents. They didn’t understand that parenting means more than just putting a roof over your children’s heads, clothing them, enrolling them in school, and counting on others to do the job of raising them. It also means equipping them with the skills that will enable them to become successful adults.

In my work today, I see many loving and caring families. Unfortunately, I also see too many families in which—because of neglect, substance abuse, job demands, or simple lack of parenting skills—mothers, fathers, and other guardians seem to assume that children will raise themselves. As you will see in this book, it doesn’t work that way. If you have a child in your life—whether you are a parent or guardian, an aunt or uncle, a teacher, a friend, or even a concerned neighbor—you can help him or her gain the skills every child needs in life.

My mother was a bright, creative, sweet woman, a prodigy who skipped five grades in school, sailed through college, and became a dedicated, respected art teacher in the New York schools. Her academic talent deprived her of huge parts of childhood and adolescence and the life lessons most of us learned by going through a regular school experience. Jumped ahead of her classmates, she lost the experience of socialization most of us have while growing up with our peers, teachers, neighbors, and members of our extended family. Because of her talent and intelligence, she was treated as a sort of junior adult early in her life, at exactly the time when she most needed to experience what it meant to be a child and adolescent growing up.

Our society used to think that way, believing that childhood was a kind of necessary but annoying journey toward adulthood, and that some kids, like express trains, could be put on a fast track to get them to their destination sooner and get childhood over with as quickly as possible.

As a teacher, my mother was meticulous, hardworking, and organized. But she patterned the way she dealt with her children on her own experience of childhood. I believe that my mother was distant and seemed uncaring because nothing in her youth equipped her to sit back and have fun with her children. I came to understand that my mother’s childhood experiences never helped her understand who she was on the inside.

Likewise, my father was a man of tremendous dedication with a great sense of humor. He couldn’t afford to go to medical school in America, but he wanted to be a doctor so badly that he went to Germany—a country where he knew no one and was required to study medicine in a language he had to scramble to learn.

When he returned to Brooklyn and opened his practice, he became a highly respected physician in the neighborhood, the kind of authority figure family physicians were in the days before widespread specialization and managed care. “He would see patients until all hours,” my Aunt Fran recalls. “He would work until two or three in the morning.” My father was always on call, always available for any medical question, large or small. He did everything from delivering babies to performing tonsillectomies in the office, all with an incredibly charming bedside manner. The problem is that raising children is also a demanding and time-consuming job, and my father felt that he didn’t have the time to do it. Like my mother, he loved us and wanted us cared for, but he didn’t want to play a role in our day-to-day lives.

By putting myself in my parents’ shoes, I’ve come to understand more about who they were. My parents were the products of the society in which they lived. They were governed by what they thought society saw as appropriate, and they lived their lives within these narrow constraints. They never realized that they had other options, that they could make their own choices. In my life, I could have done the same thing. I could have let my life be governed by the dysfunction of my parents. I could have wallowed in my feelings of anger, sadness, and loneliness and looked for solace in destructive habits.

Many people feel that they have no choices in their lives, that they are trapped by hurtful experiences. It’s not true. We all can take control of our lives. When we internalize the skills, they help us make the choices we need to make to set our own courses and find our own directions. By reflecting on our own experiences and making the skills our own, we are preparing ourselves to share these skills with the children in our lives. Before we can help children, we have to help ourselves.

I was lucky enough to have a woman named Effie Boone in my life. She taught me that no matter what others did or said to me, I did have choices about how I was going to live my life. She gave me skills I needed to prove to myself that I could stop the pattern of family dysfunction and make my life my own. The best thing my parents ever did for us was to hire Effie, a good-natured, loving woman who came to my family two years before I was born. At first, Effie was supposed to fill in for only a week as a receptionist in my father’s medical office, which was connected to our apartment. Soon enough, she was living with us, caring for Mark and me, making our meals, eating with us, and taking us on excursions. Effie wasn’t like anyone else I’d ever met. She was another Mary Poppins: optimistic and full of surprises, with a magnetic charm that drew people of all ages into her loving embrace. Effie’s room was a wonder, filled with stuffed animals and toys. Her room matched the special childlike quality that I saw in her and had never seen in any other adult. We went with her to Coney Island and Times Square, to movies, jazz clubs, and even the Paramount Theatre. While there, Effie visited with one of her best friends, jazz singer Dinah Washington, while we played backstage. She was our introduction to one of the world’s most fascinating cities. Effie showed us how people had fun; we heard music that wasn’t formal and classical; we met people who didn’t look like us.

