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TEACHER TRUTHS

By Jim Martin


Note from the playwright:

The following play is mostly composed of monologues, an amalgamation of “truths” that I have 
heard through my 24 year history as a professional educator.  I think there is much we can 
learn from listening to the words and voices of teachers.  My hope is that this piece serves as a 
conversation piece.  The teachers profiled here are neither right nor wrong—they just are.  
That’s the key behind the title of this play—the truth of teaching is sometimes ugly and 
unpleasant.  And we need to face it to begin reforming education so it meets all student needs.  


I envision that the play can be cast with as many as nine actors and as few as four (one man to 
play all the male characters and 3 women to play two characters each).  I personally like the 
idea of stretching actor skills and allowing them to play multiple characters.  I leave the final 
decision to the director.  


CHARACTERS

TEACHER #1/JANESSA

TEACHER #2/GLORIA

TEACHER #3/TOM

TEACHER #4/KAT

SPENCER

KIM

DENISE 

ANNIE


PROLOGUE


TEACHER #1

I have always wanted to be a teacher.


TEACHER #2

I’d set up my bedroom full of stuffed animals.  I had one of those chalkboard easels.  And I’d 
teach.  


TEACHER #3

I never wanted to be anything else.  


TEACHER #4

This is one of the most rewarding professions.  No.  THE most rewarding profession.  


TEACHER #2

I would play school, like that, for hours.


TEACHER #1

My aunt was a teacher.  My uncle was a teacher.  I attended any aunt’s graduation for her 
Master’s degree.  I’m gonna be here someday, my 8 year-old self thought.  


TEACHER #4

There’s nothing like the feeling of that light bulb moment.  You know, when a kid has been 
struggling and they finally get it.  That—is—so powerful.  


TEACHER #3

Those who can, teach.  
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TEACHER #2

Other kids were outside riding bikes or—whatever kids were doing outside.  I was holed up in 
my role with my teacher’s manuals, copying the movements of my favorite teachers.  


TEACHER #1

And then ten years later, I was walking through the doors of the same institution where I would 
study to become a teacher.  


TEACHER #3

I was one of those students.  Front row.  Always prepared.  Teacher’s pet.  I own it.  Yes, I was 
the teacher’s pet.  I loved everything about school.  The smell of the books.  The sharpened 
pencils.  My pencils always had to be super sharp.  And the teacher let me be the pencil 
sharpener during recess.  I felt so honored.  


TEACHER #4

There’s a game people play.  Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon.  Pooh to that.  I say six degrees of 
teachers.  We connect the world in the most—gosh—in the most intricate of ways?  All of the 
professions in the world, all of the people.  Rich, poor, Black, White.  They all are tied to their 
teachers.  We shape the world, person by person.  I’ve never said that out loud before.  My 
skin just got tingly thinking about it.  


TEACHER #2

I love even the sound of it.  Teacher.  Teacher.


TEACHER #1

Teacher.


TEACHER #3

Teacher.


TEACHER #4

Teacher.


ALL

We are teachers.


(The lights change.  The mood shifts.  The looks on the faces of the four teachers from the 
prologue change dramatically.  All exit except for Janessa.)


SCENE ONE: LIKE THE MOVIES


JANESSA

I know what you want.  You want an inspirational story about how I change the world.  How I 
raise students up.  How I make a difference.


You’ve seen the movies.  Dangerous Minds.  Freedom Writers.  Lean on Me.  Lean on Me was 
one of my favorites.  I wanted Joe Clark to be my principal.  I especially like the part where he 
finds the delinquents in the bathroom.  You remember that?  They have a different version of 
the school song.  It seems Mr. Clark is going to bust them and their teacher.  For changing the 
school song.  Instead he embraces it.  He was tough on the outside.  But inside—wow.  
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That’s the image of teaching that I brought to my first day of teaching.  Tough but caring.  
Ready to take on even the most challenging student.  Convince them to learn in spite of 
themselves.  


Did I mention Dead Poet’s Society.  No.  That was actually my favorite.  I wanted to inspire 
students the way Robin Williams inspired them.  To get up on their chairs in enthusiasm.  
Captain O Captain!


Tomorrow is my last day of teaching.  


I’m quitting.


God I hate that word.  I’m not quitting exactly.  I can see the writing on the wall.  I’m not going 
to stick around and be humiliated.  

 

I’ve been doing this for 7 years.  My first year was hell, but—all teachers have a hellish first 
year, right?  It’s almost expected.  You just have to hang on.  


Then year two came.  I vowed I wouldn’t make the same mistakes that I made in year one.  I 
wasn’t going to smile until November.  I wasn’t going to be their friends.  They don’t need 
another friend.  They need a teacher!


Sit down Mia.  


No!


Come do your work, Fernando.


Fuck you, bitch.  


I need everyone’s attention please.


Please?


Please, help me.  


I need help.  I mean, I needed help.  I needed someone to swoop in and save me.  From the 
kids.  From myself.


I cursed them.  I cursed their parents.  Not to their faces of course.  But on my long drive home 
everyday.  I would curse everything about them.  


And them I would eat and eat.  Candy,  Sweets.  I would cry and hope that tomorrow would be 
different.  


I’d try something new.  This will work, I’d tell myself.  You’ve got this Janessa.  You’ve—

I didn’t have it.  I never did.  I wasn’t made to be a teacher.


I wasn’t made to be that kind of teacher.


Those teachers are only made in the movies.  


(Lights down.  Lights up on Tom)
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SCENE TWO: SHAME


TOM

Hey.  How’s it goin’.  I’m Mr. Burns.  Uh—you can call me Tim.  Tim Burns.  


They told me to tell you about teaching.  But I guess this isn’t supposed to be the average talk.  
I’m supposed to be—honest?


My folks told me not to go into teaching.  Why would you want to do that, dad said.  Be an 
engineer.  No, be a dentist.  Dentists make a lot of money.  


I don’t want to be a dentist, I said.  I don’t like mouths.  They smell.  


Do you want to be poor?  You want to be able to support a family.  


There’s more to a job than money, mom.  


She said, Of course there is honey.  Maybe your wife will want to work too.  Then things will be 
okay.  


