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PREFACE

Picture a classroom of tough, inner-city adolescents with learning and behavioral problems who fulfill all the crazy stereotypes – guns, knives, drugs, broken families, and tough-guy personas. Now, infuse the scene with a bearded, skullcapped teacher – an Orthodox Jew – whose physical appearance musters presumptions of non-athletic stoic merchants, or doctor/landlord/lawyer-types. This scenario fascinated me in a dreadful sort of way. I was this teacher.

It was probably the Good Lord's sense of humor that brought me to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School in Buffalo, NY. My only question was: Why me?

Years earlier, if I had changed a few courses, met different people, or taken alternate routes while commuting, I could easily have fulfilled a more conventional Jewish role such as becoming a fine pediatrician with a nice, successful practice, or attaining the moniker, "My-son-the-CPA." In truth, making a tough-but-honest living as a sanitation worker seemed more inviting than acclimating to life as a special education teacher in the inner-city. You gotta be flippin' kidding me!

But here I was, smack-dab in the middle of what promised to be a dramatic clash of cultures: White vs. Black, Jew vs. Gentile, Middle Class vs. Lower Class, Rap Music vs. Chassidic melodies, chicken soup vs. grits. Clearly, the dilemma centered on whether skullcaps and switchblades could get along. Would either of us overcome our biased notions about the other? A more crucial question was: Would I survive?

I had never intended to leave the Rabbinical College of America in Morristown, New Jersey to tackle a degree in learning disabilities. And even though I received my training at a local school in my hometown of Buffalo, NY, I felt as if I had left the womb.

However, once I accepted this scenario, I became impassioned by idealism. I envisioned applying my newly acquired skills to the realm of Jewish education, hoping to disperse the cobwebs of disinterest and denial I perceived by organizing some sorely needed LD programs, (learning disabilities), within the Yeshiva world. Little did I realize that the fulfillment of that dream would only come to fruition after eight full years in inner-city public schools; schools that were a far cry from the Manhattan Day School Special Education Department, (Yeshiva Ohr Hatorah), I would later direct.

But my stint in the public school system, (which began at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School), was far more significant than time spent simply to "earn tenure." It was a remarkable period where I was able to explore the question of whether or not academia had properly prepared me for teaching in the trenches.

Those early years, and especially my very first year, was a right-of-passage that was full of sharing, infused with laughter, interspersed with tears, and leavened with migraines. But most importantly, it was here that I began learning from my students. In fact, among all the things I learned while teaching at this school, it amazes me that somehow, in their own crazy, straightforward way, my students taught me to be secure in my own culture and to take pride in my roots.

As I reminisce about the events that transpired in the Buffalo Public School System, it still amazes me that my students and I actually survived them. However, the lessons learned still resonate. Today, I continually utilize and finetune the educational strategies I discovered while teaching at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School. In fact, these tried-and-true tactics currently contribute to the success of my pupils at The Quest Center in South Florida's

Broward County Public Schools. I am always humbled when I acknowledge the fact that they were heat-forged in that very first classroom, at the school of
"hard-knocks."

I also discovered something else, equally as profound, at MLK: That each and every one of us on this planet was put here for a good reason, and that everyone has something positive to contribute.

It's time we help one another do so.
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What's a Nice Jewish Boy doing in a Place like This?

I WATCHED WITH ANTICIPATION as my students entered the classroom. It was my first day. Somehow, for some unknown reason, fate had taken me, a potential Jewish doctor or lawyer, and turned me into a teacher for inner-city, Learning Disabled, (LD), students.

A week ago I had been ceremoniously presented with their files. "Forewarned is forearmed," my supervisor told me with a strange smile on her face.

Three students had criminal records. Another two were simply too young to be classified as juvenile delinquents. Most came from broken homes. Only three of the ten had fathers living at home. Some had witnessed actual murders. To make matters worse, not only were they all males, but some were nearly as tall as me, all 72" worth!

They entered the classroom slowly and quietly, eye-balling me from top to bottom. I'm certain they had never seen such a creature before – I stood out like a sore thumb. Not only was I white, but I also had a long, scraggly beard, and for a finishing touch, I wore a yarmulke on my head, (a Jewish skullcap).

I eye-balled them back. Guessing it was my responsibility to speak first, I turned nervously to write my name on the board. (It seemed a "teacherly" thing to do).

"Fellows," I said. "My name is Mr. Lazer -" I didn't get a chance to complete the sentence.

"What are you wearing on yo head?" one student asked.

"Good question," I responded. "You see, I wear this because I'm a -."

"You in the Navy or sumpin'?" another blurted out.

Nervous laughter. It was starting a lot earlier than I had anticipated. I had been advised that my students would probably test me during the very first week of classes. Perhaps even the first day. But no college professor or textbook ever predicted this challenge might occur during the first minute on the J – O – B.

"It's gonna be an interesting year," I answered, my eyes nervously scanning the room. "We're going to learn a lot about each other's cultures. The reason I wear this, fellows, is because I'm..."

"Maybe he's bald," one student remarked.

More nervous laughter; this time a bit louder than before.

"Act. Be a good actor." It was sage advice given by my current mentor and cooperating professor, Dr. Herb Foster, (in addition to teaching, I was working toward my Ph.D. at The University of Buffalo). He wrote the best-seller, Ribbin' Jivin' & Playin' the Dozens, long considered the bible on Urban Education.

"If you're heart starts firing away and your mind begs for the "flight response," nonetheless, break out the acting skills. Pretend the outbursts and the in-your-face wisecracks don't faze you in the slightest. Assert yourself – get control."

"Okay, okay." I held my outstretched palm toward their faces. "Rule number one in my room is...close the mouth when someone is talking. As they say in French, fermez la bouche." Close the mouth. When I talk you, close your mouths and listen. Got it?"

They slowly nodded their heads. Piece o' cake, I thought to myself. I got this covered.

"Good," I continued. "And it works both ways. When you talk, I'll listen to what you have to say."

More nods as I lowered my outstretched hand. I had just leaped from greenhorn to superstar pro. My acting skills were working like a charm. This teaching thing was no big deal. Or, so I thought.

"Now, you asked me a question and I'll give you an answer. Like I started saying, it's going to be an interesting year. We will learn a lot about each other and our different cultures. I wear this cap on my head because..."

"Maybe he's got lice," the tallest and biggest kid in the room blurted out, completely ignoring the sanctity of rule numero uno.

They exchanged glances, laughs, head nods, and even a few hand-slaps. I felt my heart beating in overdrive

For a few seconds, time stood still. What the heck was I doing here? My dad was right. I should've gone to pharmacy school and helped him with his business. I would have made a much bigger salary, had zero disciplinary headaches, and could have forgone all the nonsense teachers put up with.

I suddenly felt like a Martian from outer space. An invading foreigner.

"God," I whispered, "Don't let me die in Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School! I have so much to give. Please. So much to live!" I quickly amended my heartfelt prayer, "And please. Get me the heck outta here!"

So much for acting skills. I no longer needed to ponder the question of flight or fight. My brain was telling me to zip-on-out-the-door ASAP. "Well, now that you're all here," I wanted to say, "let me step out and get your real teacher. T'was a pleasure meeting you all. Later."

"If I don't get control of this classroom immediately," I told myself, "I'll be eaten
alive."

Skullcaps 'n Switchblades was beginning to feel a lot like oil and water.
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Getting the Job

IT ALL BEGAN, I SUPPOSE, when I was a student at Mo-Town, (the nickname for the Rabbinical College of America in Morristown, New Jersey). I had recently married and was attending classes at "the Yeshiva" on a part-time basis. To help make ends meet, I held a variety of part-time jobs. Quite frankly, I was running around like a chicken without a head. It was probably Divine intervention though, that ensured that each job dealt with education and social work.

Even though I had only been at Mo-Town a year, (and had no formal training in Jewish subjects), I was nevertheless offered a job as the principal of a small Hebrew School. I was puzzled by the invitation. True, I had a college degree, but why would that alone qualify me? "Fresh blood," was the reply. They wanted someone young, with new approaches and ideas. Soon I realized that they meant the term literally: They wanted a young sacrifice to throw to the lions!

I had plenty of enthusiasm, but I lacked any formal training in education. Still, I accepted the job. Was it because of the challenge; or was it perhaps, because I was suicidal? Only time would tell. But before I signed that contract, I took a vow. It went basically like this: "I, David B. Lazerson, promise not to do to my students what most of my teachers have done to me for far too many hours and years; bore the living daylights outta me! I pledge to do whatever it takes to motivate, stimulate, and even inspire my students. If not, I get myself another line of work. Scout's honor."

During high school, when I was attending Buffalo Public Schools, I squeaked by with an absolute minimum amount of effort. For the most part the classes and teachers were depressingly boring. Surviving school became an exercise in patience, a matter of watching clocks, yearning for fresh air, passing notes, and getting into the kind of trouble that would help me make certain my classmates were still alive. I had a few good teachers, but in general, I "cruised by" with a mid-80 average.

My father once broached the subject with me: "Look," he said. "I know you're not thrilled about school, but being satisfied with a paltry half-effort is not good for you or anyone else. Whatever you do, do it wholeheartedly. Make the best of it."

Next, he quoted a Beatles song to me: "Take a Sad Song and Make It Better." Now, that was hitting below the belt!

In addition to the principal/teaching job, I also found myself working as a "big brother" for a Jewish counseling agency, and conducting courses in Judaic studies at two local universities: Farleigh Dickinson, (dubbed Fairly Ridiculous), and Drew University. The latter job I procured through the Yeshiva. Besides teaching Jewish studies, I was in charge of organizing our customary parties and events. We had many a wild, intoxicated moment during our campus succah parties.

I considered these jobs an opportunity to put my dad's advice into practice; so I wholeheartedly threw myself into each task. Fortunately, I worked with people from all walks of life: College students, professors, a paraplegic senior citizen, a Jewish kid left over from Newark's inner city who was all of ten years old; and sixty-five wild-and-bloodthirsty Hebrew School students. From here I would determine whether to work with people or machines for the rest of my life. It was, I guess, sink-or-swim for me. And since my "training" arose almost entirely from life experiences, I was to a large degree, swimming without a life-jacket.

Somehow, I survived the two years these jobs required. At some point I concluded that in spite of the obstacles, my Hebrew School students really did want to learn. Sure, they were only there because their parents forced them to attend. I could relate to that. When I was a Hebrew School student I felt the same way. In fact, I amassed some truly impressive awards while attending Hebrew Classes: "Most Absent," "Most Thrown-Out," and "Most Obnoxious." Nonetheless, I felt that when my students were exposed to Torah-true feelings and values, they responded in a positive way. They genuinely liked it, in spite of themselves.

With teaching now a realistic option, I decided to go back to my hometown of Buffalo to attain my master's degree in special education. I needed to get the basics of teaching "under my belt." In preparation, I reasserted my original premise for choosing this path – that no matter what else happened, no matter where I might end up, I would stick to my promise and determinedly attempt to motivate and stimulate my students. Little did I realize then, that my resolve would be tested on the front lines of inner-city public schools.
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Welcome to the "Real World"!

MY MASTER'S DEGREE PROGRAM was time-consuming. In addition to intensive studies, was the imperative to feed my growing family. Thus, I took a job at a dry cleaning business in Buffalo's inner city. I made about $100 a week while concurrently attending classes several afternoons and evenings. My job consisted of two tasks. First, I would schlep clean clothes into the van, and then I would deliver them to stores and customers. Surprisingly, this job proved to be almost as useful at preparing me for urban teaching as my master's program.

While I was employed at this inner-city business it was held up twice at gunpoint. Fortunately, I was out doing deliveries both times. But on one occasion I almost wasn't as lucky. I had been loading clothes and noticed two black teenagers approaching on bikes. After crawling into the driver's seat and merging the van onto the street, I realized that these bicyclists were moving extremely fast and approaching unusually close. Without warning, each of them crashed into opposite sides of the vehicle. I heard the sound of hands pounding metal on the passenger side.

Of course, I immediately stopped, but I cautiously stayed inside while I checked out the situation. Looking into the rear-view mirrors, I could see both "victims" writhing on the ground in apparent pain, their bikes immobile beside them. Still, the incident just didn't seem real to me. In spite of the fact that I was trained in first-aid, I went with my intuition: Wait and see. Don't go out yet. I was leery because I wasn't in "my territory." There weren't very many folks in this neighborhood who would feel safe enough to come running to my rescue if I got jumped while trying to assist my "casualties."

Suddenly, after a long ten seconds or so, the guys jumped up, began laughing, grabbed their bikes, and cursed me as they rode away. I breathed a sigh of relief. As I resumed my errand, I felt somewhat wiser for the experience. In fact, this wait-and-see attitude has served me well on many occasions since then.

After two hard years of work, I completed my Master's Degree in Learning Disabilities. Unlike much of my previous schooling, the program had been amazing. For one thing, I was more goal-oriented. But in addition, nearly every class was pertinent and worthwhile – taught by instructors who were sincere and dedicated. Some of my profs at Buff State were downright brilliant, and at the same time, entertaining. I actually looked forward to these evening classes, (despite the fact that they were taught in marathon sessions lasting three-and-a-half hours). I regarded these courses as "ammunition" for my future in the classroom battle zone.

All too quickly my joyride in the ivory tower ended and I was interviewed by the Director of Learning Disabilities, (LD), for the Buffalo Public School System. I arrived prepared, snowed 'em a bit, hammed it up somewhat, and tried to show enthusiasm without coming across as neurotic.

I got their phone-call response in late August, just two weeks before school opened.

"Hello, Mr. Lazerson. We're happy to tell you that you've been hired by the Board of Education to teach an LD class for the Buffalo Public Schools."

I was thrilled. I couldn't believe it. I could actually start paying back my student loans. It was my first real-world job. It offered stability, a career, health insurance, and weekends and summers off! Teaching does have its perks.

"Hey, that's great!" I responded. "When do I start? What's the salary?" A million questions and thoughts ran through my head.

"We'll be sending you a contract in the mail. It will contain all of the details. Do you accept the job offer?"

"Of course. Sure. I mean, yes. I accept the job." I must have sounded like a total idiot.

"Don't you want to know where you're going to be teaching, Mr. Lazerson?"

I hadn't thought of that.

"Yeah, not a bad idea," I said. "Uh, where will I be teaching?"

"You've been hired as an LD teacher for junior high school boys at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School. It's on High Street. Good luck, Mr. Lazerson, and thank you."

Click.

I held the phone in my hand for a few minutes and mouthed the name of the school quietly to myself. That whole neighborhood is "High Street," I thought. MLK Jr. Community School was located in a disturbing area of town. One might consider himself safe if he were walking around with an armed escort. Might...if the escort were the Green Berets or the Israeli Defense Forces! Must've been someone's idea of a bad joke...you know, send a white teacher into an all black area and place bets on how long he lasts. Oh yeah, and for dramatic effect, dress him up with a funky beard, white strings hanging from his prayer shawl, and a skullcap on top of his head!

Great plot. I even envisioned the ending, but it was too horrible to verbalize.

High Street, ready or not, here I come!
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Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School

I ACTUALLY KNEW THE neighborhood, somewhat. Before Buffalo's new stadium was built, the Buffalo Bills football team played at War Memorial Stadium, a few blocks from there. Unfortunately, knowing the geography didn't alleviate my concerns. In fact, my experiences while attending the Bill's games added fuel to the fire. I remember all too well our family's drive to and from the stadium. When we exited the freeway and entered "their territory," my father would sound the alarm: "Lock the doors and roll up the windows!" After we parked the car, (usually on someone's front lawn for a few bucks), we would join the throngs marching to the arena. No problem; there was safety in numbers. I remember one thing very clearly; after making it home safe and sound, each of us offered up personal prayers of thanksgiving.


"I must clear these thoughts from my head," I reasoned. I needed to approach this in a cool, calm, and intellectual fashion. After a period of reflection, I came to a cool, calm, and intellectual conclusion: They are going to kill me! They will eat me alive for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and spit out my bones for dessert! Then they will stick voodoo pins in my yarmulka! In fact, they will probably compare me to a Jewish landlord who rips off his mother's rent money each month. Distorted stereotypes danced overtime in my head.

No matter what challenges lay ahead – no matter how absurd the situation – I had, after all, committed to the job. Nonetheless, I still held one ace; I would certainly surprise these students! I was determined to use this key point to my advantage.

In some ways, I was actually well-suited to teach in this environment. This surprising fact could be attributed to the fact that I attended public schools. My high school population had been a nearly-even mix of black and white students. I had friends within every color group, both in high school and in college. This tactful advantage occurred during a time when blacks and whites often didn't get along well on American university campuses, (the late 60's, and early 70's). Back then, I was on my school's swim team and my fraternity's ball club. We swam together, played ball together, joked, and partied together. More importantly, I enjoyed black culture. I related to its gutsiness, its physicality, and its spontaneity. Unlike many of my peers, I didn't feel threatened by their rhetoric and energy. In high school, the blacks used to call me their "blue-eyed soul brother," an affectionate term for a hip white boy. For our senior skit, I blew 'em away with a great imitation of James Brown in front of Bennett High's entire student body.

Still, this was different. In fact, my stomach was telling me it might also be quite dangerous. In some mysterious way we were all equal during high school, not just in a qualitative sense, but also in numbers. At Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School, however, I was not just a minority; I was the minority.

Out of necessity, I had to remain determined not only to survive, but to flourish. I was certain I could use my Yeshiva training and my "street smarts" to pull it off. I would come across as the craziest, coolest, and toughest Jew they would ever know. The formula seemed quite simple. Destroy the stereotype, or be destroyed by it.
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Day One

WITH THE SCHOOL YEAR ABOUT TO BEGIN, I dutifully arrived a few days before the official opening to set up my classroom. To my surprise, there were several other white faculty members. Soon, an older, more experienced teacher - who apparently sensed my anxiety – approached me and introduced himself.

"Hi. My name's Mr. James. You're a new teacher here, eh?"

"Nice to meet you," I said. "Not just new here. New, period. This is my first teaching job."

"Well, good luck, buddy. You'll enjoy it here, if you live through the first few weeks." He cracked up with laughter.

I kept a straight face. (Guess I was too nervous to appreciate the humor).

"Just kidding, just kidding," he quickly remarked. Then he gave me some advice. "Seriously, if you want to make it at any school, and especially here, I've got three rules of survival: First, be tough with your students. Kick the stuffing out of 'em if you have to. Second, stay on the good side of the secretaries and the custodian. Third, don't ask the principal for nothin'. Just do what you have to do and figure out later whether or not it was right."

With that, he smiled, patted me on the back, and walked out of the faculty room. The first two made sense, but I really didn't understand the third.

In the meantime, I was a walking conflict. No one seemed to notice, but I was in a real bind. The dilemma centered around my head, or more specifically, what to wear on my head. In essence, I wondered whether I should wear my yarmulka in such a potentially hostile environment. The reason seemed rather obvious: Why give them a reason to hate me from the start by donning a "Jewcap?" Let them hate me for other "long-term" causes. I needed a fighting chance, at least.

On the other hand, I couldn't just walk around with nothing on my head. How could I, after spending three years at Yeshiva studying Chassidic philosophy, the Code of Jewish Law, the Talmud, the writings of Maimonides and more? (I had even procured three private audiences with my spiritual teacher, the illustrious Lubavitcher Rebbe). I couldn't turn my back on everything!

I ran through my list of options. Wig? Nope. It probably would fall off my head during class! A hat of some kind? Hmm, not bad. It had possibilities. A baseball hat was out. That wouldn't fly in a public school. Eventually, I decided on a nice-looking gray dress hat, similar to a taxi-driver's lid. It was a slick Kangol headpiece, often worn in the inner city. Although my dilemma for a head covering seemed resolved, I wasn't too thrilled about my appearance when I looked in the mirror. I looked like a Russian taxi driver!

The Buffalo Public School System requires teachers to attend a few days of in-service at the beginning of the school year. It goes like this: The teachers arrive the week before classes actually start. This helps everyone break into the school routine more gently. It is appreciated by all, especially after a nice two-month summer vacation. It also enables us to get our classrooms and curriculum ready, even if we are all the while wishing we were still hanging out in the woods at summer camp.

The first day of in-service was pretty uneventful. Just after lunch, (mine was bagged and kosher, of course), the AP, (assistant principal), came up to me in the hallway. She was a middle-aged white woman.

"Uh, Mr. Lazerson," she said timidly. "Excuse me, but why are you wearing a hat?"

I couldn't tell whether she was asking out of personal curiosity or as a result of school business. Nonetheless, white middle-aged ladies were no problem for me. I put on a pleasant smile. "Oh, no problem. You see, I'm an Orthodox Jew. I wear a head covering as part of my religion. The idea that God is above us, that kind of
thing."

"How, uh, interesting," she said rather nervously. "Thank you and I, uh, hope you enjoy teaching here." With that she spun around and hastily walked away.

This'll be a breeze, I thought. Step one toward acceptance is in the bag. And to top it all off, I actually made my new AP, nervous! It was a strange sort of victory. I mean, couldn't she see that I was a holy roller? You know, a yeshiva graduate? A follower of the awesome Lubavitcher Rebbe? A descendent of Abraham, Isaac, & Jacob? Yep, come to think of it, how dare she even ask me why I keep my head covered!

The next day, however, was a different ball game. This time I wasn't asked by a white, middle-aged woman who looked something like my aunt Sadie. Let's interject some vital stats here: Male species. Height, about six feet with a few inches to spare. Former college football and basketball athlete. He tipped the scales at around 230 pounds. This particular fellow patrolled the school corridors with his arms hanging about eight inches from his hips, kinda like a gunslinger in a high-noon showdown. His walk and demeanor indicated he meant business with a capitol B. And there's one other important detail: He was my principal!

It was early afternoon and I was busy writing my name on the board. It wasn't an ego thing, I just wasn't sure what my students should call me. David was too informal, and Mr. Lazerson seemed too formal. Dr. Lazerson wasn't really accurate, because I didn't have my Doctorate yet. Thus, I was in the process of writing first one name and then another on the board, meditating about how it looked, erasing it, and trying something else. Just when I was checking out the name "Mr. Laz," which seemed beneficial because it was both formal, (the Mister part), and informal, (the Laz part), the afore-described archetype of masculine testosterone, my principal, Dr. D, passed my room. Dr. D had what was referred to as an "open door" policy. All classroom doors stayed open during school hours. That way he could hear and see everything during his patrols.

"Mr. Lazerson," he called from the hallway. "Can you come out here for a minute please?"

"Yeah, sure," I responded. I tried to sound casual, but I detected a note of seriousness in his voice. I put the chalk down and went into the hallway.

He moved in very close and put a finger gently on my chest. "What's with the cap,
man?"

"Uh, well, uh. I'm a, uh, well..." I stuttered, looking up at his face.

I struggled to get out my answer, but I simply couldn't do it. I think I even shuffled my feet, confirming his impression that I was a total reject.

He continued tapping lightly on my chest as his eyes got bigger. I imagined him thinking something like – "hey, I know you speak English cuz I heard you talking at the in-services the past two days...and in the normal course of human interaction, well, when someone asks a question, there's usually some sort of coherent verbal response."

I tried stammering out the required information.

"Uh... well... uh... it's uh..." My tongue felt like it was eight feet long and I was tripping over it.

"Look," he said, putting me out of my misery. "You wanna make a statement about your religion, wear your skullcap. Don't wear any hats in my building!" I surmised that his assistant principal had filled him in on the details.

With that, he turned and continued down the hallway. I wasn't sure whether I was ashamed or embarrassed, but I know I turned about sixteen different shades of red. I returned to my room, utterly grateful that no one had been in the hallway to witness the event. I felt like a dog with its tail between its legs. So much for that smug, holy-roller nonsense I had spouted off during yesterday's encounter with the AP. The game was definitely over. I could no longer hide under my stylish, hip, gray Kangol cap. The choice was clear. Wear a skullcap, or nothing. Back to square one.

Thankfully, one of the most famous teachings from the Baal Shem Tov, founder of the Chassidic movement, (whose name means Master of the Good Name), came to mind. It both haunted and reassured me. It was something I first learned while studying in the safety of the Yeshiva in Mo-Town. He insisted that everything a person sees or hears is a lesson prepared by Divine Providence. Somehow, we're meant to experience it – and to learn from it. Whenever I meditated on that tutelage from the Baal Shem Tov it always brought to mind that awesome line from the Beatles song, All You Need Is Love. It that contains the same notion: "There is nowhere you can be, that isn't where you were meant to be!" Each lesson, in fact each moment, is intended to improve a person's character and standing in life.

I sat down at my teacher's desk, chin in hands, mulling over my principal's words. "If you want to make a statement about your religion, wear the skullcap. No hats." Dr. D wasn't trying to intimidate me or put me in my spot. He was just being straight-up with me.

I interpreted this as a sign from Above that everything would be all right if I wore my yarmulka. I finally realized that the entire conflict existed solely inside my head, with no basis in reality. It was a personal dilemma I needed to confront and overcome.

