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“W

here is your work Jonathan?” He shrugs,
refusing to make eye contact. “What does
that mean? We’ve been working on this
piece of writing for more than a week, and we’ve been discussing the Civil Rights Movement for months! At least let
me see your rough draft.” Silence. “You don’t even have a
rough draft?” I asked, incredulously. More silence. “We will
talk about this later.” I was definitely too frustrated to discuss
this now.
It’s nearing the end of the first semester of fifth
grade, and Jonathan is still an enigma. Given a choice, he’ll
always work alone rather than with a partner. When assigned
to a group, he will sit with the group, but rarely participate.
He has two loves, reading and origami, and he works on one
or the other incessantly. All day every day the class hears,
“Jonathan, put the book away.” “Jonathan, what are you
doing?” “Jonathan, put that paper away.” “Jonathan pay
attention.” His previous grades are average and he’s always
passed the state tests. However, none of his other teachers
ever understood what was going on with Jonathan. I heard,
“Jonathan is smart, just lazy.” “He’s a loner; he doesn’t have
any social skills.” “I don’t know what’s wrong with that
child, but something is definitely wrong. There’s no way he’s
really gifted and talented.” “Jonathan will do just enough to
get passing grades, but he always passes the state tests, so
don’t worry about him.” “I couldn’t get him to do any work,
and I got tired of trying, so I just left him alone.”
I have tried every strategy I know to get Jonathan to
produce and stay on-task, to no avail. Even his parents don’t
know what to do with him. They regularly visit with me
regarding his progress, and try all my suggestions. I’m now
at my wits’ end. I’ve talked, begged, coddled, and bribed. I
know he’s very intelligent from the conversations I’ve had
with him (not the work I’ve seen him produce). Virtually all
of Jonathan’s grades are from alternative assessments, because
he rarely completes the class assignment. I know that I can
continue working with him in this way, but I also know that
few (if any) teachers in middle and high school will be willing
to regularly modify for him. It is also a problem when other
students know that Jonathan didn’t turn in an assignment but
continues to get passing grades. So, I feel that I have to find
a way to get through to Jonathan so he can at least fit into the
mainstream most of the time.
After lunch, I found a volunteer to cover my class
and I took several students, including Jonathan, to an empty
classroom to work on their writing pieces. I got the other
students started recopying their paper after their final peer
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review. I sat down with Jonathan and said, “What did I ask
the class to do?”
“We’re supposed to look at that picture you showed us,
the one of the cops and the little kid dressed up like a KKK
member. And we’re supposed to think about all the stuff
we’ve been reading and watching and talking about that deals
with the Civil Rights Movement, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.,
racism, prejudice, and freedom. Then we’re supposed to write
an essay describing what we see in the picture, how it makes

us feel, how we think the police officers feel, and what we
think the little kid is thinking about.”
“That’s exactly right,” I said. “So, I’m confused. If you
know the assignment, why haven’t you completed it? Or at
least started working on it?”
Shrugging, “I don’t know.”
“Do you have any thoughts about the picture? Any ideas
about what’s going on and what the characters might be feeling and thinking?” I asked.
“Yeh, sure,” Jonathan replied.
“Okay then. Here’s a copy of the photograph, a piece
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of paper, and a pencil. Don’t move from that chair until you
have something on that paper for me to see. I don’t care how
you choose to present the information, just get some words on
that paper in the next half hour. Is that clear?”
“Okay.”
I spent the next forty minutes answering questions, providing feedback, and proofreading work. Suddenly remembering Jonathan, I looked over to find him slouched down in
the chair daydreaming. That was the final straw. “Jonathan,
bring me your paper now!”
Jonathan ambles over, bringing the paper with him and
drops into the chair next to me. Here’s what I read:

I read it and reread it. Then I read it again. I knew it was
his work, because all he had was a pencil and paper. I was
blown away. I didn’t even know what to say to this child. I
had no idea he had this in him. What an amazing talent and
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I didn’t even know it. How could I have taught this child
for half a year and not known what he was made of, what he
was capable of? What kind of teacher am I not to have even
glimpsed this talent? This child has a unique gift of insight
and words and I didn’t have a clue. How could I have missed
this? Where was my focus, my energy? Then I realized
that Jonathan was watching me intently and seeming very
anxious. It occurred to me that he was waiting for me to say
something. I knew I couldn’t do justice with words to how I
was feeling, but I knew I had to try. “Jonathan, I’m shocked!
I had no idea you were so talented. This is a wonderful gift,
but you’ve been hiding it from everyone. I’ve never seen you
produce any work that is comparable to this, and you wrote
this in less than thirty minutes. What’s up with that?”
“I don’t know. I’ve just been thinking,” he said.
“All week long, when everyone else was writing and you
were reading and practicing origami, you were thinking about
this assignment?” I asked.
“Uh, huh,” replied Jonathan.
“Why didn’t you let me know what was going on?” I
replied. “If you’d talked to me I wouldn’t have been so upset
and angry at you.”
“I didn’t think you’d believe me.”
Pausing thoughtfully, I said, “You’re right, I probably wouldn’t have believed you. But do you know why I
wouldn’t have believed you? Because you have never ever
turned in anything to me that was remotely similar to this.
Right?”
Smiling shyly, “I know,” Jonathan replied.
I worked much more closely with Jonathan for the rest
of the year, and continue to keep in touch with him. I worry
about him every day. How will he survive the traditional
classes? Will he start letting others see his extraordinary
abilities and talents? I’m so afraid he’s going to become so
frustrated with the cookie-cutter approach to instruction and
assessment, he’ll just give up and drop out.
This child touched me in a special way. He has been the
single biggest factor in causing me to think differently about
how I relate to kids, and how I reach kids. I’m a much better
teacher because of Jonathan.

Jonathan Estrada now attends seventh grade at Holland
Middle School, Houston, Texas. Jonett Edwards Miniel currently teaches fifth grade at Durham Elementary in Houston,
Texas. She works closely with the Houston A+ Challenge,
facilitating new coaches’ seminars and reform-related workshops, and facilitates a CFG at her school.
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