Dad laughed.  Maybe you’ll marry a woman who actually makes some money.  That’ll be great.  
Your wife supporting you.  Wearing the pants.  


I decided to go into teaching anyway.  I don’t know why I wanted to be a teacher.  I always did.  
I just knew.  


Family dinners.  Not just mom and dad but the whole family.  Someone would inevitably ask 
me what I wanted to do.  What was I studying in school?  Teaching I’d say.  But without 
conviction.  Because I knew dad and mom were looking at their hands.  I knew they weren’t 
smiling proudly.  They wished I would lie, I think.  You’re not supposed to lie.  But I think mom 
and dad would have found that preferable to the truth.  


Uncle Chris tried to lighten the mood.  There’ll be lots of girls in education.  Makes finding a 
wife easier.  Somehow, using teaching as a way to get into some girl’s pants didn’t make me 
feel better.


Uncle Chris was right.  I was the only guy in most of my classes.  I didn’t mind.  I relate pretty 
well with women.  


I got through school.  We didn’t talk much about teaching.  At home.  I shared a little.  Mom 
and dad asked very little.  


Then I graduated.  I got a job right away.  Honestly, I think it was because I am a man.  They 
like men in elementary education.  Cause there aren’t that many.


When I told dad and mom I got a job, they were happy.  Kind of.  And then I told them that I 
was teaching first grade.  


First grade?


Are you sure about that honey?  You don’t want them to think—


What, I said.  I don’t want them to think—that I teach first grade?
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They’re going to think you’re weird, dad said.  


Weird.  He didn’t need to elaborate.  I knew what he meant.  


I really like teaching.  I really like teaching first grade.  The kids really learn a lot in that year, ya 
know?  They love learning and I’m part of that, does that make sense?


I’m sure some people have wondered about me.  No one says anything.  A few times parents 
have complained about me to the principal.  One parent wanted a new first grade teacher.  I 
wondered if it had to do with my gender.  


I wear a ring.  Right here.  It looks like a wedding ring on purpose.  Guys, wear a ring.  It takes 
away some of the suspicion if they think I’m married.  It calms people.  It’s kinda strange—I 
mean, pedophiles sometimes get married, don’t they?  


Like I said, I really like teaching.  It’s never boring and I think I’m really good at it.  My principal 
says I’m doing great.  I feel a lot of pride in my work.  Sometimes, you never know that you are 
making a difference.  You show up to work, punch a time clock, type a memo and an email, go 
to a few meetings—and maybe you never know.  But I know.  I know everyday that I make a 
difference.  I can see it right there in front of me.  


I just wish I didn’t have to be so afraid, ya know?  


(Lights out.  Lights up on Gloria.)


SCENE THREE: COMPLY


GLORIA


I’m Gloria.  I’m a teacher.  


I have a lot of thoughts.  About what would help education.  What would help me.  


My kids are naughty.  Not all the kids, of course.  Most of em are so sweet.  But a few—
whooeee.  


I try a lot of things.  I talk to the kids.  The coach tells me I should do a lot of things.  Most of 
em I’ve already tried.  She says to build relationships with the kids.  So I talk to the naughty 
ones.  What do you like?  Who’s in your family?  Do you cause your mama the same kind of 
headache you cause me?


The last one was a joke.  I’d never really say that to a child.  Just under my breath.  Sometimes 
I have to confess abut some of the things I say to the kids under my breath.  God, forgive me.  


(Instructional Coach enters)


COACH

Gloria, you have to calm down.


GLORIA

What do you mean?


COACH

Your face is all pinched up.  It’s stressed.  Like you’re worried.
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GLORIA

I am worried.  I’m worried about Mohamed and Francine and Julio.  I’m waiting for the other 
shoe to drop.  Always.


COACH

Well, the other kids are picking up on your stress.  They are becoming more stressed because 
you’re stressed.


GLORIA

So what can I do?


COACH

Mask your stress. (Coach exits)


GLORIA

Now, besides having to teach fractions and collective nouns, I have to mask my stress.  I guess 
I can smile more. 


I called Mohamed’s parents.  Well, his mom.  He doesn’t have a dad, at least not one at home.  
There are so many kids in the family.  Big ones, little ones.  I went to visit the family one day.  
You know, to build that relationship.  Mom yelled at Mohamed.  While I was there, she started 
screaming at him.  “Why don’t you behave?” she yelled.  He cowered.  He was obviously afraid 
of her.  She told me I needed to be harder on him.  She talked about her experience in schools.  
The kids got whipped by the teacher.  I don’t think she understands our system now.  


My visit helped a little.  Mohamed was good for a day or two.  I mean, relatively speaking. But 
he slowly went back to the same old habits.  I sometimes threaten to call his mom.  He gets 
real serious and good for a minute.  I don’t think he can maintain it.  Like he really can’t help it.  


You’re probably wondering why I don’t send him to the principal’s office.  I remember kids 
being sent to the principal’s office a lot when I was a kid in school.  That fear kept me from 
misbehaving, I tell ya.  Now, though, well, that’s not really an option.  Not if you want to be seen 
as competent.  


(Principal enters)


PRINCIPAL

You sent Mohamed to me today.


GLORIA

I did.


PRINCIPAL

I didn’t see a referral in our system.  


GLORIA

I didn’t have time to write it up.  


PRINCIPAL

Okay.  Remember what we talked about at the beginning of the year?  I need a referral to 
process discipline problems.  


GLORIA
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Process?  We’re talking kids here.  


PRINCIPAL

I know what we’re talking about, Ms. Andreeson.  Did you follow the protocol?


GLORIA

Um, I think so.  I gave him a think sheet.


PRINCIPAL

Did you give him a think sheet first or second?


GLORIA

He ripped it up.  He wouldn’t complete it.


PRINCIPAL 

(sighs) And then what?


GLORIA

I’m not sure—


PRINCIPAL

He ripped up the think sheet.  What did you do next?


GLORIA

I sent him to the office.  


PRINCIPAL

That’s not the protocol. Do you have the flow chart?