Dr. D had appropriately challenged me to convince him that I was not afraid to wear my skullcap; even though, to the best of my knowledge, no other Jewish teacher in the entire Buffalo School System currently, or ever before, had done so. It was time to relish the opportunity of being perceived as a proud Jew! From that moment on, it became both an obligation and an honor to wear my yarmulka at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School, right there on High Street!

I removed my gray Kangol cap, stuffed it into my jacket pocket, and retrieved my real head covering, my yarmulka, from the desk drawer. At first it felt like a flashing neon light. But momentarily, I couldn't help but smile. It also felt like a helmet – and I felt a bit more ready for combat.
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Victory Number One

SO THIS BRINGS US BACK to my first day of teaching. And yes, I was standing in front of the class wearing my yarmulke. The students had been speculating about whether I was a Navy man, bald, or had lice. Our first verbal exchange had been a royal disaster. My classroom was falling apart; order was sliding out from under my feet. I knew I had to establish control. I had to let them know, in their guts, that I was the teacher, the boss of the classroom.

Dr. Herb Foster's story flashed through my mind. He, more than any other educator, (except for Dr. BBY from Buff State College, who we'll save for later), prepared me for this moment. In his book, Ribbin', Jiving' and Playin' the Dozens, he relayed his own first teaching experience:

He had been hired to teach shop in a tough inner-city high school in NYC. Prior to his arrival the class had eradicated about eight teachers. Some left from nervousness. Some had nervous breakdowns! But they all left. He was the new bait.

As he turned to write his name on the board, one of the students threw a piece of chalk at him. Fortunately, it missed. Dr. Foster, remembering his educational psychology courses, said something like, "What a lousy shot!" (Herb wanted to show the student that he wasn't intimidated and was, in fact, a bit cocky and cool).

The kid responded with, "Oh, yeah?" and proceeded to pick up a chair and throw it at Foster's head. Dr. Foster ducked for cover, (and for his life), behind his desk. Pandemonium broke loose. A riot started. Other students began throwing objects not only around the room, but out of the second story window, as well. A long minute passed before the principal finally arrived to save him.

After apologizing, the principal gave Herb the day off. Herb was an emotional wreck, and ready to call it quits. But later that evening something clicked inside him. He knew that to give up would mean he was not only quitting on them, but on himself. Having served in the armed forces, he decided to chew some garlic and nails for breakfast and make a grand-return to his classroom.

Needless to say, the class was amazed when he reappeared the next day. This time it was very different. He went up to the biggest kid in the class:

"How'd you like an A in this class?" he asked.

The student nodded his head in approval.

"Anybody in this class steps out of line," Herb said, "bust his jaw!"

The student nodded again in approval.

Then Herb went up to the student who threw the chair, grabbed him by the shirt, lifted him off his seat, and said, "You ever throw anything at me again and I'll kill ya. No questions asked. I'll kill ya. I'll go to jail for killin' ya, but it'll be so worth it!" I think he even breathed some garlic down the kid's throat.

Order was restored. Dr. Foster taught there for sixteen years and won all sorts of honors and awards. It was a stroke of good fortune that he was currently mentoring me during my doctoral studies.

My situation was nearly as serious and as desperate as his. I knew I had to "take the reins."

I put my hand out again, my palm outstretched toward the biggest student in the room. I looked him dead in the eyes. For about fifteen seconds I didn't say a thing. When I finally lowered my hand, I gazed at every student in the room. They were actually quiet, almost afraid of me. I smiled.

"Good. Let me repeat that rule, cuz it seems that you either have real memory problems, or you simply don't care to listen. But that's not how I operate. When I talk, you shut up and listen, and when it's your turn to talk, I'll do the same. Got it?"

They nodded their heads.

"Say, "Yes, I understand, Mr. Laz,"' I added.

They said it. I didn't say another word for a good 30 seconds and no one dared even breathe loud.

Pointing my index finger toward the big guy who had questioned the condition of my hair, I raised my eyebrows and gave him a "got it?" look. He nodded and looked away from my gaze.

I breathed a sigh of relief and uttered another prayer of thanks to the Boss. Who said a good teacher isn't a good actor? Although a truce had been cinched, I hoped it wouldn't be like this every day.
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Trouble with a Capitol L

I KNEW ABOUT HIM BEFORE I ever laid eyes on him. I had read and reread his file until his very image visited me at night, and turned my dreams into nightmares.

His folder was close to four inches thick and contained a variety of statements from professionals, educators, and administrators. Several comments stood out: "Punished for bringing a weapon to school." (He was all of ten years old at the time). "Expelled for hitting a teacher." "Suspended for bringing drugs to school." "Thank God I won't have to deal with him next year." And finally, "All approaches have been tried: Behavior modification, parent conferences, threats, and corporeal punishment. Nothing seems to work!"

I'm not sure I was better off for having read his file. While it gave me an opportunity to prepare for this terror named Leland, it also gave me heart palpitations and indigestion. As Murphy's Law would have it, he was the biggest kid in the class. I only had two inches on him.

From the very beginning I could feel him testing me. It happened daily. He'd put out his index finger and say, "Come on honkey. Let's you and me go a few rounds!"

I would pretend to ignore his challenging comments by telling him to get busy.

"Finish your work, Leland," I'd say, wimping out. "This is school, not the streets."

Since I was the newcomer to this game, nobody was impressed. Not Leland, not my students, and least of all, not me. The bottom line was that he intimidated me, and in spite of the verbal and intellectual messages I sent his way, his gut level perception was that I was scared of him. I knew it and he knew it. But it got even worse when my other students got hip to it.

"Hey, Mr. Laz," they'd say. "How come when we do something we get punished? When Leland does something, you don't do nothin'!"

I told them their observations weren't true, but I wasn't very convincing.

This game went on for nearly a month. I started praying. I mean some serious prayer action to the Merciful One Above, asking Him to remove Leland from planet Earth.

"Lord, please make him sick," I whispered. "Don't let him return to my class. Please, do the world a favor: Take him back!"

My classroom situation worsened with each day. I knew what I was supposed to do. I remembered the urban education lessons from Dr. Foster as clear as day:

"When a kid intimidates you in class, don't move away from him, move closer! Even though you're trembling inside, show him that you're not afraid, and he won't manipulate you." (This technique is often referred to as "proximity
control").

In Leland's case, he had the upper hand. By this point in time, I was teaching from the furthest distance from him I could manage without physically leaving the classroom. His desk was in the front row near the right wall, and I was teaching from the left-hand corner near the chalkboard. Had it been possible, I would have taught class from a different zip code! He had me in his pocket. I was teacher in name only. He was the one calling the shots. He dictated policy, while I collected the paycheck. The situation was desperate. Something had to be done, and it had to happen soon. It's one thing when the head knows what to do. It's another matter entirely to convince the heart, especially when it's pounding audibly inside your chest!

One day after lunch, he came at me with one of his taunts. It had been a rough day and I was in a foul mood.

"Yo, Mr. Laz. What you say I kick yo butt right now?"

A chord struck inside me. "If you don't respect yourself, no one will." An inner voice spoke up, "Do something now. It's your class. Put him in his spot. Don't let him take away your bread and butter. Take him down!" It was time for the breakfast of champions, the one that Foster psyched himself up with: Garlic & nails.

"Shut the door," I told one of my students. "Move the desks aside."

I cleared an area in the center of the room. "Come on Leland," I said, motioning for him to join me. "Let's go. You've been asking for this."

No one breathed. You could have cut the air with a knife. Leland just sat there staring at me, smiling nervously. From somewhere outside my zone of concentration, I thought I heard students taking bets.

"Five bucks on Laz."

"You crazy! Ten on Leland."

"Well?" I said. "Coming or not?"

Maybe it was going to be this easy, after all? Maybe he'd smarten up and stay put? No such luck.

Leland wasn't about to lose face, not after being challenged in front of the whole class. I had broken a very important rule, "Never back a student into a corner." Desperate times call for desperate measures, I reasoned. He got off his chair and walked slowly toward the center of the room. Ah yes, show time!

There was total silence in the room. A few of my student's mouths were gaping open.

"No punching," I said to Leland. "No kicking. Just wrestling." He nodded, and then threw a kick toward my groin. Fortunately, I was quicker. My two years of high school karate served me in good stead and I whispered a silent prayer of gratitude to Greg Edwards, my martial arts teacher from back-in-the-day. One time after school, he was surrounded by about 15 guys on the school's front grounds. He took a wicked kung fu stance. 'Who's gonna be the first five!" Greg said with a glimmer in his eye. There was a lot of movement, but no one dared face his lethal moves. Greg had manikins in his basement that he used to practice on. Somehow, he was able to decapitate them all in about three seconds.

Because of Greg's training, I blocked Leland's foot and swung his leg high in the air. In an instant, he was flat on his back. My students cheered. Some jumped on top of their desks.

I moved in for the kill, leaning onto his arm with my hand and his neck with my knee. I didn't hurt him, but I wanted to let him know I was there and that I meant business. My right fist was clinched above his face.

He looked into my eyes. For a few long seconds, nobody said a thing.

"Okay, okay, you win," he finally muttered. I slowly eased my death grip, not sure what would happen next.

He put out his hand as if requesting help getting up. I wasn't sure whether to trust him or not. After all, he didn't exactly follow the rule of "no kicking."

I carefully extended my right hand. He grabbed on with both hands and I swiftly pulled him to his feet. Then he reached out and gave me five.

"You ain't bad for a honkey," he laughed.

"You ain't so bad yourself," I said. The entire class began laughing and exchanging high fives. In spite of some who were calling for more action, most were relieved it was over so quickly.

About an hour later, Leland came over to me, gave me a hug and said, "You the first teacher that ever stood up to me. I think we gonna be all right!" From that day on, our relationship improved.

While many educators have questioned my rather unorthodox solution to this dilemma, it worked. In fact, it worked for both of us. It enabled us to overcome our fears and pretenses about one another. Ultimately, what it really meant was that I could get around to doing what I was being paid to do – teach my class. Leland included. He became in fact, as you will later read, my #1 superstar student!

As a novice teacher, I was concerned that I felt compelled to pump weights in order to survive on a daily basis. My rationale was that I had to be in top shape to face an all-male class composed of teenage boys with special needs. I even wore a protective cup to work, as if playing in a football game. I kid you not.

But that conception came to a stunning halt one day while I cruised the school's hallways during my break period. I've already mentioned Dr. D's open-door policy. As a teacher, it was rather embarrassing to have a noisy class, so we all did our best to keep the noise level down to a dull roar. Two rooms down from me, I couldn't help but notice one teacher's class. It was completely quiet. You could hear a dang pin drop in her room. At first I assumed she might be privately tutoring two or three students. As it turned out, her classroom was packed-to-the-gills; and furthermore, in this rather tough, inner-city school, her students were learning in near-silence! To make things even more interesting, she was not only Caucasian – she was old! I don't mean that in a derogatory manner, it's just that it totally surprised me to see this cute, petite, white-haired lady standing in front of all these tough, hip, and often-wild students. What knocked my socks off was that she had total control over the class. How did she manage to pull that one off? I stood in the hallway and watched her operate, my mouth open wide.

She was pretty much the exact opposite of my teaching style and yet, she never, ever, raised her voice. In fact, she spoke in a whisper! Here, I was working like a horse to pump up my Pecs and Biceps, and this teeny, older white lady, with a bad case of laryngitis, was teaching her class in complete silence! Something clearly was amiss here. What did she have that I didn't have? Was it an Uzi submachine gun hidden under her long, totally unfashionable skirt? Was she disguising Quaaludes as M&M's for her students?

After the bell rang and the hallway came bustling to life, I decided to approach her. How the heck did she do it?

"Excuse me," I whispered to her. "Do you mind if I ask you something?"

"Why are you whispering?" she responded in a regular speaking voice.

"I'm sorry," I said. "I just thought you had a problem with your throat."

"Oh that," she laughed. "No. That's just my teaching voice."

"Your teaching voice?"

"Yes," she said, gathering her papers and supplies. "I figure that if I speak quietly they'll have to pay really close attention to hear me. Works every time."

I was speechless.

"Oh, and one more thing," she winked. "Never ever discipline when you're all hot and bothered! The calmer the better. Getting all emotional just teaches a kid that it's okay to freak out. Plus, then they know what buttons to push to get your goat!"

Great advice in light of what Leland and I had been through. I knew I didn't want a repeat of anything like that ever again, even though in this particular instance, it had effectively cleared the air. She was reminding me to stay cool, calm, and collected.

I decided right then and there to try to emulate this superstar teacher. In fact, during my first three years as a teacher, she became a trusted mentor. One of the things she had over me was 30-plus years of experience. I could only marvel about her amazing skills in the classroom. In addition, she loved and respected the students. Her students knew this and respected her all the more. She was that rare combination of fairness and toughness. She set high expectations for her students and in return, they did everything possible to make sure they worked hard enough to meet them.

I still kept working out and pumping iron, but I realized that one doesn't have to become the Terminator or Predator to be a good teacher. You simply have to become yourself! Go with your own unique skills and personality. Like the Fab Four sing in their song, All You Need is Love, "Nothing you can do but learn how to be you in time... it's easy!"
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"Ah-Jew, Ah Jew"

FOR SOME REASON, there were very few male teachers at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School. Besides myself and the principal, there were only three others on the faculty. Because of this, we each were given extra "male" jobs to do. One of these lovely privileges was making sure the students left the school grounds at dismissal time.

Thus, around 3:00 PM each day, after making sure my bus students got on the "cheese," (their yellow school bus), I would patrol the front of the school encouraging, asking politely, begging, and sometimes threatening the students to, "Please, go home!"

Fights were always a possibility, so I tried my best to mentally prepare myself. Of course, it eventually happened that I heard the call, "Fight! Fight!" sounding in the schoolyard, while everybody started yelling and running in the same direction. While these types of verbal alarms were usually hype, I had to do my duty and check it out.

By the time I arrived, a large crowd had gathered a short distance from where I was on patrol. The crowd seemed to number close to a hundred. I could hear them yelling and encouraging the contestants to battle it out. It looked serious, so I began walking in their direction. As I got closer, I could see arms and legs swinging madly from the center of the mob.

They caught sight of me. Not only was I an authority figure, I was a white one. The group quickly united. A few students started chanting, "Honkey, honkey." The others picked up the battle cry. "Honkey, honkey, honkey!"

I walked on. There was a single door of escape to my left before I had to confront the crowd. Conflict. Should I get some assistance, or should I carry on and face the mob alone? This wasn't my fight, "let 'em kill each other," I thought. But again, I knew that I couldn't walk away, especially now that I was the focus of their attention. It was them against me, and they were enjoying every minute of it.

I walked on, shaking in my boots, cool and collected on the outside.

The chanting grew louder. They looked at me with both distrust and disbelief. I showed no emotion as I came to the edge of the circle. Their bodies parted while I made my way to the center.

Two junior high boys stood there, locked arm in arm.

"What are you guys doing here?"

They looked at me, stuck out their jaws and lower lips in a smirk, and said, "We're dancing!"

Before the crowd could react, I grabbed both of 'em by the arms.

"Good. Let's dance our way to the office right now. I'm sure Dr. D would love to learn this new step!"

Normally, I would've just spoken to them and let them go. But not now. They had made it clear it was them against me and I knew I had to leave my mark. I marched both culprits into the school, to the surprise and glee of the crowd. They didn't see a fight, but they got their money's worth. Although I had already gained control of my classroom, I didn't dare risk being seen as ineffective within the general population of the school. So once again, later that evening, I dutifully took a whirlpool bath and lifted weights. With this job, I needed to be ready for anything.

Another incident transpired around the third week of school while I was standing in the hallway holding the door open for the throngs of suddenly-happy students who were headed for freedom.

"Adios, see you tomorrow," I said, "Stay out of trouble." I tried to sound like the friendly, cool type.

Suddenly, a large group of students came bombing down the stairway. There were about six or seven fourteen-year-old boys. When they caught sight of me they seemed rather surprised and slowed their pace to a walk. A few of them pointed at me and snickered. Then, just as they passed me, one of the guys raised his hand to his mouth in an apparent sneeze.

"Ah, ah, ah, ah-Jew, ah-Jew!" He made sure to accent the "J" real loud.

The group broke into hysterical laughter and gave one another approving slaps.

My heart started pounding. My immediate reaction was to run to the principal's office to report this infraction. But I reconsidered, knowing that if I turned my back on them, they would view me as a total wimp and I'd be mince-meat from there on in. As hard as it was, I put aside my white, middle-class, Jewish upbringing.

In a quick-as-lightning move, I reached out and grabbed the "sneezer" by his shirt. His mouth dropped open in surprise as I yanked him back into the school. Figuring that his buddies would attack from behind, I spun both of us around to face the onslaught, still holding the kid by the shirt.

To my amazement, no one was there. They had taken off like rabbits! Round one was mine. I stood for a moment, collecting my thoughts and considering what to do with my prisoner. I decided to bring him to the principal, who was finishing his patrol in a nearby hallway.

I explained the entire scenario to him. "Dr. D," I said. "I would like this student to write a ten page paper on the contributions of Jews to American society."

He seemed amused by this.

"Mr. Lazerson," he remarked. "This kid probably can't even write his name."

Now that he mentioned it, it did seem pretty ridiculous. I momentarily felt out-of-place, as if I had lost grips with the tough, inner-city environment that was the stark reality of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School. It was as if I was trying to impose my set of values on a distinct, equally-valid culture; a culture that worked and operated just fine without me.

"You can do what you like," Dr. D. added. "But I'm going to take him in my office and put some wood on his behind!"

He asked me to follow them into the office. My role was to witness the punishment, making sure that, in the event of legal ramifications, I could testify that the "wood" wasn't administered in a brutal fashion. I felt very uncomfortable. This wasn't my way of doing things. Couldn't we just talk to the kid? I was sure he wouldn't do it again. Perhaps we could form a committee and submit our findings to the local chapter of the ADL – Anti-Defamation League. Then we could make long-term recommendations they could insert into the school curriculum about four decades from now.

"Put your hands on the desk, boy," Dr. D. told him. If I had called this student a boy, I'd have been shot, I thought to myself.

Dr. D. reached around and grabbed a large wooden paddle from his bookshelf. He swung it hard into the kid's backside.

The student started to cry. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean nothin'," he wailed. "It was just a joke."

Blam! The paddle found its mark the second time. Now the kid was really crying and I was feeling mighty guilty. I really didn't expect this. I didn't know what to say to this student. Would he forgive me? Should he forgive me? Would he return to school with his big brothers for revenge? Maybe I should've just spoken to him in the hallway.

Again, culture clash. It didn't matter what I thought. It was done. Dr. D. gave him a third paddle. The student was holding his backside with both hands and bawling.

"Don't ever let me catch you talking with such disrespect," Dr. D. told him. "You hear?"

He nodded, sobbing uncontrollably.

Even though this type of punishment wasn't my style, I was impressed that Dr. D. was backing me. He wasn't going to let any student take advantage of me. I think he actually respected me for taking his advice, and not hide who I was.

The student and I left the office together. I think I felt sorrier about the incident than the kid did. I wanted to express that fact to him until I realized that he'd probably view me as a total loser. He would believe I was backing down, and if I came across that way now, the whole event would've been wasted. It would've needed a repeat performance. I decided to get in the last word.

"Look," I told him. "All the garbage your people have been putting up with for so long because of your skin color, you're throwing in my face now because of my religion."

He looked the other way.

"You've got a long way to go before you get back into my book," I said as he walked out the door.

Strangely enough, I sensed he wouldn't come back for revenge; that he realized he had been wrong.

At any rate, the word would get out now, for better or worse, that Mr. Laz was no pushover. I hoped it would be taken as a fact of life, and not as a challenge.
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Oh You Oil

I USE A LOT OF behavior modification/reward type programs in my teaching. When developed and utilized properly, they can be a tremendous catalyst for students with special needs. They place the focus on appropriate skills and behaviors.

Every so often, an educator will complain that these kinds of activities defeat the purpose of true education. After all, they argue, learning should be rewarding in and of itself.

My reply is simple. We work for rewards, why shouldn't they? How many of us would continue at our jobs if it weren't for some accolade, be it a paycheck or something else?

Most behavior modification programs don't work because they're not designed properly. The types of rewards, or positive reinforcers, are often poorly thought out. I've seen junior high teachers who still give out M&Ms and Smiley Faces. The only candy bar that I could've gotten any mileage from would've been chocolate covered cocaine bars.

I decided early-on to make the stakes as crazy and as exciting as possible. I'd start with end-of-the-week parties featuring popcorn and ice cream. How much they got depended on how many points they earned. Once a week, the two best kids in the class would go out to lunch or dinner with me. Once a month, the top three winners in the class would go to a professional sporting event of their choice, be it the Bills (football), Sabres (hockey), or Braves (basketball, although they're now defunct). We also held special class trips and overnights. Sure, it meant extra bucks out of my pocket, but it also meant that I didn't go home with a migraine every day.

Basically, I gave points for good work effort and good behavior. In addition, they could earn points for walking quietly in the halls, using good sportsmanship in gym, sharing, working nicely with others, and coming to class on time.

During my first couple of weeks at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School, I held daily, rather than weekly popcorn parties. We all needed an instant form of gratification. Like any good boy scout, I came prepared with my portable electric stove and pot. (Now, of course, it's the quick & easy microwave method. Back in the late 70's the microwave was new technology and it was often equated with nuclear reactors. We were sure that it would turn food into some fluorescent orange toxic mess).

"Fellows," I said. "It's now 2:15 PM and that means popcorn time. The points you earned today will determine how much popcorn you get. But first, a lesson in kosher eating."

Understandably, they look bewildered.

"A lesson in what?" they asked.

"I don't know if you noticed at lunchtime today, but I did not eat the school lunch. I only drank the juice. That's because, being an Orthodox Jew, I keep kosher. It means my eating habits are a bit different."

I didn't want to get into a long-winded lecture about it; so instead, I picked up the bottle of Wesson oil.

"Here, look closely," I said. "You see this O-U on the label, the circle with the U inside? It means that it's kosher. It means that Mr. Laz can eat this stuff. Got it?"

They looked at me as if I was out of my mind.

"You puttin' us on?" one student asked.

"We're gonna take this from the top, okay?" I said. "Any packaged products, like cereal, cookies, spaghetti, whatever; even this here bottle of oil, have got to have this kind of sign, the O-U, for me to eat it. It means it's kosher. There are even more symbols that indicate a product is kosher to eat, but let's just focus on the good ol' O-U here, okay?"

I drew the O-U on the board. I wasn't about to go into the other symbols, like O-K, or the triangle K, or the 16 gazillion other ones out there. Let this simple one sink in first.

"All right," I said, more hopeful than confident. "Let's whip up some popcorn!"

Instead of following me to the back of the room, they dashed off to their lockers. Great, I thought, they're cutting school because it's close to dismissal time. What a flippin' waste.

As I ran out to reprimand them, they returned to the room with goodies in hand. They had gone to retrieve their leftover snacks.

To my amazement, they bombarded me with questions.

"Is this kosher?" one asked, holding out a cookie.

"I don't see no O-U on this," another student said, pointing to his apple.

"How about this, Mr. Laz?" one said, holding a Beef Jerky toward my face.

"Let's discuss it over some popcorn," I said.

I was laughing as made my way to the back of the room. It was going to be an interesting year.

A few weeks later, we ran out of oil. I sent Leland to a small neighborhood store to get another bottle.

"Remember," I said, giving him the money. "Kosher, O-U oil."

Ten minutes later he returned, empty-handed.

"What happened?"

"They ain't got any of that oil," he said.

"Oh, come on," I said. "Everybody carries this stuff. What did you say? What happened?"

"They just ain't got it. The lady said she don't carry that kosher oil."

"All right," I said somewhat impatiently. "She might not have the same brand we've been using. Just look for the O-U. Would you mind going back again?"

Anything to get out of class. Ten minutes later he was back, empty-handed again. This time he spoke first.

"That lady be getting mad now," he said. "She ain't got the O-U oil. She said she never did and never will."

Something was fishy.

"This time, Leland, I'm going with you," I said. "Terrence and Phil, you will be in charge. You give out the stars. Everyone's got to be in their seats and working quietly to get points. We'll be back in three minutes."

The little neighborhood store was basically right outside the school. Before leaving, I asked the teacher next door to keep an eye on my class.

"Come on, Leland. Let's check out this oil lady!"

We got to the joint in approximately 30 seconds. It was a small store, loaded with all sorts of ethnic goodies, sights and smells mostly unfamiliar to me, although my eyes were drawn to a jar of pickled pigs' feet. Yuck, glad I keep kosher, I thought to myself. The counter was overloaded with candles, lighters, stockings and a million other doodads.

At first, the woman looked irritated to see Leland, but she smiled pleasantly when she realized I was with him.

"Ma'am, this is my teacher," Leland said apologetically. "He's the one I was buying that oil for."

"Yes sir," she said to me. "Your student asked me if I had any O-U Oil. I told him we don't. I never even heard of that one. But I got other kinds if it'll suit you."

I cracked up.

"I'm sorry," I said, still laughing. "There's been a little misunderstanding. We'll take one of those bottles over there."

