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There’s one question that all teachers hate. We don’t dare talk about it, but 
it’s there every day. We cringe when a student announces, “Teacher, I’m 
done. What should I do now?”  

I tell my students that I have three things that I want them to do. I don’t care 
what order they do them in, but I’d like them to begin working on them 
whenever they have a free moment. 

 1. Find a way to create peace in the Middle East. 

 2. Figure out a way for America to kick its addiction to oil. 

 3. Find a cure for cancer. 

I tell them that when they’re finished with those, I have a few more 
problems that I’d like them to solve.  

The beauty of teaching fourth grade is that after I announce this to my class, 
they look me straight in the eye and say, “Yeah, I can do that.” 

In 2007, the day after I announced this plan to the class, one of my finest 
young students walked into the room with a large white three-ring notebook. 
She was hugging it to her chest like it was a prized possession.  

“Jessie, what’s with the notebook?” I asked. 

“Well, yesterday you told us to find a cure for cancer,” she said, “and I 
don’t know anything about cancer. I know people who have cancer, but I 
don’t know anything about it. So I’m going to learn everything I can about 
cancer, place it in this notebook, and when I learn everything there is to 
know, I’m going to find a way to stop it.” 
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Shift Really Does Happen 

Just this week my son Ki came home from school really excited to share 
with me a YouTube video that his teacher shared with him. It’s called “Shift 
Happens,” and it’s been around for several years. In fact, it’s been updated 
since I last saw it, but my son was so excited I didn’t intrude on his 
willingness to share what he had learned. For those who haven’t viewed the 
video, it’s a five-minute look at how quickly the world is changing. It points 
out that the speed of change is not going to change. In other words, the one 
thing that is not going to change is change itself.  

One of the facts stated is that “we are currently preparing students for jobs 
that don’t yet exist, using technologies that haven’t yet been invented, in 
order to solve problems we don’t even know are problems yet.” 

So my son loves this revelation. His teacher just opened up a world to him. 
My oldest daughter, Tazmin, has a different view. She’s a seventeen-year-
old junior in high school. While the video is playing, she stops working on 
her homework and watches the video with us. Once it ends, she announces, 
“That was depressing.” 

“I liked it,” my son states, defending his enthusiasm.  

“What was good about it?” she snarls. “Your teachers are teaching you 
things that you don’t need to know with tools that you’ll never use. What’s 
the point of school? Why do we even bother?” 

It’s important to know that Tazmin was preparing for three AP tests, and the 
ACT was looming overhead. So her stress level was high to begin with.  

Her question, however, “What’s the point?” is valid. One could argue that 
this country has been debating what to teach our children since the 
Mayflower landed at Plymouth Rock. The debate, which I hope common 
core will solve, has taken up so much time that there’s been little time left for 
teachers to work on the art of teaching. We have spent so much time 
debating the what that there has been little time left to figure out the how. As 
a practicing teacher who loves his job, I’d much prefer to work on the how—
the art—than the what.  

At the center of this debate, which everyone ignores, are our kids.  

Too many of our children are buried in content. Kids value what we test, 
and we value content. We are testing the facts instead of stressing the 
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importance of ideas. It’s the process of learning—learning how to problem-
solve, think critically, collaborate, think creatively, and communicate that 
will solve the problems of today and tomorrow. We all talk about the 
importance of 21st century skills, but what are our students hearing? They 
value what we test. 

I’m Done. Now What? 

When a student announces to me, “I’m done.”  

My reaction is simple.  

“You’re done. Maybe you didn’t know about the economic gap that is 
growing between the rich and the poor in this country. Maybe you didn’t 
realize the depth of corruption in Afghanistan, or that there are children 
starving in East Africa and many believe the problem is man-made, or that 
Libya is now looking for a new form of government and a new leader. Do 
you have any ideas for them? Did you know that there are children in this 
country, state, district, and school who don’t own a single book? Do you 
think that’s a problem that can be solved? Where would you like to start 
with that one?  

One of my fourth graders, Jack, has been working on the addiction-to-oil 
problem. Last week he finished his math lesson and went back to working 
on this national issue. I’m on my knees helping Katelynn when Jack runs 
around his desk and asks, “Mr. K., do you know about peak oil?” 