GLORIA

Yes, yes, I do.  It’s right here.  (Rummaging through some papers). I have it somewhere.  
(Keeps looking)


PRINCIPAL

I can get you a new one/


GLORIA

/No, no, I have it it.  I just saw it.


PRINCIPAL

The next step in the flow chart, after the think sheet, is to send the students to the buddy room.  
Who’s your buddy classroom?


GLORIA

Mr. Carter.


PRINCIPAL

If you can find the think sheet/


GLORIA

Ah—here it is!  I knew I had it.


PRINCIPAL
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Great.  See here?  It says the think sheet is followed by the buddy classroom.  And your buddy 
classroom is not supposed to be at your grade level.  


GLORIA

Oh right.  That’s right.  I forgot that.  There’s so much to remember.  


PRINCIPAL

So find someone not on your grade level to be your buddy classroom.  


GLORIA

Okay.  I will.


PRINCIPAL

See here?  (Pointing at the flow chart that Gloria is holding) Office referral is way down here.  
There were still a few more steps before you should have sent Mohamed to me.  


GLORIA

I see.


PRINCIPAL

Do you have some feedback?  


GLORIA

Well—not really.  I’m sorry I didn’t follow the process.


PRINCIPAL

Maybe you could put that up somewhere.  Where you can refer to it easily.  


GLORIA

I’ll put it up by my desk.  Thanks for the tip.  


PRINCIPAL

Thanks Ms. Andreeson.  I know this is hard work.  You’re doing great.  Hang in there.  
Mohamed is a tough one.  


GLORIA

He is.  


PRINCIPAL

Is there anything I can do for you?


GLORIA

What is happening with Mohamed?


PRINCIPAL

He came to my office pretty charged.  We should talk about some ways to de-escalate him 
before he gets to that place.  That place of ripping papers.


GLORIA

And throwing desks.


PRINCIPAL

Did he throw a desk?
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GLORIA

No, not this time.  


PRINCIPAL

That’s good!  He’s making progress.  You are doing some great things with him.  


GLORIA

(looking down) Thanks.  


PRINCIPAL

As I was saying, he came down pretty amped up.  So I had him rub my pillow and blow some 
bubbles.  


GLORIA

Bubbles?


PRINCIPAL

Research shows that for trauma kids like Mohamed, blowing bubbles can help them hone their 
breathing technique.  


GLORIA

Did he make the connection?


PRINCIPAL

Sorry?


GLORIA

Did he make the connection.  Between bubbles and breathing?


PRINCIPAL

I think we can use it.  Next time he is escalating, let’s remind him to blow his bubbles, like you 
did in Dr. Gardner’s office.  Hopefully it will calm him down.  


GLORIA

Hopefully.  I’m willing to try.


PRINCIPAL

Thank you.  Have a great night.  


(Principal exits)


GLORIA

I hope he doesn’t tell anyone that he has kids rub his pillow.  It sounds so wrong.  


You see?  I have opinions.  I think those bubbles are stupid.  I think that textured pillow is a 
bunch of bogey.  


Did you notice the way he used the word “let’s?”  As if this is something we will do together.  I 
never feel so alone as I do at work.  I have a class full of 4th graders and I feel incredibly alone. 


I have opinions.  But I could never be honest.  No one really wants to hear my opinions anyway.  

If I say I disagree, people think I’m negative.  If I say I want to try something else, some 
research study that no one can really cite gets shoved down my throat.  
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Sorry.  I’m not usually this fiery.  I’m usually very calm and collected.  


You would never see this kind of emotion. In a faculty meeting.  In a PLC.  Have you ever heard 
of a PLC?  It’s a professional learning council.  Something like that.  Maybe it’s community.  
Yes, I think the c stands for community.


Anyway, it’s when the teachers get together to talk about their kids.  But we’re not really 
expected to be honest.  Otherwise, the coach will say that we’re blaming the kids.  That we’re 
not assuming responsibility.


So I nod.  I nod and agree.  I do what I’m told.  I’ll find a new buddy classroom.  I’ll mask my 
stress.  I’ll remind Mohamed to blow imaginary bubbles so he remembers to breathe instead of 
overturning his desk.  I will comply.


That’s my job.  To comply.  


(Lights down.)


SCENE FOUR: PEOPLE FIRST


SPENCER

You want the truth or something inspirational?


I think that’s what most people want to hear.  They want to hear about how I have changed a 
child’s life.  How I got them up two grade levels by the end of the year.  Hell, I’d love to tell that 
story myself.  


Most of the time, I go home feeling like shit.  Pardon the French.


I teach special ed kids.  Shit.  Sorry.  I’m trying to fix that.  We are trying to use people first 
language.  Avoid labels.  So the kids are in special education or receiving special education 
services, but they are not special ed.  


That’s a tough one for me.  There’s so many more words with people first language.  


Anyway, I’ve been a teacher for 30 years.  Can’t afford to retire.  My financial consultant tells 
me I should work another 10-15 years or I might run out of money in retirement.


But I got to tell ya.  I’m more than a little burnt.  


In the 30 years I have been a teacher, things have just gotten harder and harder.  Not the kids.  
Kids is kids.  


It’s the paperwork.  Jesus.  The paperwork is ridiculous.  The IEPs, the reports, the paperwork 
required by the principal.  Yeah.  I’m buried in paperwork.  


And then the meetings.  I think, will I have any time this week just to plan, where I don’t have to 
write an IEP or test a kid being considered for a special education placement.  See?  I 
remembered.  That was pretty good.  


Usually, I’ve got meetings.  We have this one meeting called student services committee.  I sit 
on it because I’m special ed.  Teachers bring their kids they are concerned about to the 
meeting.  They tell us about the interventions they’ve tried and if those interventions are 
working.  Interventions that don’t work might indicate a need for special ed.  




Page �  of �11 25

I sit on that team.  I also have IEP meetings before and after school.  I try to do ‘em during the 
school day but it gets real tough.  The administrators are super busy with discipline and 
observations.  And we have to have a general ed teacher at the IEPs.  They’re teaching during 
the day so they aren’t usually available.  And that doesn’t even include the parents’ schedules.  
The parents have jobs too so sometimes can only meet after work.  That makes for some late 
work nights.  