I then showed them both that it wasn't a brand, called Oh You Oil, but oil with an O-U symbol on the label. Leland never made that mistake again. In fact, whenever we had to shop for a big class outing, Leland became a fierce label watcher. Once, he refused to bring back Planter's Peanuts because they only had a K on the package and not an O-U!
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Taking Off for the Holidays

RIGHT AFTER I WAS HIRED to teach at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School, I made the mistake of looking at the calendar. This blundering act let me to the uneasy conclusion that I could be fired within my first six weeks on the job. The Jewish holidays, you see, occurred surprisingly early that particular school year. Not only were they quickly approaching, but each would occur during the middle of the week. In other words, as an Orthodox Jew, I would need two days off for Rosh Hashanah, one day for Yom Kippur, two more days for the first days of Sukkos and finally, another two days for the last days of Sukkos! This amassed into a grand total of seven days. To make matters worse, the holidays spanned five consecutive weeks. I totaled it quickly in my cerebral cortex; seven missed days within the first 25 days of teaching. Not a good record!

True, I had ten sick days and five personal days in my contract, but they were allotted for the entire school year – all one-hundred-eighty teaching days worth. Not a good way to begin my career. (If I were to maintain that pace, I would miss 75 days by the end of the year. Hmmm... now why couldn't there be even more Jewish holidays)? The closer we zeroed in on Rosh Hashanah, the more anxious I felt. I didn't know what to do. I called my rabbi. Maybe he'd find a way out for me.

"Rabbi Gurary," I said after explaining my situation, "is there some way I could just walk to school on the days of Sukkos? You know, I won't drive, mark papers, or even take any money for teaching. I can give that pay to charity, or call the Board of Ed and tell 'em to keep the money for those days. I'll bet they never heard that line before. It's just that I'm really afraid I'll get fired."

We discussed the situation and all of its ramifications. He was sympathetic, which surprised me, because I believed my question was actually out of line and would be answered with a resounding, "No, of course not!" (After all, who even comes up with such a stupid question)?

"Look," he finally said to me, "call Rabbi Greenberg. See what he can advise you to do."

Rabbi Greenberg was my other rabbinic authority in Buffalo, and a personal friend. I affectionately called him Rabbi Green Jeans.

Moments later, I had him on the phone. I explained the scenario one more time.

"Well, what do you think?" I asked.

"Hmmm," he responded. "It's a problem, no doubt about it. It's a festival with all its attendant obligations, but then again, if you might lose your job...Call Rabbi Gurary!"

Huh? I wasn't sure if I heard that right.

"Uh, Rabbi," I said scratching my head. "I sort of just got off the phone with him. He told me to call you."

He laughed.

"I'm crying and you're laughing," I said. "Really, what should I do?"

"Call my father in New Jersey."

"Really?"

His father was a well-known rabbinical scholar and world-wide authority on Jewish law. I actually attended some of his lectures during my studies at the Rabbinical College of America in "Mo-Town." He spoke like an English professor from Harvard. I was wholly impressed with his lectures, and deeply engrossed in jotting down words I had never before heard.

I got him on the line and brought him up to snuff about my problem. Then I relayed what had transpired between his son and I. He brought up something which I hadn't considered: "There's a real difficulty, in that you will be setting a precedent," he said. "Suppose next year, or a few years from now, another Orthodox Jew teaches in the Buffalo school system."

"Sounds unlikely, Rabbi," I interjected. "There are only two of us in the whole city! But, go ahead."

"So, if this other teacher wants to take off for the holidays, they can say to him, 'Come on, we had this guy Lazerson; Orthodox, beard, tzitzis, kept kosher, the whole bit. He came in to work during the holidays. If it's good enough for him, it's good enough for you!'"

"Yeah, you've got a point," I admitted. "I guess I'll have to take my chances, eh?"

"Why don't you call Rabbi Osdoba? See what he says."

"Really?"

In all honesty, I thought my question was kind of ridiculous to begin with. We aren't supposed to engage in any secular pursuits on Jewish holidays. Holidays are a time for prayer, festivity, and family. (It also might be time to look for a new line of work).

Rabbi Osdoba is a man of great stature and renown. People call him from all over the world to settle various legal questions. He is known as the "walking Shulchan Aruch," (a walking Code of Jewish Law). My silly question was making its way up the ranks. Next was the Rebbe and then, I guessed, God Almighty!

I explained the scenario one more time, adding all the details from my discussions with previous rabbis. It was now T-minus three days until Rosh Hashanah and counting.

He listened carefully to everything I said.

"I'll discuss it with Rabbi Dvorkan. Call me after Rosh Hashanah. Good luck with your teaching!"

"I'll need it," I said.

Rabbi Dvorkan, of blessed memory, was the chief rabbinical authority for Lubavitch. My issue was being raised with the top man in our community.

It wasn't until after Yom Kippur, however, that I received an answer from Rabbi Osdoba. The answer was no dice. No way could I spend the holiday of Sukkos at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School. It made sense. I was surprised it went as far as it did.

My wife and I decided to implement plan two. This strategy involved one main factor: Pleading with Dr. D for understanding and mercy. Sukkos was only two days away. I didn't have much time to work with.

That night I stayed up until 2:00 A.M. typing a long essay to the principal. I went into historical perspectives that explained the significance of Sukkos to the Jewish people. I explained the various customs Orthodox Jews observe when honoring their holidays. I wrote that during our holidays we don't conduct business, write, erase, make money, turn electricity on or off, ride in cars, and more. I expounded on the fact that we use these days to connect on a more spiritual level by performing various mitzvot and studying the Torah. Finally, I concluded my "sermon" with a statement saying that I didn't have to take off again until Passover, and that I didn't plan on getting sick or abusing my personal days. (And furthermore, that I would be an upstanding citizen, model teacher, and never ever misbehave).

The next day, apologetic treatise in hand, I arrived early, prepared to face the music. I was fully aware that it might be my last day at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School.

My supervisor, a middle-aged African-American woman, was standing by the mailbox.

"Edie," I said. "Do me a favor and read this, okay?"

"Sure," she said, looking up at me. "But why so glum today?"

"It's all in here," I said, handing her my letter.

She took my type-written pages and began reading. I stood watching her, waiting for any advice or suggestions.

Suddenly, she began shaking her head from side to side, saying quietly, "Oh David, Oh David."

It's that hopeless, I thought.

She continued shaking her head as she read the entire letter. Each time she remarked, "Oh David, Oh David."

I decided it was all over. I can just leave right now, I thought. Why even bother presenting all this just to be unceremoniously booted out the dang door?

She folded the letter, put it in my hand, and shook her head again.

Then she looked me in the eyes.

"I can't believe this," she said.

"I know," I said. "That bad, eh?"

"What are you ashamed about? Tell him it's your holiday and you're taking off. Period. If he doesn't like it, too bad! Take a lesson from my people and stand up for your beliefs!"

With that she shook her head again and left the office. I stood there dumfounded, numb all over, feeling like I'd been slapped in the face by someone trying to wake me from a bad dream. I also felt like a total jerk. Here I had invested all this time, effort, and psychological energy to get out of something that didn't need getting out of. Instead of a letter, Edie had handed me a mirror.

I suddenly realized that I had nearly let myself down. Just like when I worried about wearing my yarmulke - the opportunity to walk proud in my heritage had been derailed to nothing but hype, a put-on. In reality, I was afraid of what my boss would say and whether or not he would accept me. I later thanked Edie for the lesson she taught me that day.

I still went into Dr. D's office, letter in hand, but with a completely different attitude.

"Doc," I said. "I know you're not going to believe this, but I've got another Jewish holiday that I won't be in for."

When I finished my explanation, he asked if I had completed my lesson plans for the sub, and wished me a happy holiday. Then he muttered, loud enough for me to hear; "I gotta become Jewish."
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My Escort

OCCASIONALLY, ON BRAVER DAYS, I rode my bike to school. I figured that 7:30 A.M. was just too early in the morning for any decent troublemaker to be out, (although I was careful when riding past high school students – they were the worst; I'd put my head down and ride like the blazes.) I traveled with protection, however, some divine and some earthly. In my saddlebag I carried my Chitas, consisting of three holy books: the Chumash, (The five Books of Moses), Tehillim, (Psalms), and the Tanya, (the philosophical work of the first Chabad Rebbe). For good measure, I carried a six-inch piece of lead pipe and some spray mace in my pocket. Fortunately, the only thing that ever got any action was my Chitas. (And by the way, you gotta pronounce the "ch" here like the word "Yuch" and not the soft way like in the word "cheese." It comes more from the back of the throat. Both Jews and Arabs have this sound down pat).

My students got excited whenever they saw my bike in the back of the classroom. It meant more than just the fact that their teacher was out of his gourd; it meant that they could run home at dismissal, grab their bikes, and give me an escort part way home.

During the ride, they always provided running commentary about every facet of their community. I found out who got shot where, which bars Prince and other famous black performers used to frequent, what alleyways were used by gangs to sell drugs and do battle, which stores were easy to rip-off, which had concealed cameras and plainclothesman, and other "important" tidbits from their daily lives.

Wherever we rode, people stopped and stared. It must've been a real sight to behold. Six or seven black adolescents riding with a skullcapped, bearded white man.

During our first foray, after we had been riding for nearly fifteen minutes, we stopped for a traffic light. One of my students said, "Okay, Mr. Laz. You're in white man's territory now. We're gonna head back. See you tomorrow."

The vibes between us during the bike rides were so good that I decided to take the class on full-fledged bike trips. A few Sundays each year, we took exotic treks to the Peace Bridge heading into Canada, or visited sites along the Niagara River. These were tremendous opportunities not only to learn, but equally important, to build positive and healthy social skills. (Not to mention leg muscles).

Thinking back on all of our crazy outings and escapades, it boggles my mind how easy it was to arrange those trips. Although I'm still teaching special education some thirty-plus years later, there's so much red tape required to take students anywhere off-campus in today's climate that many teachers don't bother. There are myriads of forms from insurance papers to parental consents, to fingerprinting bus drivers, to lists of allergies, leading to lists of special foods. In addition, a minimum ratio of adult-to-students must be secured. Most care providers simply stay within the four walls of the classroom and barely see the light of day. Back in those early days of teaching at Dr. MLK, I simply approached the principal with my idea. Once we got his permission, (which was more often than not), we piled into my old jalopy and off we went. It was a win-win situation for everyone involved. Our trips were awesome, fun-filled social events replete with practical learning and spontaneity. These excursions served a dual role for the school, as well. My motley crew was out of the building and the principal's hair, so he could enjoy some quiet(er) moments.

Some of these outings even occurred within a single school day. In other words, although I went to bed the night before planning on another "normal" day at MLK, a friend might call me in the morning and say something like, "Oh my God, I can get you and your students into a Buffalo Sabres practice, but you gotta be there in 40 minutes!" (Yes, we made it to the practice but you'll have to read the details about this amazing adventure later in the book). In today's high-pressure world of accountability it seems like everyone involved in education is always looking over his or her shoulder. CYD has become the name of the game: Cover Your Derriere. It was a simpler time when I began working, and in many ways we were all better off for it. But even so, since anything done outside of school, (or after school), must have the parent's permission; I try to insure it happens by simply asking the parents to become part of my behavioral support team. They help me plan and come along to chaperone and provide needed supervision.

When life hands you lemons – make lemonade!
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Kissin' Those "Jew Strings"

I PLAYED BALL with my students nearly every day. Sometimes we even played twice a day, once during gym and again during free period. The gym teacher not only accommodated me, he actually loved it. He got out there and participated, too. We'd split the guys into two teams, and each of us would captain one squad. Our favorites were floor hockey and two-hand touch football.

I played for several reasons. First, it was part of my stratagem for "stereotype breaking." I wanted them to understand that I could get out there and play ball with them, and that many Jews are actually athletic. I advised my students to always play fairly and aggressively, and I tried to do both, as well.

One example about the kinds of things that took place during these games occurred during my last year with the Buffalo Public School System. I was battling with several students "under the boards" for the ball, when I jumped hard into the air and grabbed the rebound. On the way down, my elbow caught a student's nose. He went down, all bloodied, to the floor. I forgot all about the ball and bent over to take care of him.

"Shoot," he said. "I didn't know you Jews played so rough!" After making sure he was okay, I returned to action. We played many times against each other.

It went both ways. I got creamed lots of times. I remember a big high school senior who went for a shot and came down with his knee in my thigh. I was out of commission for two weeks. Another time I cracked a rib when I took a hockey stick in my side. Still, it was worth it. The students viewed me as a rugged participator, not a passive spectator.

These gym sessions provided our class a welcome diversion from academics. They also afforded the opportunity to relax and relate in a more open, social context.

The first full week of classes that very first year, I brought my boys to the gym for floor hockey. I made them earn this privilege by finishing their work and cooperating in class. During the games I'd yell, shout, and encourage them. Once, after scoring the third goal and earning a "hat trick," I grabbed my tzitzis, (special strings attached to the four corners of a small prayer shawl worn under a shirt), and dramatically gave them a loud kiss, while exclaiming in a loud voice "Yeah!" I'm not sure why I did this nutty thing; I guess it was the heat of the moment.

A few minutes later, one of my students on the opposing team scored a tying goal. His team cheered. He ran over to me, grabbed my tzitzis, kissed them and shouted, "Yeah!" As he bounced away he looked back at me; and pointing with his index finger, he chanted, "uh-huh, uh-huh!"

I almost passed out on the spot. This ritual became somewhat of a tradition every time someone scored a goal. It lasted several weeks, until we decided it caused too much delay of game.

Can you imagine the scene?

The ref yells, "Delay of game. Two minute penalty!"

The fans go crazy.

"What for?" they scream.

The ref replies, "Kissing tzitzis!"

Looking back, I am amazed at the way the students identified with me; but it was a two-way street. For their part, they were amazed about my knowledge of black songs. Once, on a class outing, we met some dude who was wasted on the corner. He was high as a kite. He staggered over to our class and put his face right in front of mine. He could barely hold himself up. With eyes half-closed he said, "It's like a jungle sometimes, it makes me wonder..." I finished the verse, "how I keep from going under."

My students flipped. The guy grinned ear-to-ear, and as we walked away he kept repeating, "You all right. You all right."

Before long, I asked my students to teach me how to break-dance. We had some awesomely athletic dancers in my class. A few of them performed during special assemblies. Their coordination and body movements were mind-boggling. They coached me to the point where I could do some basic moves fairly well. "Better than some black folks," my students would say.

From my side of the street, it was easy to reciprocate appreciation for them. First of all, they understood that I wasn't intimidated by their art of ribbin' and jivin'. Mainly, however, they began to realize that I respected and enjoyed their culture. I think this facilitated the ease with which they accepted, and were even fascinated by, certain elements of my Jewish background. But to be sure, I never would have envisioned them kissing my "Jew strings" at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School.
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Show 'n' Tell

IN SPITE OF MY supposedly adequate preparation for this job, (including a master's degree in learning & behavioral disorders, student teaching experience, and doctoral work concerning urban education & research), I learned mainly from my students. Not so much in terms of factual knowledge, but with regard to relating more openly to others and teaching accordingly. Some things, however, caught me completely by surprise, exposing my rawness and inexperience within this new, real world of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School.

One day, Phil approached me at the beginning of class and said, "Mr. Laz, I got something to show ya."

There was a ring of excitement and nervousness in his remark. Knowing Phil, my inner-voice told me to exercise caution. Or should I say, to listen to my inner-city voice!

Phil lived with a bunch of other siblings in an old, beat-up shanty that was eventually condemned – it had rats. He never knew who his father was. In spite of his short stature, he was "Mr. Inner-City," personified. He conducted himself in a manner meant to never lose face. He never backed down from a fight, even if it meant entering suicidal combat. He and Leland once went at it in the classroom. In spite of the fact that he was being pulverized, he kept coming back for more. He probably would've let himself get killed if I hadn't intervened and dragged him away. He'd rather lose his face than lose face.

He often boasted that he had witnessed a few murders in his neighborhood. I didn't doubt him for a minute. While engaging in individual seatwork, he'd sometimes sing songs to himself. All of them were ad-libbed and contained violent themes. For example, to the tune of Yankee Doodle he'd sing: "I'll bust you in the face. I'll make you cry. I'll jump all over you, and pop you in the eye!"

In spite of all of this, I believed his hype and macho-bravado cleverly concealed real pain. I wasn't sure how to break through this guise, or even if it was ethically right to do so. To be sure, Phil was a twelve-year-old kid who rarely showed any emotion. I subtly aimed toward putting him more in touch with his feelings, to show him that it was okay for an adolescent male to feel things, even one who attends Doctor Martin Luther King Jr. Community School. Without coming out and saying it, I implied that it's all right to experience sadness or to cry and recognize our own vulnerability. Conversely, it's all right to laugh out loud, and not only when someone else is being ribbed.

Phil would be perhaps, the greatest challenge of any of my students. I hoped that between my zaniness and some of our exciting class projects, he would come out of his shell.

All these thoughts entered my head before I responded.

"Oh yeah, Phil? What do you have to show me?"

"Well, I can't show you here," he said looking around the room as if he was hiding a stash of stolen millions in his desk.

I was getting curious.

"Okay, no problem," I said. "But what is it?"

"You promise you won't tell?"

"You've got my word," I said.

He looked around to see if anyone was listening. He told me to bend down so he could whisper in my ear.

"It's a piece."

I looked him in the eyes. He seemed to be waiting for some response.

"A piece of what?" I asked.

He almost hit the floor.

"You mean you don't know what a piece is?" he asked. There was a look of total disbelief on his face.

I hesitated for a moment, and then somewhat annoyed, I said: "No, I don't know what you mean. A piece of paper? A piece of cake? I don't know. A piece of what?"

He shook his head and laughed a bit. I felt like I'd been had.

"It's in my locker."

"All right," I said. "Show me the piece."

I was confident that the whole thing was a spoof.

We went into the hallway. Again, he looked around to see if anyone was nearby.

"You promise you won't tell nobody?"

"I promise. Boy Scouts honor. Now, come on, will ya? We've got lots of work to do."

He opened his locker and lifted the sleeve of his coat to expose a pistol.

"That's the piece?" I asked. I felt like a little kid.

He nodded his head.

"It looks real," I said.

He nodded again and gave me a look like, "Duh!"

"Dang, Mr. Laz," he said, shaking his head back and forth. "You don't even know what a piece is? Where you been brought up?"

I didn't bother asking if it was loaded. I was afraid he'd nod "yes" to that question, as well. But like I said, I was a total greenhorn and must've seemed like an alien from a different dimension to Phil.

"What did you bring it to school for?" I asked, staring him in the eyes. "Where did you get it? What is this, show and tell time?"

He smiled and closed his locker.

"I didn't bring it to scare nobody," he said. "Just to show it to you. I got it from one of my big brothers. What do you think?"

I couldn't believe it. He wasn't trying to intimidate me or anyone else with his "piece." He was simply sharing something with me that was important to him, something that represented power and status in his culture. I knew that it was important for me not to over-react, and it was especially important that I not turn him over to Dr. D or the police.

"Phil," I said. "I appreciate your showing me this. But it really doesn't belong in school. I don't even want you playing with this at home. It's too dangerous. Man, when I was your age I used to play with water guns."

"Look," I said. "If I turn you into the office you will be locked up for probably 10 to 15 years. Minimum. That means that when you get out you're gonna be around 30 years old."

He was staring at the floor.

"But that's not the only thing," I continued. "When you get released from jail, your buddies... well, some will be married. Some will have kids, by then. Some will have good jobs. Some will own cars and a home. But you? You'll be coming back for your 8th grade diploma. At flippin' 30 years old!"

"I was just showing you, Laz. Didn't mean no disrespect. It ain't even mine. It won't happen again," he finished, still looking at the floor.

I had to back up my disapproval; I told him to take it home and never bring it to school again. (He gave me his word, and for the three years that I had him in my class, he kept his promise).

After writing Phil a note that allowed him to head for home, he returned some 20 minutes later. He looked like he had just come from confession or something. He was beaming ear to ear now that he had a "clean slate." To my surprise nobody asked him where he went or what happened.

On another occasion, another of my guys, Terrence, approached me with similar information.

"Mr. Laz, guess what I've got in school today?"

Terrance was very different from Phil. He was still a young kid, and not nearly so street-wise. He had guilt written all over his face. Besides, I was on to the game now.

I decided to play my hand a bit.

"Gee, Terrence, let's see," I said. "I'll bet you brought a model airplane. No, on second thought, your stamp collection! No, no. Probably not. I got it! You brought your antique doll collection!"

The class was enjoying it. Terrence just stood there with a smirk on his face and shook his head.

"It's in my sock," he said.

"Your sock!" I shouted in amazement. "How did you manage to put a doll in your sock?"

"Shoot, man. Enough," he said. "Come on and feel my doll then."

In a frisking type motion, I felt along the sides of his sock. Sure enough, inside was a slender, hard object, about five inches long. Switchblade!

Yup, inner-city show and tell time strikes again! The rules were clear. First, don't be intimidated. Second, don't overreact. And finally, encourage him to leave it at home. I did all three.

"What did you bring this to school for?" I asked.

"In case I get jumped after school on the way home. Ain't nobody gonna mess with me."

If this continued, I might as well teach for the Green Beret Special Forces in some God forsaken place on the planet. It was time to use the higher authority rap with the entire class.

"Fellows, you just can't bring these weapons with you to school. You want to get hurt at home, that's your business. But if the principal catches you with a .22 or a switchblade, or a rocket launcher or a tank, or whatever other kind of nasty weapon you get your hands on, he's gonna throw your hide outta here so fast you won't know what hit ya. You'll ruin any chance you have to make it in school, or in life. You can bet that he'll call your homes, too. But only after they've hauled you away to spend a decade or two in the can!"

Each and every one of them was afraid of their homes being called. They especially didn't want their moms getting word about anything that went wrong at school. At the beginning of the year, many of the mothers told me to thrash their kids if they got out of line. One mother said that I should give her son an "oops upside his head," if he misbehaved.

"If your mother found out about this kind of nonsense, she'd hit you so hard that your clothes would be out of style when you woke up!"

They got the point. The concealed switchblade incidents rarely occurred during subsequent years. Thankfully, no student ever brought a piece for show & tell again.

But these situations helped encourage me to move full speed ahead with my scout troop idea. My entire class would become an official troop. I reasoned that this was a healthier way to channel their fascination with macho things. If they were so interested in knives, let them learn how to take care of a Swiss Army knife. Let them learn how to properly use an ax to chop wood, not heads! Let them learn to build a flint & steel marshmallow-roasting fire, rather than a garbage-filled bonfire that might burn down the school. From that point on, scouting activities became an integral part of my public school classes, including those at the high school level.
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The Freaky Pet Center

AT FIRST, I HAD MIXED FEELINGS about forming a scout troop with this bunch of guys; though I was convinced scouting had a lot to offer. They would learn so much about nature and camping that they couldn't help but enjoy it. I remembered what it had done for me growing up.

Unlike school, scouting taught about real things in a real way. In Scouting, you didn't memorize facts from a dead page in a book. My scout leaders demonstrated real-world examples of exciting skills. Scouting was liberation from the confines of the classroom to the incredible open expanse of the living world. It wasn't just the motivating activities, like building flint & steel fires, using a compass, backpacking in the woods or rappelling off a fifty-foot cliff, it was the gut challenge of it all. This factor, built into any decent scouting program, could inspire anybody, Leland and Phil included.

My only hesitation involved animals, and specifically, the way these guys related to animals. After all, to them the canine kingdom consisted of ferocious Dobermans or German Shepherds trained to rip intruders apart. Anything resembling a gerbil was a rat, and something to destroy. How could these kids learn to love and appreciate wildlife? It seemed almost impossible.

I wasn't sure where my feelings originated from. Were they legitimate concerns, or manifestations of stereotyping that had begun to affect me? Was I succumbing to the notion that black males are insensitive, hardened people? These kids had proven me wrong before and were, in fact, about to do so again.

The "Freaky Pet Center" at the back of our room contained an entire menagerie of somewhat bizarre creatures, including one large white hare, (who left "land mines" all over the place), two hermit tree-crabs, two chameleons who ate crickets for breakfast, (crickets that chirped incessantly and made the classroom sound as if I were teaching outside in a field), a garter snake who ate a few worms and crickets each week, the usual array of gerbils, hamsters, and guinea pigs, and a whole bunch of mealy-worms that quickly morphed into beetles. Our pet center also featured a dynamic critter that demanded everyone's curious attention and inner dread – one very large, very hairy, rather creepy looking tarantula! He was appropriately nicknamed Dr. Dread. (We were way ahead of the time, because this was long before Dred or Dre came on the scene). This creature inspired more fascination and terror than any threat ever issued at that school, including that of our principal's infamous "wood paddle."

Dr. Dread's presence also promised to provide me with additional affirmation as an authority figure. Their teacher, although replete with beard, skullcap, and "Jew-strings," was also so wild and crazy that he was gonna place Dr. Dread, (all eight hairy legs of him), on the palm of his hand without so much as flinching! And then, in fact, he was going to walk around the dang room with a smile on his face! (If I got really brave and out of control, I was going to place Dread on top of my head). I figured this would guarantee me absolute authority. If they ever got outta line, all I would have to do is head for Dr. Dread's cage. "What's Laz gonna do with that big hairy creepy spider?" they'd be thinking to themselves. "Is he gonna bring that ugly thing close to my desk? Is he going to threaten to tie me down and place Dread ever-so-gently on my chest?" This was one behavior modification plan that hadn't been covered in my urban and special education textbooks.