Thanks to Effie, I first ate the kinds of foods many New Yorkers love—from Chinese dim sum to Jewish deli. My parents never took pictures of me as a child or even remembered my birthday, but Effie always did. Effie was also the den mother for our Cub Scout troop 471. She helped us to complete all our Cub Scout projects and even spent all night sewing Cub Scout uniforms for our toy figurines. She was the only person who read to me as a child. I can remember lying next to Effie on the bedroom floor as she read book after book, everything from Dr. Seuss to Dr. Doolittle. And she brought me my favorite flavor of ice cream—pistachio. My parents never even knew what kind of ice cream I liked. Effie knew my favorite ice cream because she knew me.

With Effie’s help, I made it through my first day of kindergarten. Leaving home, going out of the only world I’d ever known to spend a day with complete strangers in an environment I didn’t understand, was frightening to me. But I was also afraid that my parents would forget about me and leave me while I was away at school. Effie took my hand and walked the seven blocks with me to ease my fears. On my journey to the unknown world of kindergarten, Effie promised me that she would be there for me no matter what. In addition, Effie promised me a trip to Coney Island as a reward for getting through the first day. Sure enough, at the end of the day, Effie was waiting in the schoolyard. She made good on the promise of Coney Island that day, and we went to Nathan’s for hot dogs and french fries, rode on the Wonder Wheel, and had pistachio ice cream. Her unconditional love surrounded me throughout my childhood. And knowing that she was there that day helped me to deal with all my fears.

Effie’s love showed me the joy in celebrating holidays. She took us to her relatives’ homes for Thanksgiving dinner, a glowing, raucous affair with her extended family. In addition to celebrating Hanukkah, we celebrated every Christmas with Effie. My brother and I spent hours decorating the artificial tree that stood tall in our apartment. As Effie put the tinsel up strand by strand, Mark and I marveled at the sparkling colors on the tree, and when we were finished we sat with Effie under its festive glow. Afterward, we fell asleep in Effie’s arms as we watched the Christmas specials on TV. And sure enough, some special toy that we had pointed out to Effie in the local toy store was always lovingly wrapped and waiting for us under our tree on Christmas morning.

Most of all, Effie taught me about people. She let me know—in no uncertain terms—which of my parents’ social-climbing friends were phonies. She took note of the people who came to “chat” with my father as a friend but were really looking for free medical advice. Effie turned these situations into lessons about people and life. She explained people’s motivation for honesty, sincerity, or cruelty. Effie taught me to look at the inside of people rather than judge them by their outside appearance. She taught me that what was important was the nature of a person’s heart. Effie tried to make sure that we were surrounded by people who provided us with unconditional love. She arranged for us to spend Friday evenings with Grandma Bertha, Aunt Fran, and Uncle Leon, and my cousins Stu and Lori. At their homes we were nourished with homemade chicken noodle soup and love. They really cared about us; they treated us as humans, as important members of the family. Effie gave me the greatest gifts by teaching me what is really meaningful in life. Her lessons taught me the important things to look for in my relationships with others: being nonjudgmental, looking at things positively, valuing people for who they are, and being the best that you can be. Effie’s teachings have shaped Lesson One just as they have shaped my life.

Sometimes when I describe Effie to people, I say that she was like a mother to us. But that isn’t quite right. The truth is that Effie was our mother in almost every conceivable way. She didn’t give birth to us, but she might just as well have. She was our source of unconditional love and support. She gave to us what our parents couldn’t. As a teacher, a role model, and even a parent, Effie taught us skills that we could use for the rest of our lives. The unconditional love that was a cornerstone in our relationship with Effie provided me with a model that I have used as both a teacher and a parent. In both arenas of my life, I know that providing support regardless of what happens is one of the most powerful and transforming things a person can do.