Did I mention PBIS?  PBIS stands for positive behavior.  We get together to talk about all the 
things we can do to help kids be successful.  It gets a little tricky in high school cause the 
teens are hard to please.  In elementary you can give em a little trinket.  In high school?  That 
doesn’t work too well.  The rewards have to be more expensive to catch their attention. 


There’s also faculty meetings twice a month.  These are held before school.  Most of the 
information is shit the principal could just share with us in a memo.  


So between all the meetings and the paperwork, I got no time to plan.  And I still have several 
classes of students.  When I don’t have a small group in my room, I’m co-teaching with another 
teacher—language arts or math.  This helps the kids be with their non-disabled peers—uh…
let’s see…their peers without a disability?  God.  I’ll get it eventually I guess.  


I am tired.  I got more to do and no hours to do it in.  Those IEP meetings?  That’s part of my 
professional responsibility, so I don’t get any extra pay.  


From time to time, there’s an event that the administration hints they want us to attend.  Oh 
sure, you don’t have to.  But I’ve been doin’ this for 30 years.  I know that a suggested activity 
is actually a disguise for something that’s required and that by not going, you get on the 
bosses’ shit list, if ya know what I mean.  


I don’t know if I can make it another 15 years.  God, I don’t know if I can make it another five.  I 
want to have a good life when I retire.  I just hope I live long enough to see retirement.  


(Lights out)


SCENE FIVE: FLAILING


KIM

I could have been an actress you know.  I was in school to be one.  I rubbed elbows with 
Martin Landau.  Robert DeNiro.  Meryl Streep.  I was an extra in some of their movies.  They 
were very nice to me.  Some of the crew told me that I could be somebody.  That I had a—
spark.  


But it just wasn’t for me.  The pressure.  The ugliness.  Yes ugliness.  Among all those pretty 
people, there was a lot of ugliness. 


I just didn’t know who to trust.  I had a roommate.  Someone I did trust.  Her name was Evelyn.  


I didn’t think we were the same type.  I mean, I didn’t see her as competition.  Not because she 
wasn’t talented.  Hell no.  She had so much talent.  Way more than me.  I looked up to her.  I 
had no idea she saw things differently.


Oh, and the insecurities.  The insecurities were crazy.  And that’s what it was with Evelyn. She 
was crazy insecure.  She was beautiful.   But she always worried that she was too fat and too 
ugly.  I tried to reassure her.  I think she thought it was part of some plan that I had.  
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She stabbed me in the back.  She started telling some of the directors and crew members that 
I was difficult.  That I was hard to work with.  


She told people that I tried to steal her boyfriend.  She told people that I stole some of her 
things.  Some of her clothes.  


You know what’s funny.  She let me borrow one of her blouses.  Then when people saw me in 
it, she told them, “Did you see her wearing my blouse?  She stole that from me.”


And they believed her.  I don’t know why.  Maybe because she was actively trying to destroy 
me and I was—well, I wasn’t trying to destroy anyone.  I didn’t fit in.  Which made me different. 
Which made me a target.


So I dropped out.  Just like that.  Everything I had been working toward.  Over.  


I had to do something.  I didn’t want to work at McDonalds.  Not that there’s anything against 
McDonald’s workers.  I just didn’t want to be one.  


I looked into a lot of things.  I decided to teach.  There was something about teaching that 
appealed to me.  Sort of like performing.  I could be the master of my own little stage.  
Producer, director, and actor all rolled into one.  


And with less of the ugliness right?


I teach theatre to middle schoolers.  I tend to get a little passionate.  I call it passionate.  One of 
my colleagues called it yelling.  I told her she didn’t understand the world of theatre.  


I didn’t mean to transfer all of the anger, all of the nastiness of the acting world into my middle 
school.  But I love performing.  It is my passion.  I don’t recommend that people teach their 
passion.


The kids don’t take it seriously like I did.  They think it’s about being famous.  They have 
notions of being famous.  I tell them—that’s not what it’s about.  


It’s about the craft.  It’s about honoring the craft.  Learning the discipline.


Middle schoolers just want to pinch each other’s asses.  


This happened today.  Listen to this.  


I was teaching a lesson.  About a Shakespeare sonnet.  How you don’t stop at the end of every 
line but keep the flow—pay attention to the punctuation but keep the flow.  It was a good 
lesson.  This student got up to use the bathroom.  I said, “Wait.  What’s going on?”


“I gotta piss.”  


“Okay.  Can it wait a minute?  I’m right in the middle of a lesson.”


“Yeah, yeah teach.  I’ll be right back.”  


And then suddenly, he trips.  Only he doesn’t really trip.  He fake trips and flies across the front 
of the room.  Only it’s not a fast fall.  It’s like in slow motion.  He wails as he staggers in front of 
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me, supposedly trying to regain his balance.  The kids are laughing hysterically.  Like this is the 
funniest Noel Coward they have ever seen.  (She does all of this for the audience)


And then he lands.  He groans.  The kids are laughing.  I stand there and stare.  


“Isn’t anyone gonna help me up?” He croaks.  


The kids are still laughing.  And I—I don’t get it.  I lost it.


What is so funny?  I asked.


This kid—he stands up gingerly.  “Yeah,” he said, “what’s so funny?  I coulda broken my bone.”


With this, they laugh even louder.  Something about the word bone and middle schoolers is 
hilarious.  


Stop laughing, I yelled.  This made them laugh even harder.  


What is so funny about that?  I can do it too!


And I imitated the move made by this kid.  The slow motion flailing.  And eventual fall.  Only I 
take it to the next level.  “Save me, save me.  My IQ is so low that I can’t get up.”


The kids are laughing hysterically.  But not the pisser.  That kid is frozen.  Like he is shocked at 
my scene.  


I stood up.  The laughing subsided.  Pisser stared at me.  I stared back.  It looked like he was 
about to cry.  Or spit.  And then he left.  


Open up your theatre history books, I announced.  Turn to page 85.  Read on your own and 
answer the questions at the end of the chapter.  


I had left it all out there on the stage.  I felt exhausted.  