Well, that was the plan, anyhow. I should have listened to my sweet grandma's wisdom. She used to recite, quite frequently in fact, one of her favorite Yiddish sayings: "A mentch tracht un Gut lacht." Literally, it means, "A person thinks, and God laughs." It was her way of saying that you can plan all you want, but if it ain't in the cards, it ain't happening. Then, she would gently pinch my cheeks and add, "Now be a good boychik and behave yourself!"

Our project began pretty smoothly. Dread was placed in the large tank while still in his white box with tiny air holes. I opened the lid and tilted it to the side so that Dread could slowly make his grand appearance. As one big fuzzy leg came out followed by another, my tough macho guys melted into squealing preschoolers.

"Disgusting!" one student whispered in terror.

"Ugh!" Another barely voiced. "That thing is gonna kill us all."

A few of my guys, Leland included, were standing on their desks for safe measure.

"Watch and learn, y'all!" I said slowly putting my hand into the tank.

Soon the squeals turned to shrieks; and demands for reason and sanity.

"Yo, Mister Laz. You downright lost your mind!"

"Yeah, who's gonna teach us when you're gone?"

"How far away is the hospital?"

"Didn't yo momma teach you not to play with bugs! Especially spiders!"

"Especially big ol' hairy gross-looking ones!"

It was time to turn the session into an educational, learning experience, (before they all fainted dead-away on the floor)! This lesson would be one that none of us would forget, yours truly, included. A few brave students gathered close to the tank as I slowly opened my hand to welcome Dread. I had to gently nudge him with a stick so that he would approach my palm. It was utterly strange to hold a spider that had some substance and weight. Usually, the only way we know a spider is on us is that we feel their tiny legs moving. Or they bite us. But Dread was different. He had some mass. A few more students crammed in to get a closer look at this killer critter.

Then, one student accidently pushed into another, who pushed into the tank, who jostled my arm, which shook-the-hand-that-was-holding-Dread. I never knew, (none of us did), that tarantulas jump! Let me clarify that. Humans jump with one or two legs, (if we're blessed to have both and they work, of course). Dread had the unique advantage of being able to use all eight legs to leap skyward, like a rocket. And leap he did! The tank was at least fifteen times the height of his body and Dread easily cleared it and landed on Curtis, who was standing about four feet away. In human terms, it would be like LeBron James going in for a dunk, missing the backboard, leaping through the roof of the building, and landing in the parking lot.

In a split second, our room was filled with screaming, petrified students. Even the student teacher from a nearby university was standing on my desk screaming bloody murder.

The entire class ran in every direction and huddled in the four corners of the room. Curtis, staring at Dread, who was firmly attached to his shirt, attempted to join the screams, except that not a flippin' sound came forth from his distorted mouth, (that now spanned his entire face). His arms were moving nervously at his side while he helplessly watched a fellow student approach and begin smacking at Dread with a rolled up magazine. It was hard to tell who was more terrified, but Dread was certainly experiencing the insect version of freak-out mode. He didn't take too kindly to being smacked at, and he seemed to dig his little feet even deeper into Curtis's shirt.

This entire pandemonium transpired in just milliseconds; at which point I grabbed Dread's original travel box, placed it over him, and slid a thin book between Dread's legs and Curtis's shirt.

Just like that it was over; although it took nearly 30 minutes before the color returned to everyone's faces. The student teacher was in the worst shape. She took the rest of the day off. In fact, she took the entire week! To my amazement, (and her credit), she did return. But she never entered that classroom again, until first making sure that Dread's tank was completely covered.

We had each acquired a new-found respect for Dread. My guys came up with all sorts of new nicknames for their hairy, eight-legged friend: Dr. Dread / Dr. Terror / Jammin' Dread / Slammin' Dread / Leapin' Dread / Curtis Grabbin' Dread. And one of my favorites, Steady Ready Dready. Certain members of the classroom felt that it would be more appropriate to simply name him Dead Dread and make the name reality so that calm and tranquility would return to our MLK classroom. It was just wishful thinking however, because Dread survived in our room for many, many months.

Quite frankly, I was surprised that Dr. D allowed us the pet center. First, there was the problem of the rabbit "dooky," (slang for droppings). Although my students tried building several ingenious containers for this varmint, each morning when we arrived at school he had always escaped. Most often, he was just munching casually in the middle of the room. A few times, he hid in the closet. Once, he got out of the classroom and was hopping away down the hall! Eventually we had to give him to a farm, where he probably belonged in the first place.

Then there was the problem of smell. Stench. Odor. Whatever it was, it was Strong. It emanated from our class and permeated through the walls until it encompassed Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School like a cloud of nuclear gas. It was particularly lethal after a long weekend. We did our best to dispel this offensive cloud, we really did. The guys cleaned the cages nearly every other day. They even bathed the freaky inhabitants and sprayed fancy bathroom deodorizers all over the place until we smelled like the powder room at the Waldorf.

In spite of our best efforts, the stench war was a never-ending battle. As long as it was kept at a tolerable level, we caught no flak from the office. Tolerable was described as containing the smell behind the door of our classroom, which was by now allowed to; no, greatly encouraged to – remain very closed.

From the onset of this project, my students proved they could be both responsible and responsive to their pets. I made the rules clear. First, they were in charge of the center. They had to make sure the pets were clean, fed and watered. Second, they had to raise the necessary funds to maintain and expand the center, (if they so desired). Third, no one was allowed to abuse or mishandle any pet. Simply put, I would function as their guide, but they would have to assume these responsibilities. Even after this orientation, they voted unanimously in favor of the Freaky Pet Center.

I was truly amazed at the degree of sensitivity they showed toward other living things. This story is but one example: Our class was participating in a general school cleanup campaign for "Earth Day." We had already spent a few hours cleaning broken glass and garbage from the cement playground at the back of the school. The school lay-out included a tall fence that enclosed a thirty-foot drop onto an expressway. As we were raking out this area, a kid from one of the eighth grade classes picked a worm out of the mud. Waving it over his head, he exclaimed, "Yo, check this out," and proceeded to throw it over the fence onto the expressway below.

"What's the matter with you?" one of my guys said to him.

"Yeah," another blurted out. "Suppose we chuck you over the fence like that?"

The culprit smiled nervously, not sure if it was a joke, or if he should take off.

"How'd you like some big hand to come down from the sky, pick you up like that, wave you in the air and step on ya?"

"Get this worm-killer," they shouted.

In an instant he was surrounded by my class.

At this point, I broke it up. And to think that I was worried about their lack of sensitivity...they were ready to kill this guy for picking on an innocent worm!
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Lenny's Grand Entrance

NO WORDS CAN ACCURATELY characterize just who Lenny was and what Lenny did. Some described him as three Lelands rolled into one creature. Physically, Lenny wasn't as big as Leland. Terror-wise, he far surpassed him. Fortunately for me, Lenny was not part of Leland's class. That combination would've created nuclear fission.

Lenny was frequently in trouble with all authority figures, including those at home, school, the detention center, and the police. He was a constant visitor to Dr. D's office for the "wood treatment." It did little good, however. He was back terrorizing the very next day.

Lenny was graduating eighth grade. It was his third and final attempt. He would "graduate" in June no matter what his grades were; a law had been passed that a student could not make more than two attempts at any grade level during his or her primary school career. During his endeavor to navigate eighth grade, he had gone through four teachers in less than two months. Unable to deal with Lenny, they quit teaching at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School. A few quit teaching for good. Lenny was that inspiring.

Lenny liked and related to the excitement and craziness in our class and so, we gradually formed a relationship. He really wanted to participate in some of our class trips, and was always asking me if he could leave his regular class to join ours. Legally however, I was in no position to accept him because all of my students were tested and placed through the C.O.H., (Committee on the Handicapped). He was, in fact, a highly intelligent kid. It seemed to me that he needed a lot of attention and TLC. He also needed an educational setting that sustained his high interest level. He was basically a bright, bored, and thoroughly turned-off student.

As we bonded, he began telling me about some of his wild exploits. Most of them were more mischievous than harmful. He figured out ways to rip off batteries from cars that were supposedly safely locked up behind barbed wire fences. His older friends, however, were a bad influence, exposing him to some hard-core drugs. We spoke very openly to each other. I tried to encourage him not to mess up his life with drugs. I told him stories about people that I knew who were either serving time or six feet under. He always listened with interest, but it was difficult to measure the effect I had on him. Regardless, I knew I had to try. As close as we got, I always thanked the good Lord that Lenny was not in my class.

Little did I realize, however, that Dr. D had different plans – plans that he worked out behind my back. This brief saga is my proof that a Supreme Being indeed exists, and is actively involved in the little details of life.

I was in the middle of giving a math lesson to my motley crew. We were doing a unit on interest and credit cards. I passed out replicas of VISA cards to each kid. They could buy whatever they wanted, but in order to acquire the item, they had to figure out the true cost, including the interest.

I knew many people who used credit cards to buy groceries, even when purchasing small goodies like a bag of chips and a drink. I wanted the class to see that a tiny amount of three bucks grows to about thirty when accumulated interest at 25% is thrown in.

As I was speaking, I leaned over and put my hands on Phil's desk.

"Get off my ** desk," he mumbled, accenting the nice juicy curse word loud enough for the class to hear.

I couldn't believe my ears. I must've imagined it.

"What did you say?" I sputtered, feeling the blood surge through my body.

He put on that cocky inner-city grin, tilted his head to the side and looked into my eyes. "I said, get the 'F' off my desk!"

"That's what I thought you said," I responded, a true model of decorum.

Then, I absolutely exploded. I reached over his desk, grabbed him by the shirt, hoisted him over his desk, and started banging him against the blackboard.

It only happened one other time during my six years in the Buffalo public schools – where that rubber band inside me snapped. And man oh man, did it snap. I freaked. I couldn't believe that any student could have the nerve to say such a thing to his teacher. I might have retained my composure if he had said it privately, but in front of the whole class, well that was a different story.

Little did I realize that the main office had just sent Lenny to join my class. He was, in fact, standing by the doorway about to walk in, when Phil made his remark.

As I was turning Phil into chalk dust, I caught sight of Lenny from the corner of my eye. He was standing at the doorway staring, his mouth stretched out of shape and his eyes bulging.

"What do you want?" I yelled, still holding Phil in the air. "What are you doing here?"

"I-I..."

"Go on," I shouted. "Spit it out!"

"D-D-Dr. D s-s-sent me here."

"Get in the back of the room, sit down, and keep your mouth shut. Understand?"

He nodded while he crept along the wall to the back of the class.

I threw Phil back into his seat.

"Don't ever say such a thing to me again. Got it?"

Phil was crying, more from the scare of the encounter than from any physical pain. I was still smoking. No one breathed loudly.

"Do the problems in your workbook," I said, and went back to my desk. "I'm sick of all this nonsense."

Lenny was as quiet as a baby fawn.

Later on, I marveled about this sequence of events. The Good Lord, (GMO – The Great Mysterious Oneness), in his infinite wisdom and kindness, had put those curse words into Phil's mouth at the exact moment Lenny was about to make his grand entrance! Lenny's stay in our room would only be temporary; I knew, of course, that he hadn't been processed by the COH. But the next morning while doing cafeteria duty, I overheard a conversation Lenny was having with another student.

"From now on, I'm gonna behave in my class," he said. "Otherwise they're gonna keep me with that crazy white Jewish dude, Mr. Laz. Trust me; you don't want to be sent there."
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Lenny's Amazing Return

LENNY'S STAY IN MY ROOM was indeed short-lived. He was moved when a suitable eighth grade teacher was found. He behaved well the entire time and didn't test me at all. He probably thought I was a raving lunatic, someone to be avoided, who might kill on impulse. Still, he seemed to enjoy our motivational approach and the no-pressure atmosphere of class. I felt bad knowing I couldn't take him for the year, it probably would've been a great help to him.

When June rolled around and Lenny was headed for high school, the school breathed a sigh of relief. Some of the teachers who'd left because of Lenny tried to get their jobs back.

Occasionally, I'd see him around the neighborhood when I drove back and forth to work. We'd speak for a few minutes and then go our separate ways. For the most part, however, he was long gone and out of our hair. In fact, I'd just about forgotten about him until he paid me an unexpected visit.

At the end of the following school year, Lenny walked into my room one day after school. I was busy putting work on the board for the next day. At first, I did a double take because I didn't recognize him. He had grown a few inches since Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School.

"Yo, Mr. Laz," he announced as he strode through the doorway. "What's happenin'?"

"Hey, if it isn't Lenny himself," I said. "In 3-D! He walks. He talks. He breathes!"

We gave each other a warm, inner-city handshake, first locking fingers, then interlocking thumbs, and concluding with a slightly raised closed fist.

"You is one jive honkey, Mr. Laz," he complimented.

"How's school going? You doing all right?" I asked.

"Yeah, I'm doing good this year," he said. "You know, high school's different. It's more mature. I'm more mature."

"That's great, Lenny. I'm happy to hear that."

"Yeah. Well...uh. I came to ask you a special favor."

"No problem, pal," I said. "Name it."

He didn't say anything.

"You sure everything is okay?" I asked.

"Yeah, positive, Mr. Laz," he said. "It's just that it's a special favor. I'm not sure if you would do it."

"Hey, you know me, Lenny," I replied. "If there's any way I can help you out, I'll be more than happy to do it."

"It's about my exams."

"If you're talking about tutoring, sure," I said. "I'll help you. But it's gonna have to be after school."

"No, man. I'm not talking tutoring," he said, still reluctant to tell me his special request.

"You need some money?" I asked.

"No, no. Nothing to do with that either."

"C'mon man," I said. "What's on your mind? What you tell me stays right here between us."

"Well, it's about my exams."

"No, sorry. I can't take 'em for ya. Besides, I'd probably flunk 'em anyhow."

"I thought I could hit you up for some extra mojo," he said.

"Yeah, go on," I said. "This is getting interesting."

"Well, I wanna know if I can have one of those Jew-hats for luck?"

I almost did a somersault, right then and there.

"You what? You gotta be joking!"

"No man, I'm serious," he said. "That's what I came to see you about. Hey, if you can't do it, I understand."

He started to walk out of the room, obviously disappointed.

"Where ya going?" I called out. "I never said I wouldn't do it for you. It's just not an everyday request around here. I mean, you kinda took me by surprise."

I walked over to my desk, opened up a drawer, took out a spare "Jew-hat" and handed it to him.

His eyes lit up.

"Thanks a lot, Mr. Laz," he said, as he stuffed the yarmulka into his pocket. "Thanks a lot! I really appreciate it. I'm gonna do all right this year!"

"You really gonna wear that?" I asked rather skeptically.

"Yeah, sure," he said. "That's what I came for, didn't I?"

"Lenny, remember it only works if you study. Got it?"

He nodded as he headed out of the room.

"Lenny," I called out. "You're the best looking black Jew I've seen in a long time."

"Thanks, Mr. Laz" he yelled out as he zoomed down the stairs.

"I must be dreaming," I said out loud, pinching myself. "I've got to be dreaming!"

I quickly ran to a window and watched in utter amazement when, once outside, Lenny put my yarmulka on top of his Afro and jive-walked down the street.
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Music Man and Cool Breeze

MUSIC, IN ANY SHAPE OR FORM, is an important weapon in any teaching arsenal. There are no limits to its constructive use, whether a child is learning to play an instrument or a teacher simply wants to reward diligent study habits with listening time. I have seen creative teachers put math facts and grammar rules to popular black tunes and rap songs that helped students successfully navigate these difficult concepts.

I remember one particular MLK Jr. student from later years who bet me bet me $20 bill that he could rattle off the entire Periodic Table without the assistance of a computer or glancing at the palm of his hand every three seconds. Since I was on a teacher's salary, I immediately took that bet, figuring it was good for some gas in my car and maybe even a slice of pizza.

"In fact," he told me, "you can blindfold me while I recite them to ya!"

Here was a bet I simply couldn't lose. First, he was all of 12 years old. Second, he wasn't a biologist or scientist. Third, he had some attention/hyperactivity issues going on, so there was no way I was losing this bet. I thought about doubling the amount but my conscience got the better of me. How could I take $40 from the kid when his parents were already paying for extra tutoring sessions with me?

To my utter amazement and shock, however, three minutes later I was 20 bucks in the hole. I lost that bet hands down. How did this 12-year-old non-scientist accomplish such an awesome feat? In one word: Music! More specifically it was Tom Lehrer's wild and crazy, Element Song that did the trick. Set to a rapid-fire beat, this tune indeed goes through all the elements.

Isn't it interesting, that nearly every student who's ever taken chemistry could seldom name all the elements despite hours and hours of focused studying? We're talking millions of chemistry students throughout the world, and I would wager that only a few are able to name all of them. Here was this 12-year- old student of mine, with some special needs mind you, and he knew the elements cold! Kudos to him, and to Mr. Lehrer for inventing such a wacky and wonderful tune. My student told me later that it only took him a few hours of listening and repeating the lines of the Element Song, to completely memorize it. Someone definitely needs to write a tune about Einstein's theory of relativity.

The most productive strategy is to actually involve everyone in the act of making music. In other words, rather than just listening to drums, they become drummers. I always tell parents and other educators, "teach your kids how to play an instrument, or two, or ten."

I make a concerted effort to learn from the latest hits. Usually, I listen to "their stations," (my student's), for ten minutes or so on the way to or from work. It's all part of job preparation. I've won over some very difficult students by simply bringing my guitar and knocking out a few hip tunes. This small investment of time has paid great dividends toward improving my relationship with students.

"There goes that white teacher who can play Stevie Wonder on his axe, (guitar)," someone would whisper as I walked through the hallways. "He break dances, too!"

They'd always talk just loud enough that I could catch it. Of course, I would take advantage of the situation and "throw a wave," (a break-dance maneuver, where the arms move in a wave-like fashion, beginning at one hand, moving up the same arm, across the shoulders, and concluding with the opposite hand). Tough kids? Yes. But also young adolescents who appreciate it when adults interact with them.

Music can reveal a lot about a child. Terrence, for example, had an interesting diagnosis from the Buffalo Public School assessment team: He reportedly had "severe auditory memory and sequencing problems." I surmised that he probably couldn't even remember his name. I planned an entire remedial program based on his supposed strength areas. Almost everything I taught him tapped into his visual realm, with minor reinforcements in the auditory area.

One day, during the first couple of weeks of school, he began "rapping" at his desk, while completing a math assignment.

"I said a hip, hop, hip, hop, you don't stop..."

I watched in amazement as he carried on for ten minutes straight.

"Hey, Terrence," I called from my desk. "Come here, please."

He put down his pencil and straddled over to me.

"What was that?" I asked.

"Just a rap song, Mr. Laz."

"I know that." I said. "Was it your own? Did you just make it up?"

He looked very shocked.

"No way. That's one of the new tunes I was doing!"

"You know that whole thing by heart?"

"Yeah, sure, Mr. Laz. Why not?"

"Nothing," I said. "It's just that's a whole lot of words to memorize. Know what I mean?"

"You got to know that stuff or you just ain't happenin, ya know?" he replied. "I wouldn't be able to show my face on the corner or nothin'."

"Yeah, I guess so. Okay, pal. Thanks. You can finish your math assignment now."

"If you want," he said heading back for his seat, "I'll teach it to ya."

"Might take you up on that someday."

This was a kid with severe auditory memory problems? Right. So much for an unbiased, "culture-free" assessment. Put any auditory memory expert against Terrence in some nice, long, rap song memorization contest and I know who I'd bet on.

It all goes back to square one. If it's real and it relates to the child's experiential world, then it touches the child's inner being. Once the spark is struck, motivation and learning occur. Without these elements, any subject is relegated to dead words on dead paper. A teacher would get farther talking to a brick wall.

Being back on home turf inspired me to write a song about my alma mater school, good ol' Bennett High. I had spent four important years of my life there and well, I felt like I owed 'em something. I had already recorded a couple of records under the stage name of Reb Nature. One was a cute child's record called Adventures in Mitzvastone National Park. I played drums and did a bunch of the voices, including the one and only W.C. Fields. The LP was the result of a lot of hard work and "funzies" by some of our Buffalo friends. My "partner in crime" and dear friend, Gershon Wachtel, (an incredibly talented concert pianist), produced this baby.

My subsequent LP was basically a musical statement on Yiddishkeit in the 20th Century and focused on being a Baal Teshuvah, (someone who was not brought up Orthodox who returns to his religious heritage). This LP had some jazz, folk rock, and authentic down-home bluegrass, and featured some great musicians from the Buffalo area. The record, like my inner-city crew, attempts to shoot straight, honest, and from-the-hip. One song deals with the sanctity of the land of Israel. Another lauds the merit of having a big family and ignoring the folly of Zero Population Growth. Still another song, which I suppose is my Sixties-type protest tune, speaks about the preposterousness of rabbis giving out Mickey Mouse conversions just to increase membership in their synagogues.

While I produced these records to help young Jews find their roots, I decided to run the music past my students because they were so in-tune with what was hip. A few thought it was bad news: "Ain't much to dance to!" Most of them dug it, and many offered words of advice:

"Put in some rock stuff. You know, something that moves and will move ya at the same time."

"You need some good funk rock tunes in there."

"No man, do some rap stuff. That's what sells. That's what they want to hear!"

For my selected audience, my approach had been fine. Actually, it was quite unique, because no other Jewish contemporary group had ever used bluegrass alongside Jewish themes. Still, I began planning my next recording. It would be upbeat and a good listening piece. And as per my student's instructions, it would include some rap tunes.

Hopefully, (if I found them willing), I'd use my students as both singers and recording musicians. It was something I had always envisioned doing, and I knew it would be super for both the students involved and the school at large. At this point, however, it was only a dream. I should have anticipated that Divine Providence was about to strike and things were going to change real fast.

It was the end of a long day and I had stayed an extra half hour to work out with the weight lifting team in the school gym. My mind was zeroing in on a nice hot bath at home. As I came bombing down the stairs, gear bag in hand, I noticed a large group of students crowded together at the end of the corridor. Must be a fight, I thought to myself.

I kept going over the unwritten rules in my head. Show no intimidation. Stay calm and collected. I made my way toward the unruly crowd. Where were the other teachers? The administrators? Why me?

As I got closer, I could hear the distinct sound of rap music and funk drums. I breathed a sigh of relief. There would be no confrontation. The crowd, a good 100 or so, was grooving away. Some were dancing, but most were just listening to the student who was rapping in the middle of the group.

"I'm Prince Chill, the people's thrill. I dance in the night, to everyone's delight."

Prince Chill was a senior. Although he was blind, he got around splendidly with his special cane. He was far from being withdrawn. He could rap with the best of 'em and he often performed at school assemblies and sports games. Music was his way of communicating. It helped others forget about his handicap.

Next to Prince Chill was another student who carried a large backpack that I thought contained a "box," (a.k.a., a "ghetto blaster"). The box was playing a funky percussion beat to the rap.

After a few minutes, Prince Chill stopped and smiled. It was over. Students gave each other the handshake and exchanged yeah's, wows, all rights, and "chilly!" As the crowd dispersed, I made my way over to Prince Chill's sidekick.

"Nice beat, brother," I said.

"Yeah, thanks," he replied, zipping up his bag.

I watched him for a moment and added, "I'm a drummer and I really liked those chops. Can you play them again on your box?"

"What box?"

"The one in your bag."

"There's no box in my bag."

He saw my expression of disbelief and opened his bag to reveal its contents.

"See. I told ya," he smiled.

"Where can I get a hold of that tape?"

"Right here," he said pointing to his head. "But there ain't no tape."

I was still bewildered.

"C'mon. Who was supplying the percussion, then? I don't exactly see a drum set around here."

He picked up the bag, paused for a few seconds, and said, somewhat shyly, "I'm the drum. I do it with my mouth."

"Riiiight. Sure. With your mouth, eh?"

"Yup. You got it."

For some strange reason, I actually believed him.

"Can you, uh, do it, you know, just a bit, for me?"

He proceeded to mouth an amazing drum-sound. Actually, he did the bass, snare, and high-hat, intermingling the three sounds in a funk/rap-type beat. I was floored. Right then and there, I became his best groupie.

"I'm signing you up, guy," I said, feeling like one of those cigar-smoking tycoons. I already had the music to my new song. Now, if he agreed, I had a human incarnation of a drum set. "How would you like to do percussion on my next record?"

We talked briefly about the song. Having never recorded on any serious level before, he was just as excited about it as I was.

"It's gonna be some record," I said. "It'll be good for the both of us."

"Very cool," he said. "Very, very cool. Always wanted to do professional stuff."

"We'll talk more details tomorrow, okay? Never met a walking, talking drum machine before."

"What's your name?" he asked.

"Mr. Lazerson. They call me Laz."

"Mine's Eddie. They call me The Music Man."