Effie supplied me with a kind of love I never found elsewhere in childhood—a love that made no demands, knew no bounds, and was never withheld. The support I got from Effie in my childhood helped me to become the person I am today. That support gave me unique insight into how I look at relationships and situations. It gave me the passion to provide the skills to our out-of-control culture. I don’t want other children to feel the way I felt in my family. I want them to be equipped with skills so that they can feel some control over their own destinies. Every day I use the lessons that Effie taught me. She helped me change my life. Just as she influenced my life, you can influence lives too.

Effie saw my imagination and creativity and thought I should go to a school that would develop my natural talents. My parents, not understanding my personality or individual needs, sent me to a prep school from the sixth grade on—not because of who I was, not because the school was a good fit with my talents or needs, but because it was prestigious. Many New York City private schools even then were notoriously competitive, focused on getting kids into the most elite universities. Because the main concern of the faculty at the prep school was what college their students would attend, I felt out of place.

Effie’s influence, though, had already shaped my way of dealing with people. I was concerned about how other students and even staff members were being treated. Because I didn’t feel that I fit in, I joked around and acted out to get attention. But what I really needed was someone to talk to about my feelings of alienation and insecurity, and my resentment at the school’s indifference to its blue-collar employees as well as its rigidity toward its students. Okay, I wasn’t Holden Caulfield, but, like the protagonist of The Catcher in the Rye, I wanted my school to be a better place than it was. Thanks to Effie, though, I went about changing it differently from the way J. D. Salinger’s character did. Fortunately, because of Effie, I had already developed a knack for finding people who were sincere and honest to provide me with guidance.

Ralph Dupee, a man with the warm and gangly look of Stan Laurel, of the comedy duo Laurel and Hardy, was a teacher and counselor of mine in high school. He recognized early on that I felt like a fish out of water at this demanding school. In a recent conversation, he remembered me as a popular kid. “You weren’t as academically successful a student as some other people,” he laughed, “but you succeeded in different ways.” Sometimes social class is a powerful tool of discrimination at private schools. The women who served lunch and cleaned up in the cafeteria were often treated disrespectfully by faculty and students alike. I arranged for them to dance with the fifth-graders during an assembly, at which they could feel appreciated and come to understand that they were an integral part of the school. I organized turtle races and made a film with a friend. The movie was a satire of the stuffiness of the school. Both the movie and the races were used to raise money for a scholarship fund dedicated to a teacher who had died of a heart attack.

Mr. Dupee helped me foster my creativity in these areas instead of stifling it. He taught me how to feel proud of myself rather than accept the judgments of my parents and school administrators, whose self-worth seemed dependent on getting their kids and students into prestigious colleges. Whenever I needed to talk, he was there to listen to me.

In the summers, I went to a camp in Lenox, Massachusetts, run by a man named Joe Kruger. Naturally, some kids at the camp excelled at traditional activities like archery, or canoeing, or leather crafts, but none of these was among my special skills. In some other camps, kids who did not excel at athletics might have been shunned or ridiculed, and this can have a lasting effect, but Joe Kruger would not allow that to happen. Every week, Joe and his counselors met to discuss each of the three hundred campers. This took hours, but Joe did it anyway. By the end of the meeting, he made sure that he could find at least one thing that each child enjoyed doing. He nurtured my talent for drama, encouraging me to put on camp plays; I got to write, direct, and act all at the same time. Instead of becoming an outcast, I won enough respect from the staff and the kids that I was invited back for several years to work as the camp drama counselor. I will never forgot how Joe made sure that every camper was included in group activities. As you will see, it became a cornerstone of my approach to teaching the ABCs of Life. I knew from then on that I wanted to help kids find out what made them happy.

When I went back to Brooklyn, I was once again frustrated by the pretentiousness of my prep school. I wanted to deal with real people and to help them, so I volunteered at Maimonides Hospital.