(Lights out).  


SCENE SIX—CHEATING


WILSON

I didn’t mean to cheat.  I didn’t know I was.


I took the ethics courses.  But—we take a lot of stuff as teachers.  We get a lot of stuff handed 
to us as teachers.  That we have to remember.  


It was May.  The end of the year test.  I don’t know if you’ve been following in the news, but we 
have these tests at the end of the year.  They are a serious big deal.  A ton of money goes into 
them.  The kids are supposed to show at least a year’s worth of growth.  Although I’m never 
really sure how that gets measured because I’m teaching totally new clients.  


In any case, people go nuts during testing time.  The principal goes nuts.  The other teachers 
go nuts.  There are tears mostly from the adults.  The kids can’t help but feel some of the 
stress.  
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Sometimes, you gotta bribe the kids just to keep them going.  Like I’ll buy you pizzas if you do 
your best on the test.


We even feed them peppermints.  Someone read that a peppermint actually helps with brain 
power.  One teacher lets her students chew gum because that is supposed to help them 
perform better.


My students were prepared.  I mean , I did lots to get them prepared.  


On the day of the test—I think we were doing the math.  I told students to fold up their scratch 
paper.  Just like we do for all tests.  I told them to work every problem on the scratch paper, 
one per box.  The students understood what I meant.  We’ve done that a million times.  


I also told them to create a multiplication chart on their papers.  They can do the harder math.  
Just some of them don’t know all their facts.  Don’t get me started on basic facts.  Someone 
said that it’s bad for kids to memorize their facts.  Some researcher.  So we don’t emphasize 
basic facts anymore.  So I teach the students how to make their own multiplication chart that 
they can refer to when doing harder multiplication. And division.  


My kids did well.  Better than well.  I got a $4,000 bonus from the district because my kids 
made so much progress.  Again, I’m not sure how they can tell.  But, I appreciated the award.


Teachers said to me, “How did you do it?”  I didn’t know exactly.  I plan my lessons, I teach 
them.  Isn’t that we all do?


Some teachers said I got all the high kids.  I don’t think that’s true.  A lot of my kids struggle.  I 
had a group of kids I worked with every day reading at the 2nd grade reading level.  


Teachers would ask me what I did.  But you can tell when someone really wants to know.  You 
can tell if they are really asking or challenging you.  In most cases, it felt like a challenge.  So I 
just shrugged it off.  Must have gotten lucky I guess.  


I took my own kiddos to Disneyland last summer.  With the money I earned.  They had a great 
time.  So did I.  I hadn’t been to Disneyland since I was a kid.  


And then, school started back up and I got called to the principal’s office.  Besides the 
principal, there was another formal looking woman.  I’m not sure her name or her title.  My 
head was spinning.  What’s going on, I said.  


OFFICIAL

It has come to our attention that some of your practices during the most recent testing cycle 
may not have adhered to the state testing ethics standards.


WILSON

Huh?  (To the audience) That was a lot of words.  I teach 5th graders.  


OFFICIAL

Did you instruct your students to fold their scratch paper a certain way before testing?


WILSON

I gave them scratch paper and told them to fold it the way we always do for tests.  


OFFICIAL

And did you tell students to create a multiplication chart on their scratch paper?
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WILSON

I did.  That’s what I always do.  That’s what they always do.  


OFFICIAL

Okay.  How about your math word wall.  Was this covered or taken down during the test?


WILSON

Honestly, I don’t remember.  I took down almost everything in my room.  I took down 
everything that I thought could help the kids.  


OFFICIAL

And the math word wall?


WILSON

I—I don’t remember.


OFFICIAL

Mr. Thompson.  It seems that you have violated testing ethics outlined in code 503.2567.7521.  
You were given this code at the beginning of the year and signed off that you understood it.


WILSON

Wait.  What?  I don’t remember it saying anywhere that you can’t give kids scratch paper.  I 
thought that was legal.  


OFFICIAL

It is very appropriate to give them scratch paper,.  It is not appropriate to give them instruction 
as to how to use it.  


WILSON

They knew how to use it.


(Pause)


So what happens now?


OFFICIAL

You will be placed on administrative leave with pay/


WILSON

Oh my god/


OFFICIAL

/you will not be allowed in the building until this matter is cleared up. 


WILSON

What about my kids?


OFFICIAL

They will have a long-term sub until this matter is resolved.  


WILSON

So—I wait?  For what?
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OFFICIAL

You will have a hearing in front of the state ethics committee.  You will present your case.  They 
will hear from you and witnesses.  


WILSON

Witnesses?


OFFICIAL

They will want to hear from your students.  And from other teachers.  


WILSON

Don’t get my kids in the middle of this.  How awful—they didn’t do anything.  


(Pause)


The teachers are going to say I cheated.  They are already suspicious of everything I do.  


OFFICIAL

You will be notified of the date of your hearing.  It will take place in about 9 weeks.


WILSON

9 weeks?  I have to be out—?  (turning to principal—the audience). Aren’t you going to say 
anything?  You know I didn’t do anything wrong?  You’ve seen me teach.  You know I’m a good 
teacher.  


(Lights change)


And with that, the meeting ended.  I spent the next 9 weeks at home.  At first, I got ready 
everyday just like I was going to work.  I would drop my kids off at school and drive around, not 
really sure what to do or where to go.  My wife knew of course.  But I couldn’t bear to tell my 
kids.  My son is a middle schooler and he would say, “How was work today?” And I would lie 
and say, “It was great.  Busy.  Nothing really special.”  Which was unusual for me because 
normally I loved to talk about my work.  I think my son suspected something.  


Finally, I couldn’t keep it a secret anymore.  I told my kids that I had been accused of cheating.  
And that I couldn’t go back to work until I had been cleared of it.  They were quiet.  I just didn’t 
want them to think less of me, you know?  


My daughter perked up first and said, “It’s okay Dad.  We know you’re an amazing teacher.  We 
love you.”  And she gave me a hug that filled me up so much.


My son sat quiet for a few more seconds.  And then he said, “This is ridiculous!  Those jerks 
are just jealous of how great you are.  I think you need to quit.  Yeah, just quit and on your way 
out, yell, “LIGHTS OUT BITCHES!”