"Can't argue with that one. Stop by my room in the morning."

Music Man. This guy was no trombone; he was more like seventy-six snare drums! But Music Man fit this versatile impressionist. Nicknames were a vital part of the school scene...they helped students gain notoriety. Most nicknames made a statement, became an "in card," and were a glimpse at one's alter ego. Anyone could have a nickname, an "a.k.a." (also known as). Generally, they were given to you, but occasionally, people made up their own titles. Sometimes, the name depicted the individual's personality and character. Other times, it suggested the exact opposite – sarcastically. The following belonged to students in my resources room when I taught at Bennett High: Papa Smurf, a large, fun loving, very popular, (and strong as an ox), junior. Tiny Tim, a huge monster of a guy, and the offensive lineman on the football team. Hit-Man and Shadow, a pair of characters that went everywhere together, to classes, gym, out skipping school, or the principal's office. The Irish Jig, a black freshman who loved to break dance and had no Irish blood in him, whatsoever. And finally, Buffalo Gal, always laughing, dancing, chewing gum, and sometimes coming to school totally blitzed on alcohol or other goodies.

I received my a.k.a.'s directly from my students. It was like being anointed...or knighted! Some called me Lucky Feet because of the way I rested my feet on top of the bench while doing bench presses. White Waver was my most common nickname. Some embellished it into The Great White Waver, a takeoff from white heavyweight boxer Gerry Cooney, known as The Great White Hope. (This title referred to my break dancing ability, "You ain't bad for a honkey!") Some students referred to me as Pzazzy Lazzy, which was one of my favorites. A bunch of the older students at school simply called me Cool Breeze.

My newest song was called T.D. Time; a rah-rah football song about scoring and winning. It's a real American be-true-to-your-school kind of thing. Someday, perhaps, it'll be played at NFL games when the home team scores. I have a few pro teams considering it for their theme song.

On the flip side of T.D. Time, I dedicated a song to my alma mater sports team. The song was called Tiger Ball. It used the same music as T.D. Time but had different words, of course. The Bennett Tigers set some incredible records the year I was there. The school's sport reputation always attracted the city's top athletes. This particular season the track team won its 108th meet in a row, a national high school record. The basketball team defeated a hot New York City team for the N.Y. State Championship. Curtis Aikens, our star senior player, was All-American and set several high school records, including most points in a game and highest scoring average, somewhere above 50 per game. One verse in Tiger Ball talked about Aikens, who despite national fame, always seemed like such a humble kid. Tiger Ball was my way of giving something back to a school that, for the most part, had been an enjoyable and meaningful part of my life. The music featured some hot sax work by Steve Rosenthal of the Amherst Sax Quartet. His group has played Carnegie Hall a few times. Papa Smurf, sang background vocals. Bass guitar was done by Punk Rocker, a student who always wore a black leather vest, (no matter the weather), and who had a real eye-catcher of a Mohican haircut. (He was actually a shy, but talented artist). I played guitar and sang lead vocals. Music Man mouthed the drums and became an overnight sensation in Buffalo from the moment we hit the studio.

During the recording session I described the game plan to the studio technician, discussing which instruments would be used and in what sequence they would be recorded.

"Sounds good," he responded. "I'll put in a click track so we'll keep perfect time. When we're done with the basics I'll remove the track, okay?"

"Gotcha," I said.

"Who's your sidekick?" asked the technician.

"This is Music Man. He's one of my students. He's gonna do drums."

"Super," he said, shaking his hand. "Well Music Man, why don't you get your drums set up while I do this here track?"

"He doesn't use drums," I said.

"Ha, that's pretty funny. A real panic. What's he plan on using? Garbage cans?"

"I know it sounds strange," I said, "but he does it with his mouth."

The technician looked into my eyes, his hands dead on the console dials. A few seconds of quietness passed between us. (I realize I'm kinda dating myself here, but this way before the phenomenon of beat-boxing took off. Today basically everyone's great grandmother and great granddaughter are contorting their mouths into wondrous expressions of bass drums, snares, cymbals, and everything in between – but back then, it was a brand new ballgame).

"His mouth?"

"His mouth."

"He puts the drum stick in his mouth?"

Eddie and I laughed. The guy must have thought we were some clowns off the street.

"No," I said. "He makes the drum sounds, the percussion stuff, with his mouth."

"Okay, fellas," he said raising his eyebrows. "It's your money. Why don't you go in the studio and we'll hear you do your thing."

He led us in and set up a mike for Music Man. Returning to the console, he shut the door and motioned for us to put on our headphones.

"Can you guys hear me?"

"Loud and clear."

"Is it comfortable?"

"Yeah."

"Okay Mr. Music Man," he said rather sarcastically. "I'm gonna need to get some levels. Why don't you give me some of your drum stuff, okay?"

I turned to Eddie and raised my right fist in a gesture of support. "Go get 'em."

Music Man started his thing. A thudding bass drum. Crisp, sharp snare. Sizzling high-hat. All three sounds rolled from his lips with precision timing. I closed my eyes and saw a guy playing a full drum set in front of me. I opened my eyes to see the technician's face glued up against the glass partition that separated our rooms. His widespread mouth revealed his back molars.

"I don't believe this!" he exclaimed. "I really don't believe this! Is this kid for real?"

Eddie stopped when the technician's words filled his headphones. Again, we laughed.

Turning to Eddie, I said, "Looks like you got yourself another groupie."

The technician encouraged Music Man to do a few more trial runs.

"You know," he said. "You're not only amazing as a drummer, but you're so consistent and on-time, you've just replaced my click track!"

Eddie did his human drum routine for almost five minutes straight, while I played the song's rhythm guitar part. When we were done, we practically had to peel the technician off the floor. He had experienced the musician's ultimate high. He had witnessed a studio technician's Garden of Eden.

"In all my years doing music and seeing musicians," he said, "I've never seen anything like this guy. Nothing. Period." Turning to me he added, "Get this guy on That's Incredible! Hey, if you need a manager, let me know!

Months later, bolstered by our success with Tiger Ball, I did indeed write to the TV program That's Incredible about the human drum machine. Unfortunately, I never got a response. Locally, however, things were moving right along. The radio stations, both ebony and ivory, began playing our song. I was flying. Music Man was flying. Papa Smurf was flying. And the Bennett students were flying.

"How's it feel being famous?" the students would constantly ask me.

"The heck with fame," I'd answer. "Give me fortune!"

In reality, however, only the students and faculty from the high school were doing any serious buying. The recording hadn't even broken even.

On the flip side, the Buffalo newspapers ran some full-length feature articles about the song. One had three separate shots of Music Man engaged in his unique talent, doing the snare, bass, and high hat sounds. I started to get calls at school from sports announcers and various western New York deejays. One deejay from WBLK, a popular station that caters to the young black crowd, stated publicly on air, "I don't believe all the nonsense stories about this character Music Man! No way that percussion stuff is human made. We've been had folks!"

The next day the whole school was buzzing from his dissin' remarks. I really didn't mind. It just added to our PR.

One guy from the football team asked me if I wanted him to take care of the deejay. "I'll find out where his buggy, (car), is and pay it a visit. Okay, Laz?"

I declined.

That same morning, during my free time, Eddie and I hustled over to WBLK for a little visit. At the station, we found not only the deejay, but also a few musicians from The Rick James' band. As luck would have it, Rick James was a Bennett graduate. I was hoping they'd sign Music Man to a multi-year contract right them and there.

One of the musicians – they called him California – had long braided hair and wore several rings. Noticing my garb and appearance, he said, "You're Jewish, right?"

"Yeah," I smiled.

"You produced this song?"

"Yeah. You like it?"

"It's nice, man. Real nice."

I wanted to remind him I played guitar and sang on it, too! Maybe he'd sign me up along with Eddie. I didn't want to be left out in the cold.

"What's nice," he said, shaking my hand, "is seeing Jews and blacks working on a project together and digging each other. You know what I mean?"

"No doubt about it."

"We could use a lot more of this kind of thing, ya know."

Then, live on the Buffalo air waves, Eddie started his live drum thing. I "threw some waves," California started laughing and nodding his head, and the deejay basically went berserk.
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You Forgot Yo Blessing!

MAIMONIDES HAS AN INTERESTING statement about education. He was once asked how he understood so many facets of life. After all, he was a great philosopher, Talmudic genius, politician, astronomer, physician and more! He responded with the following now-famous saying: "I've learned a lot from my teachers, and even more from my colleagues. But I've learned the most from my students."

The subtle and sometimes frank-and-thought-provoking things I've learned from my own students are remarkable. With their incredibly strong desire for fairness and honesty, I've been encouraged to improve myself – not only as a teacher and human being, but also as an observant Jew. They somehow always took it upon themselves to insist I do my thing properly. Sometimes it was quite humorous; other times it was a downright pain-in-the-neck.

For example, if my yarmulka fell off when we were playing basketball, they'd stop playing and actually tell me to put my beanie back on. Once, as I drove in for a layup, they informed me that my basket didn't count.

"What are you talking about?" I steamed. "That was sweet and good for two, boys."

"Sorry, Jack," they replied. "You dropped your Jew-hat back there, and we stopped. You kept moving anyhow, so the points don't count."

Go argue with that one. I had no choice but to retrieve my yarmulka and disallow the points. Of course, the opposing team tried to abuse this technique, but four bobby-pins took care of that problem.

Another time, I was working with Phil on a remedial reading program in our classroom. He was reading more than five years behind grade level.

My students were used to me saying blessings before and after eating. They had seen me wash my hands before eating bread. They had witnessed both the Shacharis and Minchah, the morning and afternoon prayers. They were comfortable, and in many ways, proud of having a "different kind of teacher." Undoubtedly, it was fodder for many conversations.

I was sitting at my large teacher's desk and Phil was working next to me on the Hip Reader series. It was like See Spot Run revised to Run D.M.C., or Grandmaster Flash. While Phil was reading a short passage to himself, I pulled out some carrots and began munching away.

He put his book down and stared at me.

"What's the matter," I said. "Never saw someone eat a carrot before?" I was a bit self conscious though, since there's really no quiet way to bite into a carrot.

"I'm ashamed at you," he said.

"Oh, you want some, eh?" I said. "I'll offer you some after you're finished with your reading."

"That's not what I'm talking about, Mr. Laz. You forgot yo blessings!"

I grinned, thinking he was joking, but he was dead serious.

"I did say my blessing," I said. "I just said it quietly to myself, so I wouldn't disturb you."

His eyes opened wide. He didn't believe me.

"I'm telling you," I repeated, somewhat annoyed, "I said it. I know what I just did!"

That response wasn't good enough for Phil.

"How you expect the Good Lord to hear you, when I'm sitting right next to you and can't hear even one word?"

I was dumbfounded. Here was this tough, never-lose-face, inner-city adolescent telling me to say my blessing the right way. No shame. Don't try to hide or blend in or just sneak this one by. Indeed. Say it out loud, brother.

"Okay," I said, still looking at him with eyes wide open. "You win. I'll say it louder."

I repeated the berachah, (the blessing), but this time I said it the way I was supposed to, with concentration and vocalization. I guess he was right. If it wasn't good enough for Phil – who was right next to me – it wasn't good enough for the "Boss." The Rambam was right on target when he gave kudos to his students for the things they taught him. My guess is that he wasn't necessarily referring to the quantity of knowledge, but rather the quality of the lessons learned. Maimonides would've been mighty proud of Phil's instruction on the proper methodology for saying one's blessings.
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"I'll Fix His Jaw!"

MY OUTLOOK in the classroom, and I suppose toward life in general, is an ecological one. Each party contributes something, for better or worse. A child misbehaving may indeed be a messed up kid, but it takes two to tango. This same child picks up cues and messages from his teacher and peers. Some of these messages may lead, directly or indirectly, to behavioral problems.

Another crucial factor in a child's life, of course, is the home scene. I made it my business to visit each of my student's homes at least once during the school year. My trip to Phil's house was a real eye-opener. From the outside it looked as if a bomb had been dropped on it. The porch and walls were rotting away. Shutters were dangling precariously on one hinge. Whatever paint that was left on the old wood was badly peeling.

I knew from Phil's school records that he had several brothers and sisters. Most were from different fathers. He often told me he wasn't sure who his dad was.

As I approached his house, I was shocked to see a "condemned" sign glued to the front door. There was no doorbell, so I knocked hard. I promised myself right then and there to never again complain that my family's living quarters lacked central air-conditioning, wall-to-wall carpeting, or needed two-and-a-half-baths. Suddenly, I was real satisfied with my humble abode.

A large, sweet-looking woman came to the door.

"Hi," I said, trying to be as polite as possible. "I'm Dave Lazerson, Phil's teacher."

"Oh my, Mr. Laz," she said. "Phil talks so much about you."

She seemed a bit nervous about my visit. I guess it was pretty stupid of me to come unannounced.

"Is everything all right?" she asked. "Did Phil do something bad?"

"No, no," I smiled. "Everything is just fine. In fact, I was just driving by and I thought I'd stop and tell you how well he's doing."

"Oh that's good," she said. "That's real good."

She paused. Neither of us knew what to say next. Then it occurred to me that she didn't want to face embarrassment by asking me into the house. I felt awful for doing this to her.

"Well," I said, bailing us both out. "Is Phil here? Could I speak to him for a minute?"

"Sure, just wait a moment," she said. "I'll go fetch him. Would you like something to drink?"

"No thanks. I just came from school and had something there."

She turned and called Phil's name.

"It was a pleasure to meet you, ma'am," I said.

"It was so nice to meet you, Mr. Laz," she replied. "And please keep me posted on my son."

Phil seemed both surprised and nervous about my home visit. I tried to put him at ease by presenting a relaxed demeanor. Of course, I didn't say anything about his house. Subsequent to mommas and family members, the crib, (home), was next on the ribbin' list. I witnessed many a fight that started over a line like, "Man, your crib is the city dump!" (An aside: I appreciated the clever lines the guys used to rib one another and often had a hard time resisting laughing out loud. But I couldn't help cracking up one morning when one of my students said, "Hey, I saw you kicking a can down the street and when I asked what you were doing, you said 'moving!'")

We sat on the porch steps and talked about our scout troop. I offered him the job of patrol leader, which he accepted somewhat reluctantly. A few minutes later while driving home on the expressway, I was deep in thought about my visit to the other side of the tracks.

In spite of the potential for awkward moments, home visits normally proved enlightening and helped me better understand my students. So much so, that I made them a mandatory requirement for any student teacher who worked with me. In fact, I also made them a prerequisite for any university student who took my graduate courses. In spite of the difficulties involved, no one ever denied the value of these experiences.

About a week later, while teaching class, I got a phone call from the office telling me that Phil's brothers were here to see me.

"Looks like they're returning the favor," I told the secretary.

"Pardon me?"

"Nothing. Just talking to myself. Tell them I'll be there in twenty minutes when I have a break, okay?"

Phil spoke highly of his brothers, particularly the one who lived in North Carolina. He held a black belt in karate and according to Phil's stories, had won several competitions. I was eager to meet them.

Twenty minutes later I was standing in the main office introducing myself. The first brother looked about twenty-five to twenty-eight years old. He was my height, but a lot huskier. He had a short, bush-type Afro and was quite muscular. The other brother seemed quite a bit younger, perhaps in his late teens. He was shorter than me and on the thin side. Both of them talked with their eyelids three quarters shut. They were obviously stoned on something other than Tylenol.

I decided it might be better to talk somewhere other than the main office, so we proceeded across the hall to the teacher's lounge and lunchroom. The younger brother had difficulty sitting down and basically stumbled backward into the chair. I brought drinks and nosh to our table. They were pleased with this move and said, "Hey, all right!"

For a few minutes, nobody talked. We just ate and drank. When it seemed like the right moment, I told a few jokes.

They laughed that boisterous, drugged, somewhat out-of-control, out-of-place laugh. I chuckled about the entire scene – we were a sight to behold. A long-bearded Orthodox Jew swapping stories with two tough, inner city dudes who were high as a kite, in the faculty room of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School! The other teachers in the room pretended not to notice, which made the sight even more absurd. The efforts of a playwright with the most bizarre imagination couldn't possibly have conceived a crazier scenario.

In a strange way, I felt I had more in common with Phil's brothers than with my teaching peers. Perhaps we were both social outcasts of sorts, living on the fringes of society. We silently acknowledged our respect for one other, something that was felt, and needed no verbalization. Then, too, because I am a product of the 60's, (with the drugs, rock scenes, and politics), I wasn't at all intimidated by their behavior. I had been there, and they knew it.

"Are you the famous black belt that Phil's always talking about?" I asked, looking at the older brother.

"Naw," he answered, starting down at his plate. "He's down in Carolina."

He looked up at me with eyes still half-closed. "But if you ask me, man. I'll tell ya. All that karate and martial arts junk is a waste of time. I don't care how fast some dude is. What I carry with me will stop anybody dead in his tracks. Know what I'm saying?"

"Yeah, I know whatcha mean, man," I responded. "But you know, with me it's a different story. Having kids around the house, I can't be carrying one of those. Shoot, with my luck, I'd wake up one night and find my two-year-old pointing that thing at my head."

The younger one just about fell out of the laughing.

"Yeah," the older one said and grinned. "You gotta watch yo hide with those kids."

I noticed that some of the other teachers in the room smiled, while others looked at us uncomfortably. A few gratefully headed back to their classes because their break was over.

"Anyhow, Mr. Laz," the older brother said, "We just came by to tell you a little about where Phil is coming from. I think it's important, you know?"

I nodded in agreement.

"His living situation ain't easy," he continued. "The house is in bad shape. They got rats in the house, man. Rats! You don't know what it's like to sleep in a place where you got to worry about a damn rat waking you up."

He paused and looked me in the eyes. I didn't say a word.

"His mom is on welfare, and you know, there's lots of kids running around that house, too." He went on, "Phil's real father's been long gone, ever since Phil was born. Now, I'm not trying to make any excuses for him. But, hey man, it's important for you to know about this."

"Yeah, I know. I know. I appreciate you coming down here to speak with me."

The other brother never said a word. He just nodded his head.

"How's my kid brother doing?"

"He's doing real good," I said.

"Be honest with me."

"Seriously," I leaned forward on the table. "He's doing well. He tries hard. I just hope we can keep him going at this pace. With hard work, he'll be all right."

"You ain't jiving me, are ya?"

"No jive," I said. "He's doing fine. He's a good kid."

"Well, lookit. If my kid brother ever gets outta line, you just give me a call, and I'll fix his jaw, ya hear?"

"Hey, no problem," I said. "But I don't think I will have to call for that.

"Ya see, if I let him slide back, he goes nowhere. Like I say man, just let me know and I'll fix his jaw."

They started clearing off the table. "Don't worry about the table," I said. "I'll get it after lunch."

We exchanged handshakes in the hall.

"Thanks for your time, Mr. Laz. Appreciate it."

"Any time, man," I said. "Take it easy."

I stood in the hallway a few moments, reflecting on the conversation. On the one hand, I was amazed about their concern for Phil. On the other hand, I knew that the older one was quite serious about his "jaw fixing" policy. I believed that this particular method wouldn't really help Phil, and certainly not if I brought it about by calling for big brother's assistance. For the time being, Phil trusted me and enjoyed the class. His jaw was doing okay.
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Some Strange Folks

BY NOW, MY STUDENTS were comfortable with my unique way of doing things. As mentioned earlier, when I uttered blessings before and after eating, they often reminded me to do so out loud, as opposed to whispering; and to employ greater concentration. At Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School, I couldn't forget my Jewish identity if I tried. These characters wouldn't let me.

Many other students in the school, upon noticing my head covering, would confront me in the hallways or the playground with the following question: "You a Black Muslim?"

The question always amused me, but I always took it like a compliment. It was as if, to them, my skin color went unnoticed. They related to me more like a black person would to one of their own. In my high school days they called me the "Reverse Oreo," (as in Oreo cookie): White on the outside, but black on the inside! Maybe the "Reverse Oreo" was back in action!

If my students were around, they preferred to answer the query themselves: "Naw," they'd say, cocking their chin in the air and to the side. "He's Jewish!"

The tone in their voices spoke more loudly than words. In effect, it said, "Whatcha gonna do about it?"

The day before Thanksgiving vacation, another teacher and I were talking in the hallway. She was the library media specialist and was a tall woman. We often had deep discussions about religion.

"Do Jews believe in Thanksgiving?" she asked.

Before I could formulate an appropriate answer one of my defenders jumped in. It was none other than Phil.

"Shoot, everyday is Thanksgiving to Mr. Laz," he said. "He says a blessing over everything he eats. Every day!"

I was flabbergasted. I had been searching for some deep intellectual response, but nothing could have expressed it better than that.

"You know," the other teacher replied to my student, "thanks for your answer. I think I understand now!"

Later that day, that same teacher told me she respected me for having the guts to stand up for my religion and beliefs. I told her that, absurd as it sounded, I got a lot of inspiration from my inner-city students.

One time, however, even my "sensitized" students were taken by surprise:

We were walking along the first floor corridor in our usual straight, quiet, single-file line. I told my guys to wait a moment; I needed to make a quick pit stop in the lavatory.

As I came out of the bathroom I began mumbling Asher Yatzar, the special blessing said after one "uses the facilities."

"Dang, what you saying, Mr. Laz?"

They were looking at me in disbelief.

"You ain't, uh, saying a blessing now, are ya, Mr. Laz? I mean, uh, after, you know, going to the john and all. Are you?"

I raised my index finger, motioning them to hold on for a minute, and finished the blessing.

"Yup, you got it, Jack," I said. "We say a blessing even after that."

"Aw, come on!"

"Man, whatcha say it on, the time in there? The amount done?"

"Man, you Jews is some strange folks."

Everyone started laughing as if they had just heard the most ridiculous thing in their lives. I ignored the commotion and brought them back into our classroom. They were still having a good laugh about the whole affair and it took a few moments to get them settled down.

I walked to the front of the room and began counting to five slowly. The system was simple. Any student still talking after five lost a point. Those who were perfectly quiet gained a point. By the end of the month, the points meant serious business. By this time, we had implemented high-value motivational awards. The winners cashed in on prizes – real prizes - like a dinner trip to see the Buffalo Bills, Sabres, or Braves, (the former Buffalo basketball team).

By the count of five, the room was silent.

"You guys think what just happened is pretty funny, right?"

They nodded.

"It probably seemed downright ridiculous, didn't it?"

They nodded.

"Seems like I just arrived from planet Jupiter, right?"

They weren't sure whether to nod or not.

"We do say a blessing after going to the bathroom. As weird and bizarre as that seems, it's for a good reason. You want know what that reason is?"

They nodded.

"It's got nothing to do with amount, color, size, or time spent in there."

They laughed nervously. A few gave each other fives. (They did that whenever any of us said something jive, and funny, or totally off the chain).

"This blessing is really quite simple – and smart," I said. "It's my way of thanking God that I have a healthy body, that it functions properly, and that it's doing what it's supposed to be doing. These are things we usually take completely for granted, like breathing, and your heart pumping, and your eyes seeing, and your ears hearing, and your tongue tasting, and your arms and legs moving, and yes, your kidneys and intestines getting rid of the garbage and waste." I paused for a good twenty seconds. I had a brainstorm.

"Class trip tomorrow," I announced. "Surprise place. I'll have permission slips for you to take home at the end of the day. Now, let's split up for reading groups."

The next day, everyone high with anticipation, we began the twenty-minute walk to our destination.

"Don't worry, gents," I reassured them. "I've got you for protection."

As usual, I received a guided tour on the way. They pointed out tourist attractions, such as where Rick James hangs out, (famous funk rock singer from Buffalo), what places sell the best southern fried chicken wings, which bars have the best fights, and where their friends lived. Even though I put on an air of nonchalance and even joviality, I was relieved to reach our destination in peace. We had arrived at one of Buffalo's largest hospitals.

Only a few of the guys complained.

"Shoot, you call this a field trip?"

"I knew I should've stayed home today."

"Man, I thought we was going someplace exciting."

"We're only going to be here about half-an-hour," I explained. "Just give it a chance. You've about to meet people who are not as lucky and fortunate as you."

"What are we supposed to do in a hospital? Hospitals give me the creeps!"

"Yeah, Mr. Laz. What if those nurses wanna take my blood or something?"

"Don't worry about it guys," I reassured them. "The only thing that'd come out of your veins would be Budweiser. Now just relax and follow me."

The hospital turned down my request for a mini-tour of the facility. When I told the receptionist about the purpose of our short visit she suggested we stay in the main lobby and talk to the patients.

Our thirty minutes passed quickly, but it was a meaningful experience for the entire class. On the way back to school, rather than give a lecture about what we had just seen, we discussed what we saw and shared our feelings.

"I think we should come back more often to visit those poor people in the hospital," Terrence said. "They seem pretty lonely."

"Yeah," Curtis chimed in. "And we could bring them cards, or maybe some gifts, you know."

"I ain't taking my body for granted no more!" Leland added. "It's terrible seeing people attached to machines and tubes. I'm so glad I'm here. I mean, walking back to school and not having to stay in the hospital."

"Ya know, Mr. Laz," Shane said. "The next time you say that bathroom blessing I'm gonna be saying it right with you!"