The pediatric ward was often a sad place—and, unfortunately, not just because kids contracted infectious diseases or had congenital problems. At the hospital one day I saw a baby in a crib with a net around it. The child was in gruesome pain because some adult had burned the bottoms of his feet with lit cigarettes and beaten him severely. The first day I saw him, I attempted to walk right up to his crib; he cried out in fear. One of the nurses explained to me that he had been abused by a man and, therefore, had a traumatic response whenever men were around. Months went by, and every day I took a step closer to his crib. Slowly, he learned that I was not a threat to him, and I held him in my arms. Tears streamed down my face and I saw that I could make a difference in the life of a child.

I was excited about helping kids. In my junior year of high school I went to the career counselor and told him I wanted to become an elementary school teacher. He looked at me in dis-belief and told me, “Men don’t teach elementary school.” I went home discouraged and looked through books about colleges on my own. I searched for a school that would suit my creativity. I thought it was a fact that men did not teach elementary school, so I started looking for the next best thing. I considered working in children’s television or joining a children’s theater company.

I decided to attend Emerson College in Boston, a school renowned for its theater and communications programs. In my first year, I studied children’s theater. Pursuing my major, I tried out for the play Ali Baba and the 40 Thieves. I hoped to get the part of the handsome prince (we all can dream, can’t we?), but I wound up getting the part of the donkey. Although I was discouraged, the best part about getting that role was that I was able to memorize my lines in one night. Sure, my only lines were “hee-haw,” but I could hee-haw with the best of them. The play was a great success. We toured schools in the area, and my raucous “hee-haw” antics received widespread applause. However, for some reason I felt a void. While the external reward the audience gave me felt great, I needed more. I wanted not just to entertain children but also to teach them and help them succeed in life while still utilizing spontaneity and humor.

I was at a crossroads. I didn’t know how my revelation fit into my professional goals. Feeling discouraged one day, I was walking on Marlborough Street near Emerson’s campus in Boston’s Back Bay, when I saw a group of young kids and struck up a conversation with their teacher, Hildred Simonds, who offered me the chance to work at the John Winthrop Nursery School. Under Mrs. Simonds’s influence, I slowly came to the powerful conclusion that my identity and fulfillment didn’t depend on what society or my parents thought was important. I remembered Dick Van Dyke’s Bert, the chimney sweep in the musical Mary Poppins. Even though he didn’t have a job that society deemed prestigious, he took pride in his work and did it with dignity. I remembered that Effie and other people encouraged me to be myself. I decided that I really wanted to teach kids and that I was going to do just that, no matter what other people thought.

“When you came to John Winthrop,” Mrs. Simonds said recently, “you just fit right in. You were a natural.”

“You came in with a great sense of enthusiasm and mission,” Paul Tamburello told me. Paul was already an established teacher in Brookline, Massachusetts, when I entered his classroom as a student teacher. “I think you had already formed some ideas about how to use education and how what was taught in the classroom could and should be used in kids’ out-of-school life.

“In those days,” Paul remembers, “the general perception was that schools taught school things. We were responsible for kids’ academic life, but not much thought was given to their personal life.” But we had ongoing conversations about how to nurture children socially as well as academically. We made daily plans for their academic work. Once that was finished, they had a choice of enrichment activities. It was a way to help kids feel that they were being responsible for their daily tasks and then could learn something that was more of a pleasure for them. Soon I got the chance to put some of those ideas into action.

I loved teaching; I knew it was what I was made for. It was an opportunity for me to affect kids’ lives and to make a real contribution. When I was in college, I went to see the musical Goodbye, Mr. Chips. It’s the story of a dedicated teacher who takes pride in his work. In the film, the teachers and children sing the song “Fill the World with Love.” They sing together about a mission that concerns not just academics but also caring and reaching out to others. I loved the idea that school and life could connect. I wanted to change the culture so that they would connect in everyone’s life.

I started my professional life as a teacher in the town of Hingham, a quaint suburban harborside village south of Boston. I got all spiffed up in my new school clothes, brought unused school supplies into my first classroom, and even carried a new lunch box with me. I was ready to be a teacher. The reality of the job shocked me when one of my second-grade students, a little girl in pigtails, punched me in the back. There was no apparent reason for her to attack me, but she did it again and again, when I was at my desk or when I had my back turned to her. I didn’t know what to do. They hadn’t mentioned this possibility in my Methods and Materials class.
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