I laughed.  It just came spilling out.  I laughed with my kids for a couple of minutes.  It was 
healing.  And then I got some strength back.  I decided that I wasn’t going to go in like an 
apology on legs.  No.  I didn’t do anything wrong, and I was going to go in an defend my 
actions and my teaching.  


I am not a cheater.


(Lights out)
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SCENE SEVEN—POSOLE


KAT

The video is excrutiating.  They just keep showing it over and over again. 


I know the young man in those videos.  I knew him.  


Paolo came to my class as an angry kid.  He didn’t want to be there.  He challenged me to like 
him.  And I did more than that.  I fell in love with him.  


I initially made him my project.  I decided that I would get to him where other teachers hadn’t.  I 
had heard all the complaints in the faculty room—watch out for Paolo.  I’ve got Paolo duty this 
year.  Everybody has to take a turn. 


I decided that I would find a way in.  So I visited Paolo’s home.  His mom didn’t want me there 
at first.  I told her I was on her side.  That I wasn’t coming to judge but to support.  Speaking 
my broken Spanish to her sealed the deal.  


When I arrived that Thursday afternoon, I was greeted with a delicious smell.  They ushered me 
to a kitchen table and served me some of the most delicious posole I had ever tasted.  I 
learned that Paolo’s mom loved him very much.  And Paolo’s older sister.  Paolo was the baby 
of the family.  His mom knew he had many behavior challenges and kept reminding him to 
make better choices.  I told her that I thought Paolo was a wonderful student—he brightened 
my day every time he entered the classroom.  Really?  His mom was surprised.  She had never 
heard anything positive about Paolo in his 9 year schooling career.  I remember Paolo just 
beamed.  


From then on, Paolo would do anything I asked him.  This wasn’t always true of his other 
teachers where he would swear, refuse to do work, flip other students and the teacher off, and 
walk out of class.  This is when he bothered to show up.  Most of the time he found some kids 
to hang with in the neighboring park, where they would get high on weed.  


But he never missed my class.  He always showed up on time.  He was the first to volunteer if I 
needed a box lifted or a note taken to the office.  


And let me tell you,  Paolo was so smart. He would talk about the racism in books like Lord of 
the Flies in a way that defied his teenage years.  He spoke of a deep understanding that only 
someone who has lived the looks and the differential treatment can articulate.  And boy could 
he argue with the other students in the class.  He would stand his ground and not back down.  


Maybe it’s that stubbornness that led to his death.  


Why couldn’t they just have tased him?  Why couldn’t they have shot him in the leg?  Why did 
it take nine shots to the back?  


He had a gun.  He pointed the gun at police.  That’s what they say anyway.  I don’t know.  I 
really can’t imagine Paolo hurting anyone.  I just keep seeing a kid sitting next to his mom with 
a big grin on his face, eating posole and talking about his potential.  


I worked so hard.  I argued with other teachers.  I argued with the principal.  Paolo should stay 
at our school.  He should not be sent to some alternative school.  He had way too much 
potential for that.  “Not everyone is like you,” my principal said.  “What is that supposed to 
mean?” I asked.  He wouldn’t respond.
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I was able to wax and wane long enough for him to stay put until the end of his eighth grade 
year.  I knew that his high school wouldn’t put in half this much effort.  I even called one of the 
counselors at the high school, pleading with her to take Paolo under her wing.  “I don’t have 
time for that,” she said.  “If I had a nickel for every sob story I’ve heard, I could early retire.”  


I cried myself to sleep many nights.  I prayed to a God I don’t even believe in for Paolo to make 
it.  


I kept in contact.  It was probably unprofessional.  But I followed him on Instagram and sent 
him encouraging messages,  He ended up at the alternative high school and dropped out 
before graduating.  But he kept in touch.  I gave him some extra money when he came over to 
mow my lawn during the summer months.  


Eventually, our contacts became fewer and further between.  I thought about Paolo every day, 
every time I saw a challenging student come through my door.  I no longer think of them as 
projects.  They are mine, each and every one of them.  


I hadn’t heard from Paolo in almost a year when I saw the news report.  A kid—a man—just 20 
years old, was caught stealing things out of cars.  When approached by police officers, he ran.  


I’ve started wondering if it would be easier for me to care less.  I could turn off my emotions 
like some of my colleagues do.  I’m not obligated to care.  I just have to teach, right?  


I don’t know if I can do this again.  I don’t know if I can invest my heart and soul in a kid only to 
see him killed over and over again on the news and on social media.  I’ve died many deaths 
along with Paolo.  


And yet, I can’t even imagine what his poor sweet mom must be going through.  I was just his 
teacher, but she—she loved him so much.  You could see it in her eyes that night that I visited 
with them over home-made posole.  She worked so hard to make a good life for Paolo.  Why 
wasn’t that enough? Why wasn’t my love enough?  Why couldn’t we save him?


(Lights down)  


SCENE EIGHT—WONDER WOMAN


(In the following scene, Denise is seated center stage.  She doesn’t speak.  She holds up a 
sequence of signs with the following text.  Music underneath.)


DENISE

My name is Denise.


(New card)


I am happy to talk to you…


(New card)


…but I have to be careful.


(New card)


You see there are ears everywhere.
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(New card)


I know that my principal listens in over the intercom system.


(New card)


I teach 6th grade.


(New card)


I have a student who reads at a primer level.


(New card)


That’s very low.  


(New card)


His mother is in denial.


(New card)


She thinks her son is a little behind.  


(New card)


He goes to junior high next year.


(New card)


The principal keeps asking me how I am scaffolding content.  


(New card)


We use stupid words like scaffolding in education.  


(New card)


It means helping a student access difficult content.  


(New card)


I don’t know how to scaffold content for Abraham.  


(Denise freezes, then flips the card quickly.  She grabs a marker and crosses out the name 
Abraham.  When she turns the card around, Abraham has been blacked out and “this student” 
written above it.)


(mouthing to the audience) Pretend you didn’t see that.  I could be in so much trouble.  