“Not really. Tell me about peak oil.” 

“It’s this theory,” he says, and I love when my fourth graders use the word 
theory, “that says all of the easy oil has already been found.” 

“Is that important?” I ask him.  

“Mr. K., if the easy oil has already been found, then it’s only going to get 
harder and harder to find oil.” 

“Is that bad?” I ask. 

He rolls his eyes and takes a deep breath. “What are we going to do if we 
run out of oil?” 

“Wow. That’s a great question. Do you have a plan?” 
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“I’m working on it,” he says, and then he runs back to his desk. 

Explain It 

In 2007 I was lucky enough to attend the NASA Space Camp at the U.S. 
Space and Rocket Center in Huntsville, Alabama. I was surrounded by 
some of the most creative and passionate teachers from around the world. 
Part of our activities included meeting several of the German rocket 
scientists who worked with Wernher von Braun. It was that team of 
scientists who built the Saturn V rocket that carried Neil Armstrong to the 
moon.  

Von Braun is a fascinating character. He was the top Nazi scientist during 
World War II, and after the war, there was a struggle between the United 
States and Russia on who was going to get Germany’s top scientists. Von 
Braun quickly surrendered to the United States in order to avoid the cruelty 
the Russians were inflicting on the German prisoners.  

Von Braun lobbied Eisenhower to bring his top men to the United States. 
Eisenhower told him he’d do everything he could to bring in his top ten 
men, so von Braun gave the general a list of more than one hundred men. 
Eisenhower said, “Maybe you misunderstood. I said ten. Revise your list, 
and I’ll do everything I can to bring in your top twenty men.” Von Braun 
revised the list and gave it back to the general. It still had more than one 
hundred names on the list. Eisenhower said, “Okay, look, I can’t get all of 
these men past the Russians, but I’ll do everything I can to get thirty of them 
to the United States.” 

One hundred twenty-seven German scientists, known as the von Braun 
team, were brought to America. That was the start of the Cold War. 

After their presentation, there was a Q&A, and I asked them, “What’s the 
most important thing I need to teach my students?” 

These men were in their late eighties and early nineties. Konrad 
Dannenberg, who has since died, turned to his fellow scientists and said, 
“Did he just say, ‘What should I teach my students?’ How are we supposed 
to know what he’s supposed to teach his students?” 

Georg von Tiesenhausen, another member of the original von Braun team, 
said, “You know, von Braun always told us, ‘It doesn’t do you any good to 
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figure something out unless you can explain it. You have to be able to write 
and communicate.’” 

I think that’s great advice from a man who knew a little something about 
problem solving.  

When asked about his feelings on America investing less in the space 
program instead of more, Dannenberg also quoted von Braun. “If you do it 
when you need it, it’s too late. You missed the boat.”  

What do our kids need now so they don’t miss the boat? It starts with critical 
thinking, collaboration, creativity, and communication. But I’m going to 
add one more: context. They need to have a reason. They need to see how 
these skills that we keep talking about will solve the problems of today and 
prepare them for the problems of tomorrow.  

The days of working in a silo, sheltered from the world, are gone. That 
system has already been blown up, but too many students are stuck in a 
classroom without a worldview.  

Here is a sample of the activities that my students conduct during the school 
year.  

Mysteries of Aztalan  

Instead of simply telling my students that there were ancient people who 
built a walled fortress one thousand years ago and then suddenly 
disappeared in AD 1300, I show them artifacts and ask them, “What 
happened? Collect as many facts as you can and then create a hypothesis. Be 
careful because students in and outside of this classroom are going to 
challenge you. They’re studying the same mysteries, and they are going to 
ask you, ‘What do you know? How do you know that? And is it 
important?’” 

The following URL is for a documentary I co-produced about how to teach 
history. It includes my students working on their Mysteries of Aztalan: 

http://www.uww.edu/cls/departments/history/teachers/video.html 
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Prove It, Mathematically 

My students think like mathematicians and compare their work with the 
work of students around the world. The key is not to simply have the correct 
answer but to be able to show their thinking to prove they have the correct 
answer.  