"I'll have you in mind," I replied. And they never joked about that unusual blessing again.
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But I Got Me a Jewish Name!

ON THE WAY TO ONE of our class outings, I stopped at my house to pick up supplies. Of course, my students were extremely curious to see my "crib."

"You Jews probably live in tents," they liked to rib.

"Yup," I'd respond. "Even got some camels to take you to your crib in the dang desert!"

It was about ten in the morning when we invaded our small North Buffalo home located in a middle class, university area. Although this section of Buffalo was semi-integrated, one of my neighbors was a staunch racist. He wasn't too thrilled about having some real McCoy Jews living next door, but he kept reminding me that he was at least grateful we weren't black. To say he was a bit off, (or not playing with the proverbial full deck), is putting it mildly. He'd trim his lawn with a pair of scissors. No flippin' joke! Or, during winter, I'd see him battling away against a blizzard. He'd load a shovel full, move forward a foot or so, and return to the previous spot because it was covered in snow again. He seemed mighty strange to me. On this particular day I'm sure he was not overwhelmingly pleased to see me exit my car accompanied by a gang of inner-city youths. I warned my students not to walk on this guy's lawn. "He'll use his shotgun," I warned them. "Or his scissors."

Sometimes, however, calling attention to a problem only makes it worse. Unfortunately, as they got out of the car, they began shouting:

"We're here to git ya."

"Some crazy black boys here to shake things up!"

"Let's get his color TV set."

"You got any eligible daughters?"

I quickly hustled them into my house. Once inside, they were well behaved. I'd have killed them if they weren't. My wife asked them what their names were. When Shane responded she did a double take.

"Oh, yeah?" she said, surprised. "You've got a Jewish name."

"Really?" he asked. "What's it mean anyway?"

"Shane means good-looking, handsome. How do you like that?"

It was as if the president had just pinned a medal on him. He put his thumbs up to his chest and did a little jive strut.

"Yeah, handsome," he said out loud for all to hear. "I know it. I know it. I could've told you that."

For the two years that Shane attended my classes, he flaunted this information like a weapon in his hand. If I got mad at him, which really wasn't too often, or if I had to give him an extra homework assignment, he'd say, "You can't do that Mr. Laz. I got me a Jewish name!"

The clincher came during one of our class camping trips. As an official scout troop, we were allowed access to the Boy Scout Association's incredible resources and facilities. On this occasion, we had an entire rugged scout camp all to ourselves.

One of my university buddies, Sheldon Soman, came along to "ride shotgun." We went through his gear the day before the trip. Besides the usual jazz, like a change of clothes, towels, extra hiking boots, knife and canteen, Sheldon had a few surprises in his backpack – four six-packs of ice-cold Michelob!

"Yo, brother Sheld," I called out after making the discovery. "I see you planned well."

Sheldon and I have the steady custom of talking to each other in exaggerated jive talk.

"Yo, Mr. Laz," came the response. Just trying to be a good scout. You know, be prepared and all."

"Let's save that stuff till afterwards. If we survive, we'll party and do it up right."

We compromised, and only one six-pack made the trip.

"When the little sweeties are fast asleep," he assured me.

As I continued to check his equipment, I noticed that an important item was missing.

"Where's your Jew straps (tefillin), Jew boy?"

"Long gone, Mr. Laz," he replied. "Don't think I've worn 'em since my Bar Mitzvah days."

"No problem. I'll strap you with mine."

"If it'll help me live through this trip, I'll do anything."

True to his word, I was strapping him up the next day in front of our cabin. I had just gotten the hand tefillin on when Shane ran over.

"Yo, Mr. Laz," he panted all out of breath. "I'm next."

"Next for what, Shane?"

"Them Jew straps! I'll go next."

Sheldon and I cracked up.

"You can't put these on, guy," I said, searching for a way to let him down as easy as possible.

"Why not?"

"Well...You're not really supposed to."

"Why not?" he demanded. "I won't tell anybody."

"Well, you see," I said. "You got to be Jewish to put these on."

"But I got me a Jewish name!"

He stood there with his hands out to his sides, waiting for an answer.

"Good luck, Mr. Laz," Sheldon whispered in my ear.

Finally I came up with a brainstorm.

"How old are you, Mister Shane with the Hebrew name?"

That was the green light to start some serious freestylin' rhyme bustin' – and the whole motley crew got in on the reverie. They did this thing where you went around in a circle and everyone had to come up with something impromptu right on the spot. If you hesitated too long, or they felt it was too easy or stupid, you were out. These jiving poetry circles were always exciting to watch, and I gotta admit, they helped me hone my skills.

"Shane got the name..."

"But he ain't got no game..."

"But all just the same..."

"The kid shall remain..."

"The Shane off the chain..."

Sometimes our freestylin' sessions went on for several minutes. In the car, when we'd travel to and from our destinations, they could last well over an hour. This showdown lasted only a few minutes and Bro. Shane, "Off The Chain," was still waiting to "wrap the straps."Tefillin!

"So Shane, how old are you?"

"Twelve." He answered, hands still on his hips.

"Sorry, old buddy," I said. "You gotta be Bar Mitzvahed!"

"Huh?"

"You gotta be thirteen," I said. "We'll talk about it next year, okay?"

"All right," he said, somewhat disappointed. "But don't think I'm gonna forget about it, either!"

"These guys never cease to amaze me!" I said, turning to Sheldon.

"Look at it this way," he said. "You've got an entire year to think of something good."

Earlier in that fall, they had asked to look through my wallet. They were fascinated by its contents. I'm not talking about the credit cards, (which were zippo), but the pictures; including my wife and kids, one authentic 1960 Mickey Mantle baseball card, two close-ups of the Three Stooges, one Bob Marley card, and photos of the previous and present Lubavitcher Rebbes. They were particularly impressed with the Rebbe pictures.

"That yo grand-daddy?" one of them asked.

"No," I said. "Not really."

Then, thinking out loud I added, "Well, in a way, I guess he's like a wise grandfather."

"Well, who is he anyhow? He sure looks like you."

"He's a holy man, boys. Don't mess with him."

"He know voodoo?"

"What he knows," I responded, "makes voodoo look like Mickey Mouse."

During a later visit to my house, they noticed a large picture of the Rebbe on a bookcase. For a minute, they all congregated around the picture. As I walked by, I heard one of my students say, "There's that holy man. Don't be messing with him!"
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Rabbi Gurari and the Buffalo Sabres

RABBI GURARI, DIRECTOR OF THE Chabad House in western New York, is a walking contradiction. Outwardly, he is a short, thin, long-bearded young man, who talks in a high, sometimes-squeaky voice. Regardless of the weather, he wears a conservative suit and black hat. But looks are deceiving. He is a walking stick of dynamite. He is a man not to be denied or messed with. I have seen him in action often enough to know that no adversary has a chance when Rabbi Gurari wants something done.

One time, his expected matzoh delivery arrived late at the Buffalo airport. It was approaching the first night of Passover, and driving would soon be forboden, (prohibited until the end of the holiday). He asked us to call the police department and arrange for a police escort to the airport and back.

"Rabbi," we complained. "You've got to be kidding."

We knew, of course, that he was dead serious.

"Get going," he fired back. "It's late. You want to eat cardboard on Passover or matzoh?"

Reluctantly, apologetically, we made the call.

"Sir," we tried explaining to the policeman, "you see, tonight's the Holiday of Passover for the Jewish people. On this holiday we eat matzoh, unleavened bread. We're expecting our shipment to come in by plane in half an hour at the airport. But our problem is that we can't drive after sundown. So we're asking for a...."

"What are you talking about?" the officer responded.

Rabbi Gurari listened in on our conversation while he ran from one last-minute task to another. Finally he realized that if it was going to happen he'd have to take action himself.

"Hello? This is Rabbi Gurari from the Chabad House. Put the chief on please."

Ten minutes later we watched in amazement as the rabbi was picked up and whisked off to the airport, police siren and all!

Another time, he made a similar dash to the airport. This time though, thinking he had sufficient time, it was without the fanfare of an official escort. That, however, proved to be a mistake. He was pulled over by a cop for doing close to 80 in a 55 zone.

"Where's the fire, Rabbi?" the officer said. "Let me see you license and registration."

Dumb luck. He had left his ID at the Chabad House.

"You're gonna have to come with me down to the station, Rabbi," said the cop. "I'm sorry."

The situation would have seemed hopeless to anyone but Rabbi Gurari.

"Listen, officer," he began. "Tonight – in fact in a few minutes – is Passover, an important Jewish holiday. My entire congregation is waiting for me. I really can't go with you."

"I know, Rabbi," said the cop. "I'm also Jewish."

"Jewish! You're Jewish? I got a better idea. You're coming with me!"

As improbable as it was, as ridiculous as it seemed, it worked. The rabbi had done it again. The cop escorted Rabbi Gurari to the Chabad House where, before departing, he was given some matzoh and wished a "Happy Passover!"

There is yet another incident that should be conveyed before I explain how the rabbi got involved with my students at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School.

Once, right before Rosh Hashanah, we were going through the college dorms together trying to drum up some business and encourage students to come to the synagogue. It was a typical college scene. Beer and rock posters, weed aroma emanating from various rooms, and lots of music and laughter. I felt totally un-hip walking around with a Chassid garbed in a long black coat, black hat, and black beard; so much so, that I was trying to stick my head into my shoulders like a turtle. Rabbi Gurari, paying no attention to my embarrassment, was a picture of complete confidence while we went from room to room.

The Rabbi did remarkably well and was often invited inside, pot parties and all. He'd do the talking, they'd do the laughing, and I'd watch him operate. It was a sight to behold: a Chassidic rabbi speaking with college students about life while the pipe was being passed around. They loved the guy! He came across as genuine, warm, and always funny.

His favorite line was, "What did you do for God today?"

Usually the response was something like, "I got high today." Or, "I passed my test."

On this particular excursion, we came to a large, dimly lit student social hall. It was packed to the gills. The music was loud enough to hurt our eardrums. Alcohol and smoke were everywhere. Hundreds of students were dancing in the darkened room. Signs covered every square inch of the entrance saying: FRAT BEER BLAST! TONIGHT! DOWN AS MUCH AS YOU CAN! YOUR MOTHER'S NOT HERE!

Rabbi Gurari headed straight for it.

"Oh no, you're not going in there, are you Rabbi?"

Dumb question. I should have known better.

"Are you kidding?" he said. "You think they're all in there for some beer? They came to hear something about Rosh Hashana!"

With that, he turned and entered the Beer Blast! I waited by the door. I wanted no part of this one.

The song on the jukebox ended. Suddenly, Rabbi Gurari stood on a table in the middle of the room.

"Hello, hello!" he called out in his high, squeaky voice.

The room became strangely quiet.

"Tomorrow night is Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year. Everyone should try to go to temple and make sure to hear the shofar, the sounding of the ram's horn, during the two days of Rosh Hashanah. You got it?"

I couldn't believe it. The students couldn't believe it. The guys serving the booze couldn't believe it.

He jumped off the table, and the students started cheering. "All right Rabbi!"

"Yeah!"

"Woooo!"

"Rabbi," I said, as he came out the doorway. "You defy the laws of nature!"

"No problem," he said. "No problem."

Anyway, now that you've met Rabbi Gurari, you're probably wondering how he ties in with my guys at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School. Well, it all began one spring morning when the phone rang at my house.

"David," my wife called out. "Rabbi Gurari is on the phone for you."

"Tell him I'm busy," I replied.

"Oh, come on."

"Just kidding, just kidding. Take it easy."

I picked up the phone.

"So what did you do for Judaism today?"

"Come on, Rabbi, that's hitting below the belt," I said. "Besides, you need some new lines."

"Listen to me," the rabbi said, ignoring my comment. "Our Lag B'Omer parade is coming up in three weeks. What can we do that will guarantee a big turnout? We've got to come up with something with a k-nock!" (K-nock was the Yiddish way of saying "with-a-bang").

"I called a friend in California," he continued. "We may be getting in a big music star for this."

"Oh yeah? Who?"

"Hold on," he said. "I wrote it down on a piece of paper. Okay, here it is. It's Flitvit..."

"It's what?"

"Something like Flitvid," he said. "I wrote it in Yiddish. There's more. Flitvidmok."

"Doesn't sound too familiar, Rabbi," I said. "Does he have a first name?"

"That's what my friend told me. He's his agent. He said he's big stuff."

"Flitvodmok?" I tossed the word around in my head. "Flitveedmok. Flotvodmik. Fleetvoodmok. That's it! I got it, Rabbi G, Fleetwood Mac! Yeah. They're a group; and they're big stuff. You really think they're gonna show?"

"It's a possibility. Flitvood-whatever is coming to do a concert here the day before our parade. But do try to think of somebody else, something a little better than a bunch of rock singers."

"Let me think about it, Rabbi," I said. I'll get back to you, okay?"

"Does that mean today, or for next year's Lag B'Omer?"

"I'll call you later. Don't worry."

I thought about using strange animals, like an elephant parade, until I hit the jackpot. The Buffalo Sabres! The entire city was caught up in Sabre Fever. We were in the Stanley Cup playoffs, battling the New York Islanders. In reality, our city's pride and joy was fighting for survival against an awesome opponent. The Sabres were down three games to none in the quarter-finals. One more loss and it was pack-your-bags time.

It looked rather bleak. For several years in a row the Sabres had played great hockey until meeting their demise in four straight against the Islanders. It looked as if history would repeat itself. In spite of this, the city was in a mad frenzy for their Sabres. Two of their three losses occurred after the game had been tied and went into overtime. Clearly, we deserved a better fate.

I explained my idea to the rabbi. If we could get one or more of the Sabres to be our guests of honor at the parade we'd need the National Guard for crowd control. Still, we couldn't make such a request out of the blue. We needed to be on their good side or somehow get our foot in the door.

"Why not bring Chai bracelets to the players?" I told the Rabbi. These bracelets feature the Hebrew word for life spelled out in Hebrew letters. "It means good luck, so it's like we're wishing them good luck."

"Great," he said. "How much time do we have?"

"You're not gonna believe this, but we've got one day. More specifically, tomorrow!"

"What?"

"Yup. Tomorrow's the Sabres last practice before flying to New York for what might be their last game of the year. If we're going to do anything, we've got to present these gifts to them tomorrow. In other words, you've got to line up someone to donate twenty Chai bracelets."

"No problem," he said. I'll call you with the details later."

I went to sleep that night fully confident that Rabbi Gurari would pull off another nature-defying act. I even dreamt that I scored the game winner with a thirty-foot slap shot!

But the next morning when my alarm shattered my dreams of glory, I found myself dressing for just another day at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School. Reluctantly, I left for work figuring that the Sabres episode was more fantasy than reality.

Rabbi Gurari, however, was not to be denied. He called me at work.

"Everything's arranged," he said excitedly. "I got somebody to donate the bracelets. The Sabres said we can bring them to their practice this morning. It's closed to the public, but they're expecting us."

"You've done it again Rabbi! For a minute, I almost thought you had let me down."

He gave me all the details, where to pick up the Chai bracelets, where to meet him, and where the practice was being held. Remembering that I had gotten a ride to work, I quickly borrowed a car from another teacher. Then I managed to get permission from Dr. D, no small feat in and of itself because this was truly short notice; and like that, we were off and running. First, we were to visit the jewelry store. As my crew ran inside, I called out, "Don't shoot! It's me, Laz, with my class!" I knew the owner.

"Good luck," he said, handing me the box of bracelets.

I wasn't sure whether he was referring to my work, or the Sabres. Next, we were off to the suburbs to meet Rabbi Gurari.

"How come he got such a funny voice?" one student asked after hearing the rabbi speak.

"That yo brother or sumpin'?" asked another.

"We're all brothers," I said. "Get back in the buggy. Buffalo Sabres, here we come!"

We got lost trying to find the rink. After forty-five minutes Rabbi Gurari pulled the car over. "I can't go with you," he said. "I've got an appointment downtown. Here, you take the bracelets. Good luck. Find out if Schoenfeld, (a Sabre star defenseman), is Jewish. If he is, make sure to put tefillin on him."

He handed me a pair of his tefillin.

"You're always prepared, eh?" I remarked.

He gave my guys five bracelets each and we were on our way to the Sabres, minus the rabbi.

After another 20-minute drive and a whole lot of questions at the door, the guard let us in. We must have looked a strange sight. Ten inner-city kids bombing into their private practice rink, followed by an Orthodox Jew.

We sat right alongside the rink. It was better than front row Golds. For a team facing elimination, they seemed surprisingly relaxed. They joked openly with each other while taking turns firing fifty or sixty pucks at the goalie.

Every so often, a Sabre would skate up to where we were sitting and talk to the guys.

"Hey, give me yo stick," one of my kids would say.

"Yo, could I have them gloves?" asked another.

"How about a puck?" asked yet another.

In less than ten minutes, each kid had about four pucks to keep.

Later, my students got a pleasant surprise when they were introduced to Tony McKegney, one of the few black hockey players in the National Hockey League. My guys surrounded him as he left the ice.

"I didn't know black people could skate with these white boys," Leland said out loud.

Tony laughed.

"Black, white, it doesn't matter, guys." he said. "Just as long as you do what you like to do and you do it well. Right?"

They agreed by patting him on the back, arms, neck, and legs.

"Easy guys, easy," I said. "Tony has to be alive to play tomorrow."

When he began making his way to the dressing room, I introduced myself. "Take this," Tony said, giving me his broken hockey stick. "Give it to one of your students."

That opened hunting season. As each Sabre left the ice, he was confronted by a group of my hounds asking for a hockey stick, skates, even their sports cars. A few of them got lucky, but only with the sticks.

After all the other players left, one player took random shots toward the goalie for about thirty extra minutes. He came swooping in on supposed breakaways. He tried stuffing the net from around the backside, and he took blistering slap shots. The shooter was none other than Gilbert Perreaut, a longtime NHL superstar. My guys cheered each shot he took, whether he scored, or it was blocked.

Finally, all the players were in the locker room, and I was left with my students who were literally holding the bag. I confronted one of the trainers on his way out of the rink area.

"Sir, we were supposed to give these to the Sabres," I said. It was all arranged with the front office earlier. What would you like me to do?"

The trainer looked at me, then at my guys, then back to me again.

"I thought a Jewish group was coming down here," he said with a measure of distrust in his voice.

"Yeah, that's us," I replied. "I'm from that group and these are my students."

"Never seen a black Jew before?" Terrence said.

"Yeah, we're Black Jews!" another added. "You prejudiced?"

He relaxed. Still, he was unsure what to do with us.

"Look," I said. "Here's the bracelets. Give them to the players and tell them we wish them good luck."

I turned to walk out. "Come on, fellows," I said. "Gather your treasures."

"Hold on, wait just a minute," the trainer called to us. "Why don't you come with me into the locker room and give 'em out yourselves, okay?"

In a flash, we had him surrounded.

"But look," he warned. "You're going into the Buffalo Sabres locker room. Just behave yourselves, ya hear?"

He handed the bracelets back to me, and I gratefully marched my troops in to meet the Sabres. The trainer introduced us.

"Fellows, these guys are from the Chabad House, a Jewish student organization." This statement raised a lot of eyebrows. "They've brought some kind of good luck bracelets for each of you. Give 'em your attention for a minute."

"Make it quick," the trainer whispered in my ear, as I stepped onto the center of the wet floor.

"Gentlemen," I said, holding up a bracelet. "The symbol on each of these is the Jewish word for life. We brought these to show that you guys are very much alive and that you're gonna beat the Islanders!"

A few players started cheering and shouting. One of my students cheered, "Yeah, kick their butts!"

"Hey," a Sabre said, pointing to the student. "Are you Jewish too?"

Everyone laughed.

"I got my Swiss Army knife," I answered. "We could circumcise him right now!"

They laughed some more, and the trainer began moving us toward the door.

Then, almost automatically, we formed two lines like at the end of a hockey playoff series, and we shook each other's hands. The players were very appreciative of our gesture and promised us a victory.

Unfortunately, I was unable to speak privately to Jim Schoenfeld to find out if he was one of the tribe. Besides, even though I brought the tefillin with me, he was just coming out of the shower and in no condition to put them on.

My students were on cloud nine. They returned with pucks, sticks, and even a few smelly sweatbands. We were the talk of the school.

Of course, I did my teacherly thing and made them write a whole bunch of follow-up language arts activities. They also wrote personal thank-you letters to the Sabres. A few added lines like, "Give me your shirt when you're done with it."

Oh yeah, you're probably wondering what happened with the Lag B'Omer parade. Some of the Buffalo Sabres attended the parade and the event was indeed a rockin' time.

For many Buffalonians the real question is what about the playoffs? Well, the Buffalo Sabres actually broke through their past chains and managed to win the next two games – and they were tough games, too. At that point, the series was three to two in favor of the Islanders. Unfortunately, the Islanders won the next game and took the series. I was convinced that, in our own small way, we had given the Sabres a boost in confidence and morale. They had symbolic bracelets and we had some real nice memories. A few weeks after our special visit, I received a letter from the Sabre's coach thanking us for the gifts and the "good luck" we brought the team. That entire year we proudly displayed Tony's hockey stick in our classroom.
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Curtis Crosses The River

ONE BRISK LATE-WINTER DAY, we visited an old-time maple syrup farm and mill. The place was a good hour-and-a-half from Buffalo, and therefore offered true isolation and a "woodsy" experience for my city boys.

After the official two-hour tour, we anxiously began the real trip – that of exploring the pristine countryside and leaping through the woods. This place offered more than four hundred acres of mountain streams and forests. Toting our pack lunches, trail nosh, and gear, we began our day-trek into no-man's land.

I followed my usual Green Beret strategy: Make 'em run and move hard for the first hour. Once they've blown off steam, introduce the academics. (Afterwards, they're ready to learn anything). After several minutes of chasing my shadow through the snow-covered woods, they fell exhausted to the ground.

"Yo, what you think this is, military training?"

"Come on, Mr. Laz. Take five, will ya?"

"Come on, gents," I answered. "It's a gorgeous day for a stroll. Let's boogy!"

"I'm boogying right here," one student said, curling his arms under his head, staring straight up at the sky.

"All right, all right," I conceded. "This old man needs a break too."

I used physical strategies like these to reap beneficial results on the grounds of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School, as well. In fact, it was a matter of necessity when you had two guys on medication for hyperactivity, and another six arriving crazy and wound up from an hour-long bus ride. I had it down to science.

I could even tell what kind of breakfast they had eaten by the way they entered the room. If a kid flew into class like a human incarnation of a video game, he had just finished a "nutritious" breakfast consisting of a Three Musketeers candy bar, two bags of potato chips or pork rinds, one can of pop, (Buffalo talk for soda), and about six pieces of red licorice. Upon observing a few of these sugar-crazed characters bouncing off the walls and slamming into desks, I would take the entire class outside to the school's playground.

"Running time, boys. Let's go!"

They knew my system all too well.

"Yeah, we know, we know," they'd complain. "Six times around the lot, easy jog. Then, sprints."

"Yup, you got it," I'd say. "Watch out for broken glass. Come on, let's move it!"

I once read an article about the educational system in China. Apparently, they start each school day with mandatory exercise for all students. It made a lot of sense for my boys in Buffalo's inner city as well.

I gave points for time, distance, and effort. Obviously, overweight students could not run as well as the more athletic ones. If they gave it their best, however, they earned equal points. I was amazed at their wholehearted acceptance of this policy. No one ever whined, "Hey, no fair. I ran twice as far as ol' tubbo!" Kids, no matter what size, shape, or color, want fairness.

Bam ! Something slammed into the side of my heard, shaking me back to the present."Hey, what was that?"

Blam! Another hard object hit me in the side, sending a white shower of snow into the air.

Instinctively, I curled up and rolled over. Changing position to improve my vantage point, (by peering out from under my arm), I determined I was a victim of a student's-versus-teacher snowball fight. So much for fairness.

"Oh, that's real nice," I yelled to the figures sticking out from behind the trees. "Get me when I'm down, eh?"

The turkeys had me surrounded. For a moment I thought I was back in my "guerilla warfare" class at The University of Buffalo. That foray had actually been a legitimate accredited course taught by the head of our history department. It concluded with a weekend maneuver against a local Marine unit. Amazingly enough our class, (consisting of hippies, yippies, radicals, Green Berets, and other interesting characters), won! So much for our armed forces, eh?! Technically, if you check in the record books, the Marines won. But we knew the real story. They cheated. They were supposed to lay "dead" for at least half-an-hour after being "shot." Either Marines don't die, or they play by a different set of rules.

I began making snowballs and stuffing them into the pockets of my down jacket. I had two choices: Lay there and get creamed, or charge and get creamed. The first idea seemed kinda dumb, especially since some of them had pretty decent aim. The latter, however, would place me right in the middle of their trap. On the surface, this was just a fun and wacky snowball fight. But knowing my inner-city students like I did, I understood that this was really a contest of wit, courage, zaniness, and pride. Just like in the classroom, no one could lose face. The ball, (snow or not), was now in my court. I marveled about this unwritten code while I pondered my next move. It was stronger than the dang Constitution.