(New card)


Most of the time he just sits there.




Page �  of �20 25

(New card)


None of the other kids want to work with him.  


(New card)


Can you blame them?  


(New card)


He goes to resource for extra help.  


(New card)


I’m not sure what they do there.  


(New card—before she shows it, she makes an adjustment to the card.)


I’m worried for Abraham him.


(New card)


How is he going to make it in junior high?


(New card)


He’ll never catch up.  


(New card)


People expect us to work miracles.


(New card)


How am I supposed to teach a kid six years worth of reading?


(New card)


Plus new 6th grade content?


(New card)


I can’t do it.  


(New card)


I admit it.


(New card)


I’m a teacher.


(New card)
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Not Wonder Woman.


(New card)


(Lights down as Denise gathers her things.)


SCENE NINE—MISS CORONA


ANNIE (talking to a computer screen)


Hello?  How are you all?  


What’s that Lizzie?  I can’t hear you.  You’re on mute.  


There we go.  


Oh honey.  I’m so sorry to hear that.  I’m going to give you an air hug (does so).  That’s so hard.


Does anyone have some good news?


Elijah?  Go ahead.  


Oh sorry honey.  You’ll have to say that again.  You’re muted.  It’s the button at the bottom of 
the screen.  Very good.  


Uh huh.  Uh huh.  Uh huh.  Oh my.  


Um—does anyone have any GOOD news?  Clearly, there’s a lot going on.  


Um—Let’s just get going with our lesson, shall we?  


Okay.  So today we are going to read another chapter from Frog and Toad.  Do you all have 
your books?


You lost your book Freddy?  Where did you have it last?  You accidentally dropped it off at the 
library?  Well, okay, tell your mom to take you back there and they probably still have it.  That’s 
fine.  Your dad can take you instead of your mom.  Oh, wow, he drives a van.  That’s great.  


So open up your boo—what Alexis?  You lost your book too?  Okay.  So if you have your book 
hold it up in front of your face.  Uh huh.  Just like that.  Only 5 of you have your books.  (Sigh). 
Okay, you all need to look really hard for your books.  In the meantime, you are just going to 
have to listen if you lost it.  I’m going to read out loud.  Sound good?


All right.  Here we go.  Page 27 for those of you who have a book.  (reading from the book)


Toad and Frog went for a long walk.  They walked across a large meadow.  They walked in the 
woods.  They walked along the river.  At last they went back home to Toad’s house.  “Oh drat,” 
said Toad.  “Not only do my feet hurt, but I have lost one of the buttons on my jacket.”


Okay boys and girls.  What do you think Toad and Frog are feeling at the start of this page?
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Huh?  Oh that’s nice Gil.  A walk through the woods sounds like a lot of fun.  How were you 
feeling?  Happy?  Do you think Frog and Toad are feeling that way too?  Oh my.  That’s sad.  
I’m sorry you got lost in the woods.  I’m glad Toad and Frog didn’t get lost.  


What’s that Berenice?  Your feet hurt too.  I’m really sorry to hear that.  We have to stay 
focused on the story.  How do you think Frog and Toad are feeling when they get back home?


Go ahead Candice.  Uh huh.  Yeah, that makes sense.  Does anyone agree or disagree with 
Candice?  Wh—where are going Alexis?  Okay, okay.  Hurry back.  


Why don’t we just read on, shall we?  Turn the page.  Yes, I know you don’t have a book.  Yes, 
honey, I know you don’t have your book either.  I appreciate those of you who are taking really 
good care of your books.  Turn the page IF you have your book.  


(Reading) “Don’t worry,” said Frog.  “We will go back to all the places where we walked.  We 
will soon find your button.”  They walked back to the large….


Um—Franklin, will you please sit up?  I can’t see your cute face anymore.  Thank you dear.


Oh, and Maria.  Remember we need to keep our toys put away during our lesson.  I understand 
that you are acting out Frog and Toad with your dolls.  That’s a really good idea for later, after 
we finish our lesson.  Put your dolls away for now.  Yes, that is a very cute Barbie.  No, no.  I 
can’t see everyone’s Barbie right now.  We have to read the story.  Now where were we?  Oh 
yes, here we go.


They walked back to the large meadow.  They began to look for the button in the tall grass.  
“Here is your button!” Cried Frog.  “That is not my button—“ (trailing off)


Class, I think I am going to have to review the rules.  I like how most of your have kept your 
cameras on.  I need to see everyone’s faces.  Thank you, thank you.  (Pause) Emilio, I’m 
waiting.  It doesn’t matter if your hair is combed.  It doesn’t matter if your teeth are brushed.  
Maybe you should get up earlier?  Hurry and go comb your hair and brush your teeth and 
come right back.  


Okay.  Let’s move on.  Read the rest of that chapter.  Find your book if you lost it so you read 
that chapter and find out what happens to Toad’s button.  Can anyone predict?  Okay, Lizzie, 
I’m glad you’ve read the story.  Don’t spoil it for everyone.  Does anyone besides Lizzie have a 
prediction about Toad’s button?  Go ahead Zaira.  You’re on mute honey.  Mute.  You’re on 
mute.  There you go.  Uh huh.  Uh huh.  I don’t know if I agree with prediction Zaira.  It seems 
far-fetched that aliens would have come and taken Toad’s button.  


Far-fetched means something that probably wouldn’t happen.  I can’t imagine aliens in this 
story, can you?


What?  Okay, Zaira, that’s a good argument.  If Frogs and Toads can talk, aliens can steal a 
button.  You have a good point.  


All right.  Does anyone know where Simon is today?  He’s on vacation?  Okay.  How about 
Princess?  Has anyone seen Princess?  She hasn’t been with us for a few sessions.  I guess I’ll 
have to give her a call.  Has anyone seem Marcus?  He moved?  Are you sure?  I hope he 
brought his Chromebook back to school.


What Lizzie?  I know honey.  I miss you too.  I don’t know when we will be coming back to 
school.  I miss my friends too.  Oh, oh, oh.  Lizzie, honey, don’t cry.  I’m sure we will be back in 
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school soon.  No, probably not tomorrow.  Oh no, now Elijah’s crying too.  Oh no.  Maybe we 
should just say goodbye for today.  I want you to write in your journals how you’re feeling.  We 
can share them tomorrow.  Okay?  Oh my.  So many tears.  It will be okay.  I love you too.  Bye 
bye.  