Reading about Race Relations 

In reading, we once teamed up with students in an inner-city school. My 
class was 98 percent white; the urban classroom was 98 percent black. The 
students only knew each other through e-mails, and the book they were 
reading was Iggie’s House by Judy Blume. The book is about a black family 
moving into an all-white neighborhood. The beauty of the communications 
was that the classes didn’t realize the racial differences until we were nearly 
done with the book.  

Virtualville 

When learning how state government works, my students run for state 
office. Their constituents are from another class, so they have never met. 
They begin by raising money for their campaign. If they’ve raised enough 
money, they create an ad campaign, which allows them to work on their 
persuasive-writing skills, a common core target. The votes they receive are 
based on ideas instead of being a popularity contest within the classroom.  

The last day of the unit, all the classrooms that have participated come 
together and learn how a bill becomes a law. Last year we had eighteen 
classrooms from three school districts participate. The URL for a short video 
showing the kids at work follows:  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bfo1hc8slTE 

Creative Curators 

At the end of the school year, the students think like curators and create a 
museum. They begin with a question and then use a multitude of tools—
scissors, pencils, iPods, laptops—to display their learning. The audience 
includes the school, parents, and the community. See the following URL: 
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MEa85LKH1iU 

The Oval Office 

In 2007 I was honored as the Wisconsin State Teacher of the Year. As part 
of that honor, I get to meet the president and first lady in the Oval Office. 
That morning, in the hotel, we are told that no cameras or cell phones are 
allowed in the White House. After boarding the bus, we are told again that 
no cameras or cell phones are allowed in the White House. Standing outside 
the White House gates, we are greeted by security. They congratulate us and 
then remind us that no cameras or cell phones are allowed in the White 
House. 

After passing through the three stages of security and walking through the 
West Wing, I enter the Roosevelt Room, which is filled with flags 
representing every war this country has ever fought, a bust of FDR, and a 
painting of Teddy chasing a heard of buffalo across an open prairie.  

As soon as the clock hits half past, I know that my fourth graders are in the 
classroom back in Wisconsin and going through their morning routine. I 
lean down, draw up my pant leg, and pull my cell phone out of my black 
sock.  

“What are you doing?” Mark from Wyoming asks in a panicked whisper.  

“I’m calling my fourth graders.” 

I dial my classroom and explain to my students that I’m outside the Oval 
Office and about to meet the president of the United States. “What do you 
guys want to know?” I ask them. 

There’s a long, dramatic pause, then Matthew asks, “How soft is the 
carpet?” 

After meeting the president and the first lady, there is a beautiful ceremony 
in the Rose Garden, where the president gives a decent speech and the first 
lady gives a great speech. After it’s over, I do what any good son would do 
and call my mother. I tell her the entire story, including my fourth graders 
wanting to know the softness of the carpet.  

When my wife and I get outside the White House gates she asks me, “Do 
you want to take the bus back to the hotel, or do you want to walk?” 
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“Let’s walk,” I say. “It will allow us to soak in the moment, because chances 
are we’ll never be back here again.” 

While walking to the corner of Pennsylvania Avenue, I call my brother Pete. 
I tell him the entire story, including the part about the carpet. The light is red 
when I notice that Pete’s not reacting to what I’m saying, which is very 
uncharacteristic of him. The light turns green, and my wife and I step off the 
curb.  

“Is everything okay?” I ask.  

There’s a sigh of relief on the other end of the line. “Yeah,” my brother says, 
“everything’s fine.” But there’s another pregnant pause. “I knew this was a 
big day for you, so I didn’t want to say anything, but about three weeks ago 
I was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer.”  

I knew about pancreatic cancer because I’d read Randy Pausch’s book, The 
Last Lecture, to my children. I knew it was a death sentence. At that moment 
I don’t know what to say. I’m walking in the center of a crosswalk in the 
middle of Pennsylvania Avenue and I simply stop. I look at my wife, 
squeeze her hand, and tell my brother, “You know what, Pete? I have this 
kid in class named Jessie, and she’s working on a cure for cancer.” 

“That’s great,” he says. “That gives me hope.”  

That fall, Pearson brought me and my fellow Teachers of the Year to New 
York City to make a short video about why we teach.  

My answer was simple: I teach because my students need to know that they 
have the tools to solve the problems of today and the problems of tomorrow. 
I teach because my students give me hope for the future. 