Okay, I said to myself, craziness is the name of the game. Time to put that old football rule into action: The best defense is a good offense. I had accumulated about twenty solid snowballs in my oversized pockets, and held two in each hand. This was going to end in a wild free-for-all.

"Laz is a doofus!" someone yelled from behind a tree.

"Oh, so we're fightin' dirty," I said to myself. "You boys want a rumble? Here I come!"

Jumping up, I shouted at the top of my lungs, "Remember the Alamo, you wimps!" and ran as fast as I could toward the middle group of trees. If I broke through their "front line" I could nail 'em from behind. In any case, I'd give 'em a run for their money.

Two shots came from my left side. One sailed overhead; the other hit the snow in front of me. So far, so good. While running low to the ground, I screamed bloody murder, hoping to scare 'em off. I paused for cover behind a large boulder.

"Whoever I catch," I yelled, "is dead meat!"

Two of the meeker students retreated deeper into the woods. "That was easier than I thought," I observed. I still held one ace – my last attempt to avoid the inevitable snow brawl. Cupping my hands over my mouth I shouted, "I'll buy a Big Mac and fries for anyone who joins my side!"

"For real?" a voice yelled back.

"Yeah. I'll pay up on the way back to school."

"You jivin'?"

"No," I shouted. "I'm tellin' ya for real!"

My tactic had one flaw – we usually stop for a bite on the way home, anyhow. Fortunately, their memory lapse allowed me to offer a convenient way out of the impending battle. It enabled all combatants an excuse not to fight and to "save face" at the same time. It was something I had witnessed a hundred times in my classroom.

"I'm with you, Mr. Laz."

"You gotta join me by this rock, ya hear?"

"No lies, okay?"

"Scouts honor."

Within five minutes, I was sitting behind the rock with my entire class. Nothing like a Big Mac bribe to diffuse a situation. Of course, we ended up rolling each other in the snow and stuffing snowballs down a few shirts before moving on to our compass orientation lesson.

According to most texts and "bibles" on learning disabilities, these kids were supposed to be terrible at directionality. Right, left, top, bottom, over, under, before/after, were supposed to be terms that meant nothing but trouble for students with learning disabilities. I soon discovered this concept just wasn't so. It was all a matter of motivation. Out in the woods, with compass in hand, these guys went from being classified as LD to First Class Scouts! After one hour, they could follow a 137 degree bearing or tell me where SSE was. This discovery would prove invaluable during later years. A kid is a kid. What works for a learning disabled black kid in an inner-city school in Buffalo will also work for a learning disabled Jewish kid in a yeshiva special ed program. And there was another lesson to be learned that day:

At about four o'clock in the afternoon, we came to a large, beautiful, fast-moving stream. It was about ten feet across and only a few feet deep, but the water was ice-cold.

"Gents," I said. "The good news is that our car is only a quarter mile from here."

"What's the bad news, Mr. Laz?" Leland asked.

"The bad news is that our car is on the other side of this here river. If we can figure out a way to get across, we're golden. If not, we've got to turn back. If we backtrack, it's about a two-hour haul."

Nobody said a word. We simply looked at the water and admitted our defeat in silence. This setback wasn't very pleasant, since we were tired and hungry. Besides which, many of the guys were complaining about cold, wet feet.

"Let's walk down stream. Maybe the river narrows and we can jump across."

We followed the river for about twenty minutes. At last, we came to a spot where a dead tree conveniently spanned the river from one bank to the other. The tree was anchored about six feet above the surface of the water, but it was very narrow and covered with a thin sheet of ice.

They made a quick, mad dash to the tree.

"Hey, not so fast," I called out. "Stop when you get to the tree, ya hear? I'd hate to have to jump in that water to save your skins!"

It didn't look promising. More than likely we'd have to hike back the long way.

"Well, any volunteers?"

"Shoot, man," said Jimmy "I'll do it. I'm gonna show you boys how to do it with style."

The rest of us shouted encouragement.

The plan was simple. If someone made it to the other side, we would throw them our special mountain climbing rope and build a rope bridge. Then we could all get across – no sweat.

Jimmy started creeping slowly forward on his hands and knees, balancing himself. "Oh man, Jimmy. Look out!"

First his right arm and then his leg slipped on the icy trunk. For a few seconds he hung in mid-air. He let out an "ohhhhhhh," and then it was kerplunk...he was standing in the river up to his knees. It had been a valiant attempt.

The guys were cracking up, and laughing so hard they were actually rolling in the snow. Jimmy did look pretty out of place standing in the middle of a river near Buffalo, New York during the winter.

"Here I come, man," I reassured him. "Take it easy."

I waded in with my high top, waterproof, insulated Timberland boots. Thank Heaven for technology. We maneuvered carefully in the water, because the rocks on the bottom were slippery. I met him halfway and plucked him out.

He smiled and said, "I tried."

The guys came over and patted him on the back. Most were still laughing. I reached into my backpack and pulled out an extra pair of socks and boots.

"Old Scout motto, boys," I said. "Be prepared!"

I pulled off Jimmy's dripping and freezing shoes and socks, dried his feet and legs, and began getting him dressed in warm footgear.

"All right, fellows," I said. "We owe Jimmy big thanks for trying. Looks like we've got no alternative but to hoof it back. It'll take longer, but it's safer."

They complained bitterly, but we really had no choice. Before resuming our trek we ate some candy and granola bars for energy.

"Okay, let's get moving."

As we stood to leave, Curtis pulled me aside.

"Mr. Laz," he said. "I can do it. I'll get across."

"I appreciate it, pal, but it ain't worth the effort. It's too risky."

"I know I can do it, Mr. Laz," Curtis pleaded. "Please. Just give me the chance."

Curtis was a quiet, sensitive kid. He lived about two blocks from school. I liked him a lot. I was more like an older brother to him than a teacher. He wasn't very outgoing or popular with the rest of the class. It wasn't that they didn't like him. It was just that he kept a low profile.

He looked at me with pleading eyes.

"Please, Mr. Laz. Give me a chance."

If it was anyone else I wouldn't even have considered it, but this was his chance to shine. I couldn't deny him.

"Yo," I called out. "Everybody stop. Curtis is going over this here river for us." We walked back to the fallen tree.

"Man, that black water bug ain't goin' nowhere," someone whispered.

"He'll probably get stuck on that tree," another student muttered. "Then we'll all fall in trying to save his behind!"

"Quiet! I don't want to hear that," I looked in the direction of the two complainers. "Unless, of course, you'd like to try it, instead?"

There was no response, and the negative remarks ceased.

"Good luck, Curtis."

"Go get 'em, man."

I tied a safety line to his waist and he started across. Instead of crawling on his hands and knees, Curtis hugged the ice-covered tree and began pulling himself along like an inchworm.

The guys shouted words of encouragement when he passed Jimmy's spot of misfortune.

He was now near the halfway point, dangling about eight feet above the moving water.

Suddenly Curtis stopped. Nobody breathed a word.

"You okay?" I asked, trying not to show panic in my voice.

"Yeah, I'm just resting," he called back without turning his head.

"Glad to hear that, Pal," I said. "Would you like a cup of coffee and a newspaper?"

Curtis resumed his crawl. Barring an earthquake or a hurricane, he was definitely going to make it. A few minutes later he was standing on the opposite bank, his hands raised in triumph. Everyone shouted with joy.

In those few moments, Curtis went from class wimp to class hero. Back in the safe confines of our classroom, they wrote their language arts essays about the trip. One student described Curtis as, "someone to hang out with." Another wrote that he was, "proud to be his friend since he wasn't a doofus anymore." I was glad I had given him his chance in the woods, and my students were all mighty grateful we got to Mickey D's earlier than anticipated.
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Go Help Your People

A DEAR FRIEND OF MINE, known as Big Mo, started a Jewish Defense League, (JDL), chapter in Buffalo. Big Mo, now known as the wild, crazy, hard-working Rabbi Mordy Siev, currently works at Ascent, located in beautiful Tzfat, Israel. I've done some concerts and Shabbatons for him in the past, especially when he was running a Chabad House a bit closer to home at a university in Pennsylvania. He does incredible "kiruv work," with his students, (helping others get closer to the Torah). Most are not used to a rabbi who puts on Rabbeinu Tam tefillin in the morning, (special phylacteries usually worn by Chassidim), then throws bodies around on a football field in the afternoon. (Big Mo was known as The Enforcer on his college ice hockey team).

Big Mo once told me the secret of his success with university students. "It's simple," he said. "First, I explain the reasons and the beauty involved in fulfilling the commandments of the Torah. If they still refuse, I take 'em in the corner and work 'em over!"

The word "big" in his nickname is a direct reference to his 6'3" 280-pound, nose-tackle body. It also refers to his attitude. When it comes to his Jewish identity, he don't take nothin' from nobody!

On numerous occasions, I've seen Big Mo in action. Once, Big Mo and two friends were walking back to the dorms. They were obviously Jewish and they were wearing their yarmulkas. A car with three college students drove by.

As the car passed by, one guy shouted out, "Turn on the gas chambers."

Big Mo and company ran after the car and caught up with it in a parking lot.

After their initial surprise, Big Mo said, "What you said before, I want you to say to my face now!"

They panicked and begged for mercy. Big Mo broke off the car's antenna and proceeded to carve a Jewish star on the hood.

"Here's something to remember me by," he said.

Another time, I saw him battle four guys in the middle of Main Street on a Friday night. They had made the mistake of shouting a rather unpleasant remark about Jews in Big Mo's direction. Here, too, he chased and caught up with their car at a traffic light.

Both of us were actively involved in anti-cult work on campus. While I disagreed with many of the violent methods of the JDL, I was immensely pleased about the growing number of young proud Jews, even in Buffalo, New York.

Every couple of years, Rabbi Meir Kahane, former head of the national JDL and former Knesset member in Israel, gave a speech in Buffalo. His appearances were always controversial and usually frequented by hecklers of all persuasions, including university students and Arabs. It was not only a learning experience, but quite entertaining as Kahane made mince meat of his opposition. He usually did it with clear, level-headed answers, quite in contrast to the people who were yelling hot-headed emotionality at him. Since Big Mo had been instrumental in bringing Kahane to Buffalo, the rabbi or some of his crew from New York City, would usually spend the night at my house.

It was both an exciting and eye-opening experience to host the rabbi. He was not at all like his reputation in the media. He was noticeably warm and personable. He paid special attention to our children, playing with them in a cute, fatherly way. Of course, he spoke to us about Israel, because he believed very strongly that Jews should make aliyah and move to our homeland. I told the Rabbi my reasons for staying in America, which he understood. Nonetheless, he maintained his stance that we belonged in our home land. We spoke until it was nearly 2:30 in the morning, when he finally excused himself: "I must go to bed," he said. "If you have an alarm clock I can borrow, that would be great. I have to be up at five."

I figured he must be totally exhausted. The poor guy had flown in from NYC, dealt with the crowd at his speech, and then, at my abode, had graciously hung out with more people. I figured he was gonna catch up and sleep in all day. Sounded like a good idea to me.

"No problem Rabbi," I said. "I'll be back by 4ish and I'll wake you at 5."

"You're coming back at four in the morning?" he asked. "You better hit the sack now."

"No," I laughed. "I mean four in the afternoon. After work. I'll get you up at 5."

"I meant five in the morning."

"The morning? As in this very same one?"

He put his hands out and gave me that "duh!" expression. "I once read in a magazine," he explained, "that one of the Arab sheiks gets up at 5:30 in the morning to study the Koran. I thought to myself, that if he can do that for the Koran, surely I can do better for our Torah."

I simply shook my head in admiration. I had enough of a problem getting out of the sack at 7:30 AM to face my students.

A few days after Kahane stayed at our home, there was a terrible terrorist attack in Israel, (may they never happen again). Many innocent civilians, including children, were hurt or killed. I went to school that day feeling angry and demoralized.

Phil confronted me in the hallway. "I saw on the news last night," he said, "that they killing yo' people. What are you doing here, man? Why don't you go over there and defend yo' people?" He was scrutinizing me. He seemed very disappointed, like I had really let him down. Without saying another word, he turned and walked into the classroom.

I was profoundly moved by this experience. Phil had stirred something inside of me that Kahane himself had been unable to do. Life is often stranger than fiction.

Throughout the day, I actually found it difficult to look Phil in the eyes. I was convinced that if the shoe was on the other foot, he'd have taken a plane to Israel that very morning. I felt guilty. What was I doing here, enjoying life, wondering how to make more money, playing baseball, visiting Niagara Falls, and strumming my six-string when they were indeed, "killing my people?"

My frustration was compounded by many concerns. After all, what could I do? I was no soldier. I had no money. My Hebrew-speaking skills were mediocre at best. I was an American boy. I grew up with the Yankees, amusement parks, and the Beach Boys. I'd end up being a burden instead of a help. Still, on that very day I wrote a letter to my Rebbe asking if our family should move to Israel. A short time later I received a written response. The following is my brief translation of what the Rebbe wrote:

"There is a very great and serious need to spread the well-springs of Judaism here in the United States. As the Talmud states, the poor of your district should be taken care of first."

The Rebbe had devoted his entire life to spreading the positive teachings of Torah to Jews and Gentiles throughout the world. He stated many times that the beauty and wisdom of Torah was the medicine that could transform the planet into a place of goodness and peace.

The Rebbe's letter not only comforted me, it also gave me the resolve and encouragement to continue my own personal work. I was determined to help the situation in whatever way I could, and to at least make a dent in that, "great and serious need" to which the Rebbe had referred.

I was also grateful to Phil. Although he never realized the impact of his words, they helped shake me out of my complacency and slumber.
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Emergency Call

MY NEIGHBORS, mostly working class folks, never complained about our steady stream of guests and unusual characters, although a few took notice when my students would pay me a Shabbos visit. It was a sight to behold. I'd return from the synagogue all decked out in Shabbos duds only to find two or three of my crew sitting on my front steps listening to a rap song on WBLK, one of the black radio stations. Sometimes they rode their bikes over. Other times they just walked it.

We'd talk a bit, they'd chow down on some cholent, ("Man, that stuff looks nasty!"), and they would be on their way. Everyone was, in fact, pretty nonchalant about the whole thing.

One Shabbos day, however, our phone started ringing. After about 45 rings in a row, we began to get nervous.

"Maybe it's serious," I said, "Should we answer it?"

"It's probably just a wrong number," Gittel responded.

"Right. And they're letting it ring for twelve minutes straight just for the fun of it?"

"Let's have one of the kids pick it up, okay?"

We picked up our youngest child, brought her near the ringing receiver and, right on cue, she picked it up.

The voice sang out, loud and clear.

"Yo, Mr. Laz, you home?"

It was Terrence. I couldn't believe it. We laughed out loud.

"Some emergency," Gittel said, in that I-told-you-so tone of voice.

"Yeah, really!" I said. "He's certainly got patience."

Terrence, hearing voices, continued to ask for me from the ivory colored phone that was now lying on our kitchen floor.

"You have to tell him not to call here on Shabbos," my wife said to me. "And tell his friends not to call here, either."

"Say what?" came the low, muffled response from the receiver.

We then maneuvered our little girl into picking up the receiver and resting it back in its place.

I knew that as strange as Terrence's behavior was to us, our reaction to his call had to look mighty unusual to him. Chalk up another episode of multi-culture experiences! I had to do some heavy explaining back at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School that Monday.

"You guys want to visit me on weekends, no problem," I said. "It ain't too exciting on our Sabbath, though. We don't listen to radio. We don't watch TV."

"No even for a good ballgame?"

"Afraid not, pal. Not even to watch the Juice, a.k.a. OJ, (before all his post-football troubles), or the Buffalo Bills."

Of course, I didn't tell them we didn't even have a television in our home. Way back when Gittel and I were dating, we decided for a million reasons not to own a "boob tube."

"Look at it this way. For one day a week, you don't have to be bothered by all the nonsense. You don't have to see 83.6 murders per hour. You don't have to listen to seductive women telling you to buy mouthwash or toothpaste or milk that's guaranteed to bring you happiness and success for the rest of your lives. You ain't gonna be bombarded by all this garbage."

"Sounds like you don't do nothin' but bum out the whole day!"

"Yeah, what do you do anyhow?"

"It might sound crazy," I said, "but we are comfortable just spending time with each other. You know, we eat together. We don't rush. No quick down-the-gullet gulping and then bomb out the door to do some fast shopping. We eat a long, leisurely meal. It gives us time to talk and listen to one another. Sometimes, we even sing songs together."

"Sounds cornball to me."

"Nothing corny about funky soul music, is there?" I asked. "Well that's what we sing. Jewish funk soul!"

A few of my students reacted with long, sneery laughs. I ignored it.

"So what's it matter if I call you or not?" Terrence jumped in. "I ain't asking you to watch TV with me."

"This is a hard, difficult topic to explain," I said. "But, basically, we try to make our Sabbath very different from the rest of the week. We don't use phones either."

"Man o' man, one of them said in exasperation. "I'd go crazy just doin' nothin'!"

"Me too."

"Man, that's like goin' back to the dark ages or something!"

"Look at it this way," I replied, giving it one more shot before moving on to their math lesson. "It's the one day a week we're not bothered with doing business, making money, or being aggravated about money."

"Okay, so forget about money for a day," Leland said. "Don't you get bored just eatin' and talkin'?"

"Sometimes, sure," I replied. "But we're not just hermits hanging out a whole day. We go on walks, and go to the synagogue a few times. It's also a day we try to get closer to God and to who we are on the inside. Our real selves."

I paused, waiting for the impact of that word to sink in. I had almost caught myself, but it managed to sneak past my teeth and lips and somehow express itself in the air, forming that small but explosive three letter word: God.

They could never appreciate the daily effort it took not to mention this word. Hey, it was taboo, a real no-no, a violation of the supposed separation of church and state. This was a public school, brother, not some Yeshiva!

But at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School, this separation was a joke. Our assemblies, particularly at New Year's, Easter, and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr's birthday, sometimes resembled a holy-roller convention more than a public school. Guest reverends often led the school body in open and closing convocations, with their customary "in Jesus' name," conclusions. Most of the student body respectfully bowed their heads. I kept my yarmulke on, of course, and stood out of courtesy, but I didn't bow my head to these prayers, which were definitely not non-denominational. I respect other people and their beliefs and I'd give 'em the shirt off my back any day. But I embrace my freedom to choose whether to participate in a religious act that is not of my own faith. No one ever hassled me about this. For the most part, it went unnoticed.

"Oh, yeah," Phil nodded. "The boss. That's cool."

"The boss?" I responded.

"That's what my momma calls him. You know... God."

I had always felt that many of my inner-city students, these supposedly tough, hard-core rejects, were highly sensitive to religion and had an innate sense of belief. My earlier jabbering about walks and talks and songs and time together sounded okay, but somehow off the mark to them. When I mentioned that our Shabbos was a day to get closer to the "Boss," the questions ceased. There were no sly comments, no laughs. It was as if I had finally said something that made perfect sense, something true.

Unfortunately, it took them about four consecutive Sabbaths, complete with two minute long nerve-wracking Ma-Bell rings, before they accepted the notion of no phone calls. They may have developed sensitivity, but they were bullheaded, too.
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Visit From A Moon Girl

MY FAMILY PRAYED AT THE Chabad House, which was a convenient five-minute walk from our house. Since it was also right across the street from the campus of the University of Buffalo, we used to get a lot of students and professors for Shabbos and holiday meals.

I was pleased with this arrangement because it helped my kids become accustomed to the importance of hospitality. All sorts of people found their way into our living room, from dental students to cult fanatics. We tried our best to make everyone feel at home. My wife's home-made whole wheat challah and some nice cold Michelob made it a real Buffalo style farbrengen, (Yiddush word for gathering or get-together). There was never a dull moment.

Once, while working in the kitchen, I heard a knock at our door followed by a "Shalom!"

"Come on in," I called out.

"Shalom," the female voice repeated, this time from the living room.

I stepped out of the kitchen to find a very attractive young woman sitting on the sofa.

"Ma shlomcha?" she asked in a friendly voice. (That's Hebrew for "How're ya doing?")

"Thank Heaven, I'm fine," I answered, all smiles. "How are you?"

"Oh, just wonderful," she said. "Your place is so lovely and warm. It has friendly vibes."

"Thanks," I said. "We try."

I had never seen this girl before in my life, but that didn't mean anything. She was probably a long-lost friend of my wife.

We had a pleasant five-minute chat about school and jobs, and in a few minutes Gittel came out of the bedroom and joined our conversation. I was surprised that the two of them didn't embrace.

"Gittel," I said pointing to our guest. "This is Tanya."

"Hi, nice to meet you," my wife said. "From where do you know each other?"

"You mean, from where do you know each other?" I said.

Tanya just sat there and smiled.

"From the way you were talking," Gittel replied, "it sounded as if you knew each other from before."

"From the way we were talking," I answered, somewhat defensively, "I figured you guys knew each other."

I turned to Tanya. "Okay, who is this mystery lady, Tanya?"

"Oh," she smiled. "I saw your mezuzah on the doorway, so I knocked!"

"Well, no problem. Maybe that's another reason why it's there. Would you like something to eat?"

"No. No thanks. Actually I came by to talk to you." Her big eyes looked at ours. I figured she must be selling magazines to earn her way through school; or else she was wasted on drugs.

"We're all ears," I said, sitting down on the couch. "What's up?"

"I'm from the Enlightenment Church," she said, "and I just wanted—"

I should've known, Moonies. In my opinion it was one of those mind rotting, life-wasting, give-over-your-everything cults.

"You were speaking Hebrew before. Are you Jewish?"

"Yeah, I used to be," she said. "Until I found something better."

My luck. And I thought I was in for a pleasant, easy-going Shabbos afternoon. It wasn't like I hadn't done these things before. On the contrary, I had been involved in many conversations, cult-busting debates, and deprogramming activities. Many people were directed my way, in fact, because of my experience with cults during my undergraduate years. During those bizarre, anti-everything years, (I was even anti with the anti-folk, which I guess brought me full circle somehow), I took university courses in the following goodies: Vedic Literature, (alias Hare Krishna), Zen Buddhism, Christianity, and comparative religions. It was, unfortunately, another case of a Jewish person with no roots being blown around in the wind.

Needless to say, I was lucky to get out alive. Some of my high school buddies weren't as fortunate. One became a devotee of Krishna, exchanging his Jewish identity, whatever was left of it, for an orange robe and a long ponytail in the middle of a bald head. For the past ten years I've reminded him that, whatever happens, no matter how many Indian temples he visits, he's still a Jewish boychik from the Buffalo hood.

These past experiences, some on the dangerous side, now serve me well. It's a matter of knowing the enemy, from the inside out.

I turned to our Shabbos visitor and asked, "Did you know that Tanya is a special name?"

"Oh, really? In what way?"

"It comes from the Talmud. It means, 'we learned.' Tanya is also the name of a famous book written by the Alter Rebbe, a famous Chassidic master."

"Interesting," she said weakly, looking down into her bag. After a few seconds she pulled out some books and asked if we wanted to buy them.

"No thanks," I said. "We're not interested. I've studied your philosophy before. It's not for a Jewish person. Or anyone, for that matter. Your soul will never be satisfied with that."

"You've studied my philosophy before?" she asked incredulously.

"Yeah," I answered. "You're looking at a genuine product of the sixties. Politics, tear-gas, demonstrations, Black Panthers, drugs, Hendrix, Joplin, and studying everyone else's religion but my own!"

"You look so... well, you know, religious," she said. "I thought you were born that way."

"Don't let the disguise fool ya," I said jokingly. "We try to be somewhat normal."

"Did you really study other religions? I mean, really investigate what they have to offer?"

I tried not to show too much enthusiasm. The fact that she was asking this question was a good sign. Perhaps there was hope for her yet.

"Hey, I not only studied them. I tried living them."

"You're kidding," she said. "In what way? Which ones?"

"Hari Kishkas!"

"You're kidding? You studied Krishna?"

"You got it. It was a sign of the times, I guess. Not only was the class an accredited course, but it was filled with lots of folks searching for something meaningful. It was taught by a Jewish guy who changed his name from Bernstein to Swami Bak something-or-other. That was definitely hip – changing your identity. C'mon! Who really imagined that there were answers right in our own background? It wasn't romantic enough. They had to be as far away as possible. India. China. Another dimension. The Twilight Zone."

She shifted nervously. Maybe I was being too sarcastic and not straight enough.

"So, what? You got you out? I mean from Krishna?" she asked. "Obviously you don't practice that anymore."

"I had one very powerful experience that gave me the impetus to get out."

"Can you tell me?"

"Sure, just let me know if I bore you." The story, I knew, was far from boring. I was just being cute.

"Back in '69," I began. "I took this course called Vedic Literature. Innocent enough, eh? You know, it was Krishna philosophy. Our instructor was a nice Jewish boy from New York City who encouraged us to participate in what we were learning. So, we used to go to the nearby Krishna temple a few blocks from campus and practice. We chanted, ate their unusual foods, and chanted some more. The whole scene was a statement, an anti-statement. You know, a desire to be different and divorced from what society called normal. The more different I was, the more honor I got from my peers."