(to the audience) I’m like a novice teacher.  That was horrible.  How can I give my students 
what they need from this far away?  They are seven.  They need each other.  They need their 
teacher.  


(Lights fade)


EPILOGUE


KAT

For awhile I felt somewhat hopeless.  I didn’t know if I could or even wanted to go on.  

I decided I do.  I want to continue teaching because I know I make a difference.  I know I made 
a difference in Paolo’s life, regardless of the outcome.  


WILSON

I didn’t lose my license.  They basically gave me a written reprimand and sent me back to the 
classroom.  I mostly just stay to myself now.  I don’t trust my colleagues.  I never share what 
I’m doing.  All of the recognitions that I received stopped.  And that’s okay.  I don’t need to be 
noticed.  


ANNIE

I’m afraid to start school.  Yes, it would be better for kids to be back in the classroom.  We all 
know that.  But I have Diabetes and am high risk.  I sacrifice a lot for my students, but I don’t 
want to die.  


JANESSA

I am the narrator in Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat.  I never could have 
imagined working on a play while teaching.  It’s not that I didn’t have the time.  I just didn’t 
have the energy.  I now have the emotional space to do what I love, which is to act.  My day job 
is working with an educational consulting firm on issues of retention.  Isn’t that ironic?


TOM

I still wear my ring.  But now I’m actually married.  To a beautiful woman named Kristy.  I have 
started a graduate program in educational leadership.  I plan to be a principal someday.  My 
parents are thrilled, that I’m married and that I will soon be doing something that better 
represents my masculinity.  


(DENISE walks through with a sign that reads: This year, we are learning reading strategies for 
helping the lowest kids get caught up.  (New card) I’m sure this is just a repackage of what I’ve 
had a million other times, with different names. (New card) This is also on top of professional 
development for social emotional learning…(New card) the mathematical practices…(New 
card) differentiation…(New card) standards-based grading…(New card) a new science core…
(New card) and ELL strategies.)  


KIM

I requested to be taken off the theatre schedule.  I have a full slate of language arts classes 
now.  I just can’t do it.  I can’t see something I love so much trivialized by a bunch of hooligans.  


SPENCER
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I retired.  If someone would have told me how amazing it would be, I would have done it years 
ago.  


GLORIA

I have been working with a therapist.  On body language.  On the stress that I hold in my face.  
I went and got some contacts because I thought maybe my glasses were too severe.  I try to 
smile more.  The once-a-week massages help.  I can’t afford a therapist or a masseuse.  Not 
on a teacher’s salary.  But what can I do? 


KAT

Maybe the fact that I care and love them just isn’t enough.  Maybe they need to see me here.  
Do you call this a rally?  A protest?  Maybe it doesn’t matter.  I can say I care. But am I willing 
to do anything about it?  Am I willing to take a stand against the injustices that my students 
face every day?


WILSON

There’s this song by The Dixie Chicks—uh, I think they changed their name now, to The 
Chicks.  Anyway, when they were still The Dixie Chicks, they had a song called “Bitter End.”  It 
was about who stuck with them and who abandoned them when they went through their 
ordeal.  You remember?  The lead singer said that she was ashamed of George Bush being 
from Texas.  People they thought were their friends—well, they suddenly weren’t anymore.  
(Beat) I can relate to this song.  


JANESSA

I guess I just wasn’t meant to be a teacher.  Some people have it, come people don’t.  People 
think anyone can be a teacher, but you really have to have that something.  That spark.  I didn’t 
have it.  I can’t be called a bitch everyday and still keep smiling.  When I could finally admit it—
that teaching wasn’t for me—I felt relieved.  Free.


TOM

We have a five year old and a two year old.  A boy and a girl.  My five year old is starting 
kindergarten this year.  I’m hoping I am still teaching in first grade for at least one more year, so 
I can have him in my class.  He told me the other day—Daddy, I want to be a teacher just like 
you.  (Beat) I was flattered.  I really was.  It’s stupid I know.  I mean he’s five.  He’ll probably 
change his mind twenty times before he graduates from college.  But—my heart sank a little 
when he said that.   


(DENISE appears again with a new card that reads: I have my Wonder Woman costume all 
ready for Halloween.)


KIM

The parents are different nowadays.  They just are.  When I was growing up, my parents would 
have taken a belt to my behind if I’d disrupted a class.  Or stuffed class.  Or spoke to the 
teacher the way—(deep breath).  I can only do so much.  You can only do so much with what 
you’re given.  We take what we get.  The good, the bad, and the ugly.  Not that the kids are 
ugly.  But their attitudes often are.  


ANNIE

I met with a lawyer.  To write my will.  Just in case.


SPENCER

People ask me all the time—do you miss it?  Do you miss the kids?  I miss the kids.  But I don’t 
miss the paperwork, the meetings, the bureaucracy.  (Pause) I signed up as a sub.  You know 
the greatest feeling in the world?  Getting a call from a school, asking me to take a job, and 
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being able to say No.  I get to say No.  Teachers never say no.  But I say it and then I roll over in 
bed next to my lovely wife.  


GLORIA

I’m trying to speak up a bit more.  I really am.  It’s hard.  Especially when you’re not sure 
anyone cares.  


KAT

I’ve sat in my ivory tower.  Clicked my tongue at what I saw as inequities.  Meanwhile, Paolo’s 
mom worked two jobs to take care of her family.  She looked over her shoulder every step of 
the way, fearful that she might be deported just for trying to make a life for her family.  While I 
stayed in the comfort of my classroom, Paolo fought people and systems that didn’t believe in 
him.  He had already had 2 1/2 strikes against him whenever he walked into any public space.  
His pants sagged too low.  His hat wasn’t straight enough.  Those pictures—are those gang 
affiliations?  Does he smell like marijuana?  


I’m here today.  For Paolo.  And for all the others, past and future.  


END OF PLAY