I was surprised she was sitting so quietly while listening to me. I guess she was waiting for her chance to do her thing and try to "save" us.

"Anyhow, I began associating with these characters more and more. After some serious studying, I began to consider this option as a viable way of life for me. I had a few Krishna posters hanging on my apartment walls. I went on various chanting expeditions to other parts of the city, especially downtown and to other campuses to raise people's consciousness about the absolute truth. That's what we were told, anyhow."

"So how did you get out of it? And why?"

"Hang in there. I'm getting to it."

Gittel, having heard this story about 486 times, left the room to get some cookies and fruit for everyone.

"One day, the Krishna devotees, including our teacher, excitedly told us that their perfect Spiritual Master the chief Swami himself, was coming to Buffalo, of all places. We were about to be graced with his holy presence. I was told that this was an unprecedented event in history. Hey, how many times does one get to see God himself incarnated on planet Earth?

"He was flying in from New York or India, I don't remember exactly, but we were going to meet this perfect Spiritual Master right at the airport. It just ain't too nice if God comes to your airport and you don't go cuz you're watching a ballgame or Star Trek!"

She laughed and I began to sense that maybe she wasn't a full-fledged Moony cult member after all.

"By the way, it's interesting to note that there's no such creature as a perfect person in Judaism. As great as Moses was, he still made mistakes. Only God is perfect."

"So what happened already?" she asked, impatiently.

"Well, we headed down to the airport," I continued, "a strange and motley crew of about seventy hippies, yippies, plain old alienated folks, college students, and a few college professors. Some were wearing long orange robes. Some had shaved heads, except for their long ponytail hanging down. We set up shop right there along the corridor leading to American Airlines! We put carpets down on the floor, lit incense, displayed about ten pictures of this perfect spiritual master, and started chanting. Since I was a musician, they let me play their long, Indian type drum, the kind you wear around your neck and hit on both ends. It's pretty funky.

Anyhow, along the opposite side of the corridor there were about fifteen Buffalo cops. They were making sure we didn't block the passenger lane. Each one was decked out in a black leather jacket and held a long, wicked-looking club. You could tell they were waiting for their chance to get at our bizarre group.

The chanting had been going on for about twenty minutes and was building up and up. It got faster and louder as we anticipated the plane's arrival. Every five minutes or so, our teacher would announce in a loud voice over our chanting, how much time was left before the master's scheduled appearance.

Looking out the window, we could see a plane approaching the gate. It was his. The perfect spiritual master was here. Our chanting became more powerful and rapid. Between the music, chanting, the pictures, and the incense, I felt high. I closed my eyes for a moment and wondered if this was paradise.

Then the Swami himself came out of the plane! Our chanting was at a fever pitch. Everyone was swaying back and forth. The Swami disappeared for a minute while entering the building from the outside.

Suddenly, the door to our corridor opened and the Perfect Spiritual Master appeared before us in flesh and blood. At that very instant, the chanting and music came to a dead stop. It was like dropping from the hundredth floor to the ground floor in a run-away elevator."

Mental Note: I also remember thinking how surprising it was that this supposed god-incarnate had several pimples on his face. I guess it was an immature reaction, but ya just wouldn't think that someone 100% godlike would have a problem with zits. I elected not to share these feelings with Tanya.

"To my amazement, right then and there, everyone began bowing down." Tanya sat on the couch with a kind of spellbound look on her face. "I mean they actually got on their hands and knees and bowed down to him. It took me completely by surprise. Time stood still, and I didn't know what to do. Some of my friends, my teacher, and all these other were people bowing!"

She shifted nervously and I figured that this issue might be hitting a bit too close to home for her. I think in the Moony thing they bow down to his image.

"I remembered learning in Hebrew school, as much as I hated attending, that a Jew doesn't bow down to any other person, only to God on Yom Kippur. We just don't do those kinds of things. It was something that made sense to me. It made me proud of being a Jew. What can I say? It just seemed like it was a true statement."

I've always been a big fan of Einstein. How can you not be amazed about someone who almost flunked out of high school math and then came back to blow his totally-boring teachers out of the flippin' water? Einstein was not only brilliant, but a creative genius with a wonderful sense of humor. He remains the ultimate out-of-the-box thinker. He wrote about the human tendency to blindly follow the popular sentiment. He called this phenomenon, "Herd Mentality." I watched this play out with the supposedly individualistic, free-spirited generation of my youth, where, in our enthusiasm to express our individuality we all ended up looking alike and thinking alike. This Herd Mentality was in glorious view that day at the Buffalo Airport when the whole bunch of us, even our "enlightened" professors, bowed on their hands and knees to a guy they had never met before. I decided not to share this Einstein comparison with Tanya.

"Herein lay the conflict," I continued. "Do I bow down to this supposed perfect master or not? For a moment, for a brief, painful moment, I stood there, literally in discord. Then I said to myself, I don't care who this guy is, or how great and holy he is. I'm not bowing down. Period. And so...I didn't."

"Amazing," Tanya mouthed. "I wouldn't have either."

"Anyhow, after the whole thing was over and we were leaving the airport, one of the cops came up to me, patted me hard on the shoulder and said, "Hey, I see there's at least one normal guy here!"

"Whew," Tanya sighed. "Heavy. Heavy!"

"You ain't kidding."

"And so, that got you out of it?"

"Well, it was the beginning of the end. It forced me to reconsider the entire thing and to actually see some of the innate – I don't know, nonsense, in it. It was hard, but I got out."

For a few seconds nobody said anything. I wasn't sure how to bridge my experience with hers, but I could see that something struck deep inside her.

Finally, Gittel said, "Moon is no place for a nice Jewish girl."

"Oh," she perked up. There's lots of Jews into this with me. They've also found the light."

"Light? More like dark, stinky garbagio," I thought to myself. But I kept my mouth shut.

"Yeah. I know there's Jews in there with you," I responded. "But I guarantee that, just like myself, and probably like you too, those Jews into Moon or any other cult know zippo about their own religion."

"I went to Hebrew school when I was younger," she said triumphantly.

"Big deal," I responded. "So did I. But what does that mean? Most Hebrew schools are taught by teachers who either don't practice or don't believe in what they're teaching. Besides, they water it down or sugar-coat everything."

She paused for a moment. I knew that I had made her feel uncomfortable, but maybe, just maybe, it had planted a seed in her mind.

"Have you ever studied Talmud or learned from authentic Jewish sources?" I asked. Of course I knew what her answer would be.

"Look," she said, getting up from the couch. "I've got to be going. I hope I didn't bother you. One day, you'll see the truth, too."

I had expected her to respond with some line to this effect. I was about to say something, but my thoughts were interrupted by loud knocking on the door.

"Yo Laz! "a voice rang out.

"Anyone home?"

"We here for some of that Shabbos food !"

They had great timing – some of my MLK crew had arrived. I was thankful that Tanya and I had experienced a few minutes of private time. As they entered, we exchanged our usual hugs and fives.

Tanya was headed for the door and seemed quite perplexed by this new turn of events.

"You guys are here, I mean you came for, you know... for the Shabbos?"

"Yeah, whaddup," Curtis said moving his arms about. "You ain't never seen a black Hebrew before?"

"You're Jewish?" she asked, her eyes growing by the second.

"Course," Terrence nodded, smirking his lip up just a tad. "We all Jewish. And this here is our teacher."

It was hard for me to keep a straight face, but I let them have their fun. They carried on like this for a few minutes while we watched with a combination of amusement and disbelief.

Leland took a kippah from his pocket and put it on his head. The other two headed for the bookshelf and took out some of my Hebrew books. They immediately pretended to read from them and started rocking back and forth a bit, like they had seen me do sometimes when saying my prayers. It was indeed, a sight to behold.

After this five-minute impromptu demonstration, Tanya continued toward the doorway. I think it was too much for her cerebral cortex to process. She kept muttering the word "wow" over and over. I thanked her for coming and said, "Tanya, try studying what's in your own backyard before looking for answers elsewhere. You might be surprised. C'mon back anytime to visit. Shabbat Shalom!"

I spoke from experience. I too had been surprised to discover that some very profound concepts were a fundamental part of the Torah. I always thought I had to look Eastward for spirituality, for this notion of a soul, and for the idea that there's some purpose for being here on Planet Earth. And yet the Torah, the more esoteric teachings such as Kabbalah and Hassidic philosophy, speak so much about the soul, even about reincarnation. Who knew?

I sat back in the couch, somewhat tuckered out by the whole ordeal.

"Well fellows," I announced. "I think I'll join ya!" With that I picked up a Tehillim, (Psalms) – and said a few for Tanya and a few for me; thanking the good Lord that I had made it out of the meshugas, (the craziness), and returned to my roots.

My guys waited patiently for a few minutes until Curtis couldn't take it anymore.

"C'mon Laz. Let's hit up that cholent!"
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Scuba Adventures Above Water

"When you earn enough points, we're going on our big trip!"

"I can walk to that hospital and visit any time I want," Terrence mumbled loud enough for everyone to catch it.

"Yeah," another joined in. "What's the big deal? And we gotta work for it? I don't think so."

"All right, ya bunch of whining, overgrown buzzard-heads. This one is gonna be real special!"

"Details please," said Leland with his arms folded across his chest.

"I'm telling y'all," I said sitting on top of my teacher's desk. "This one is gonna blow you all away! Like nothing you ever saw... heard about... or experienced."

"For real?"

"For real."

I waited a few seconds until I had their full attention.

"I'm talking scuba diving!"

"With who?"

"With you."

"With us? Your students?"

"Yes. With you. My students."

I told them about the special point system and how they had to earn it as a class. Either they helped one another and got the points as a team, or it would be called off. "If one person is out," I warned, "then you're all out." (I wanted my guys to learn to work together for the common good).

I went into detail about the awesome underwater world and all the amazing things one could see and experience. I told them that it was like flying, except you were weightless and free-moving when submerged, (still breathing nicely, thank you, through the connection to the scuba tank).

"We're not going deep or anything," I added. "Maybe ten feet. That's it. But that's where the warm water is and that's where most of the fish hang out."

All at once they started freakin' out.

"I'm not going under any water," one said.

"Me neither! No way."

"Hey, I ain't stupid and I ain't going!"

"No need for fear," I responded, trying to ease their anxiety. "C'mon ya wimps. After Dr. Dread what's there to be afraid of?"

In unison I got my answer.

"Sharks," they shouted, their eyeballs getting big.

"No sharks where we're going," I tried. "Really."

"You ever seen all them shark movies on TV?" Leland asked out loud. "It's always the black guy who gets it first!"

"No way," I said, shaking my head. "But that's just a movie, anyhow."

"Well it's been like that in every one I've seen. As soon as I see a black guy I'm feeling sorry for him, cuz I know the shark's going for him first!"

I really didn't know what to make of Leland's comment, but after renting a few shark terror movies, I learned he was right on target. Each one had a black scientist or helper and like Leland described, he was the first in a long chain of victims who ended up as shark lunch, each helping to fatten up Mister Maniac Killer, Blood-Thirsty Shark. Those movies sure weren't helping me sway my guys in favor of this potentially-awesome trip & behavioral mod program; and it bothers me that movie makers continually cater to people's deep, dark inner fears by reinforcing ridiculous stereotypes about everything from sharks to insects.

"Look," I said in a cool, calm voice. "I promise you that there are no sharks where we are going. They don't live in the fresh water of Lake Erie, the Niagara River, or the quarry we're headed to."

It took a bunch of pep talks to get them psyched about the scuba outing, including one wherein I relayed a defining moment in my own life:

After becoming a certified scuba diver, circumstances provided me an opportunity to try my luck at a rather famous spot near my hometown of Buffalo, NY. The area is known as the Coin Pile because old coins and lots and lots of old and new junk get carried along the bottom by that strong Niagara River current. Eventually, down-river, it spills over the awesomely powerful Niagara Falls. Well, let me clarify that. It would spill over the falls, except that Buffalo built a break-wall to protect the city's harbor. This area around the break-wall is the famous Coin Pile.

Once I became fully submerged, all I could hear at first was an incredibly weird giggle. It felt like I was in a tunnel listening to a muffled gurgle accompanied by lots of bubbles. Once I identified the noise as my partner's laughter I broke out laughing myself, which only fed fuel to the fire. Of course, he began chuckling even harder, adding to my own hysterics. This activity was a bit on the dangerous side, because one isn't really supposed to crack up uncontrollably while wearing full scuba gear. The potential to aspirate lots of cold, dirty water grows tenfold when laughing with a regulator in one's mouth.

Our outrageous behavior was sparked by the absurdity of our situation: Here we were, two supposedly-grown men, each married with kids, 15-18 feet deep down on the bottom of a river, digging away with our little shovels! I felt like kid in a sandbox! Momentarily, we realized that the visibility was horrible and it was really cold – even in our thick wetsuits. So, as it turned out, our delirium actually helped get our bodies moving and warmed up a bit.

I couldn't see my dive buddy very clearly, even though he was a mere 10 feet away. We had a rope connecting us in case we lost visual contact. A slight tug on the rope meant that my partner wanted my attention. By looking up through my dive mask I could hopefully see what he was pointing to.

Within minutes I felt an urgent tug on the rope and began praying it wasn't because of some crazy great white shark that had somehow gotten lost from the Atlantic Ocean and was cruising the dark waters of the Niagara. (My students weren't the only ones with wild imaginations). And hey, your mind plays crazy tricks when you are sitting on the bottom of a huge, dark, cold lake, squinting to see your fingers in front of your face.

My dive buddy pointed to a large, somewhat round-shaped object, encrusted with lots of crazy-looking underwater critters. It seemed a bit smaller than a bowling ball and was, in fact, notably heavy when I tried lifting it.

We eventually got both it and ourselves to the surface where the dive-master on board the boat remarked reverently, "Wow, I think you guys just found a real cannon ball!"

I was surprised by his next action. He quickly grabbed a bucket, filled it with river water, and gently put the heavy, ball-like object inside. If it had been me, I would have been trying to dry the thing and scrape off all the weird growth that covered it. But the dive-master remarked that it was good fortune indeed, that this cannon ball had found a home in cold fresh water and not warm salt water. "Once out of water," he added, "it can quickly oxidize and start rusting and breaking down." Live & learn, eh? Or is that dive & learn?

A trip to the Buffalo Historical Society the following day confirmed his suspicions. My buddy had indeed found an authentic cannon ball sitting at the bottom of the Niagara River!

Right then and there, I knew I simply had to break my high school graduation promise never to open another history book. In fact, I opened up every book I could find on the history of the Niagara River. I wanted to know everything I could about this little cannon ball. Who owned it? Was it shot from a real cannon? Who was he shooting at? Why? Who lived here? Who fought here? I had a million questions and few answers. After all, I hadn't really paid too much attention during the long, tedious, fact remembering, (and forgetting), high school history lectures. It was quite remarkable how little I actually knew about the history of my own city and area. Truth be told, I was anxious for my students to be exposed to similar life-affirming experiences.

"Really, Mr. Laz? We can find neat stuff down there?"

"Absolutely," I assured them.

Thus, in the end, they finally jumped on board. To my happy surprise they earned it as a class. It really was a group effort.

In preparation, I decided to ease them into the experience of wearing scuba gear and breathing under water, (which can be a tough adjustment for some folks), by doing some snorkeling in a pool. The next step would be donning scuba gear and breathing from a regulator. The latter process would have been much easier in the warm waters of south Florida where the visibility is awesome.

I've always been a big believer in this type of experiential education – where real life experiences spark unexpected interest; and since I love scuba diving, I later conducted a similar program for my students at Bennett High. Scuba diving lessons should always begin in a pool, and Bennett's pool was large, beautiful, and had seating for 100 plus. It was a perfect fit. I prearranged a time and date with the gym and swim teachers, promising that their students could attend, as well. They were thrilled because it meant a break from their regular routine. Then, I simply tweaked my lesson plans from MLK and prepared a handout for every student. The teachers and I believed it would be both educational and motivational.

My handouts were a true work of art, complete with pictures, drawings, and all sorts of heavy-duty science questions.

*What's in the air you inhale?

*What's in the air you exhale?

*What's the main component of air?

*What's the air pressure on your body right now?

*What happens to air and pressure as you descend under water?

It would be a lesson they'd never forget. It was also a lesson that I would never forget, but unfortunately, not for the same reasons.

Enter that equation: The administrator versus the lowly teacher. Like an idiot, I asked for permission. I had forgotten that, "you ask for forgiveness not permission." If I'm forthright, I must admit that I was not just seeking the green light, I was also trying to score "brownie points." I mistakenly presumed that the AP would be completely thrilled about my exciting proposition. "That's awesome," he would say. "Keep up the great work! So wonderful to have teachers going out of their way to educate and inspire our students!" Wrong.

"You get paid to teach in your classroom," Bennett's AP told me. "That's where learning takes place."

"Hold on," I argued. "That's where learning usually takes place. I just wanna give them something different. Something to turn them on and get them excited. And besides, they're not jumping in the water with me. It's just a live-science demonstration."

He looked at me like I was totally off- the-wall.

"Like I said, learning takes place in your classroom. If you like, do it on your break period."

I felt like the wind had been taken out of my sails and my ship was suddenly sinking.

"But Mr. Z," I begged, "it takes me 20 minutes to get suited up and another 15 to put it all away. That only leaves 10 minutes for the lesson!"

"That's your choice," he responded, and walked away.

My self-imposed Educator's Oath of Teaching was being challenged. (You'll recall it as the oath I made to my inner-most self): "I hereby promise not to do to my students what most of my teachers have done to me – Bore The Living Daylights Out Of Me! I will do whatever it takes to inspire, motivate, & stimulate my students To Grow & Learn." Within reason, mind you. The live scuba demonstration? It seemed well within the boundaries of sound reasoning. It wasn't like I was taking them for live bait-feeding with Great White Sharks!

Did I have the guts to keep my teaching oath in these circumstances? It would not look cool for me to get fired in my hometown, let alone my Alma Mater school.

I kept mulling over the fact that the AP's decision did not seem based on whether education was taking place. Was he simply old-fashioned? A tad too much military training in his background, perhaps? Or was the scuttlebutt true that certain administrative certification programs teach candidates to utilize fear to motivate adults who might be worried about losing their jobs, their sense of security, or their self-esteem? In my opinion, you get a lot more from the bee's honey than from its stinger. Gentle encouragement from an administrator can foster greatness. Confrontation will likely breed resentment and hostility.

In this case, the administrator's stance was far less worrisome than the distress I would feel when facing myself in the mirror each morning – and especially in the late afternoon after teaching each day, if I didn't remain true to my vow.

And so, as scheduled, that day in good ol' Bennett High, I entered the chlorinated water of the pool's deep end. Not only for my 50-minute break period, but for every period of the school day. Hundreds of students saw the live demonstration. They each got my handouts, they learned, and they loved it.

During the last period, when everything had gone even better than expected, the swim teacher motioned for me to come close to the side of the pool. I was in full scuba gear, BC (buoyancy compensator), 24 pounds of weight-belt, wet suit, the whole bit. While movement under the surface is actually quite graceful, on top of the water it's all very awkward. You kind of feel like a large sea lion trying to climb on top of an iceberg. I slowly made my way over to him. "Laz," he whispered when I finally got in range, "you gotta get out now! Mister Z came by and says he wants to see you immediately!"

"Hey," I responded, "I'm already in hot water, well, deep water anyhow, you'll pardon the expression. Tell Mister Z if he wants to see me he can meet me right here, in the middle of the deep end!"

Dumb move on my part? Perhaps. Pink slip in my mailbox? No doubt. But at issue was the limited directive I had been asked to adhere to. In any sort of hearing, I was the one standing on firm, educational ground. Not so, the administrator.

Floating in the deep end of my Alma Mater high school pool in front of 125 attentive, students, I felt strangely good inside. It was a powerful "Zen-like" moment knowing that I made the right ethical decision and forced the administration to take a closer look at their educational philosophy. Education is not the military, and schools are not supposed to be marine training camps. Furthermore, teachers should not be treated like GI's in boot camp. We've already paid our dues to become teachers: Finished all our course work, our training, and passed our teacher exams. Now was the time for the administration's support and guidance – not this ridiculous "cuz-I-said-so" sort of nonsense.

I survived the scuba demo battle, even though the administration convened a hearing about it with the head of special education for the entire Buffalo School System. Since I had garnered the district "Teacher of the Year" award just three years prior, (while at MLK), I rightfully deduced that they would prefer not to fire me. Thus, I didn't get the infamous pink slip, but the die had been cast. It became the administration's mission to make my hours at school as miserable as possible.

Toward that end, they put my awesome Wilderness Club on the chopping block! This was a cheap shot – a hit below the belt. When he first heard the idea about the club, the principal told me that these were inner city high school teenagers who wouldn't be too interested in the great outdoors. Nonetheless, and to his credit, he told me to give it a shot. A month later it had grown into one of the biggest clubs in the history of the school. We had more than 100 signed members. Included were yearbook editors, school jocks, punk rockers, and the druggies. They all wanted in! Our itinerary was comprised of goodies like visiting recycling centers, participating in outdoor excursions, one of which was snow shoeing -(hey, this was Buffalo) – backpacking, and yes, scuba diving, (and I wasn't aiming for just the school pool anymore). After everyone had signed on and we'd held a few meetings, the principal called me into his office. Always the optimist, I figured he wanted to give me some badly needed pats on the back. I was expecting to hear something like, "Wow you pulled it off," or, "Super job – it's the biggest club in Bennett's history." Instead, I faced a frown and a thumbs-down gesture.

"The club has to be nixed," he told me.

I put up my palms and just uttered, "how come?"

I was surprised he kept a straight face when he responded with these words: "It's too big. Too unmanageable."

For a minute I thought I had entered the Twilight Zone and was face to face with Rod Sterling. This just couldn't be for real. But it was indeed, and our "too-big" Wilderness Club bit the dust. C'est la vie, as they say in downtown Buffalo, although I think I must have muttered a few other choice words on the occasion.

I share these events only to help pave the way for educators and administrators to experience improved relationships. We can all learn from our mistakes. I wouldn't advise new teachers to follow in my footsteps with a decision to proceed full-speed-ahead with a scuba demonstration...my situation was a bit different in that I was a veteran teacher with teaching awards under my belt. Also, to be honest, I had other job offers so I wasn't in a desperate situation. But perhaps most importantly, I was determined to remain true to my teaching convictions and I knew that in the event of a hearing I could defend the activity as highly educational and motivational. (I did have to do so at my hearing, by the way). I'll never forget what happened when I came out of that intense, hour-long pow-wow, which included the school's administration, my supervisor, the head of Buffalo's Special Education Department, and a few other bigees from the school board. Some of my ex-Wilderness Clubbers had congregated in the hallway waiting for news. There were about 15 of 'em, mostly athletes and the punkers, and they were in a mighty foul mood. They didn't take it too lightly that our club had been disbanded and that I might be getting the royal boot.

"How'd it go, Dr. Laz?" they all asked at once. "Yeah, what's the scoop?"

I told them that I really wasn't sure what decision would be reached, but that it was gonna all work out.

They weren't satisfied with my answer.

"Where are their cars?" they demanded. "They parked outside in the lot?

"Yeah. What kinda cars they drivin'? We'll go and decorate 'em up a bit. Nobody messes with Dr. Laz or our club!"

It was nice to know that they had my back. Of course, I urged them not to do anything, but sarcastically slipped in, "But if ya wanna wait till they're off school grounds, hey!" They understood and laughed. The next day, my advisor told me that the decision was not to fire me. She urged me to "tow the line," but I had a line of my own to keep. So, in order to keep my inner promise, I held the wilderness outings during after-school hours when we didn't need the official sanction of the school.

This experience had not yet occurred during my stint at MLK. In fact, I had a collaborative relationship with the school administration at Martin Luther King Community School, and Dr. D was especially supportive. He always encouraged me to forge ahead with any educational experience I deemed beneficial. He frequently told me that these kinds of events were probably the only things my students would remember from their years of schooling. "If you can, bring back some pictures," Dr. D always told me. "But in any case, bring everyone back safely. All of 'em."

That first year's scuba adventure was a tad bit less-than-spectacular because many of my students simply couldn't relax enough to breathe with the regulators. We tried in water they could comfortably stand in, but despite the safe depth, they were unable, or unwilling, to suck air from the mouthpiece and get the actual sensation of breathing while submerged under water.

"This ain't no little swimming pool," Curtis remarked.

"Yeah, Laz." Leland said, splashing me with some cold Lake Erie water. "You tryin' to get our black selves killed?"

"And our white ones, too?" Tony added.

Fortunately, I had a Plan B. We turned our scuba lessons into snorkeling sessions. That way they could still breathe from the surface air without having to rely on a hose and tank. We collected shells, body surfed on the waves, and took turns throwing one another in the drink.

The class excursion ended with some awesome touch football on the beach. It was nice having athletic students, because we always played some fun, competitive sports. Despite the unsuccessful attempt at scuba, I was amazed to see how far we had come toward building a sense of group cohesiveness. Although they still ribbed on each other like crazy, there were seldom any real fights in our class. They were more likely to defend one another anywhere, any time. Soon, they became a force to reckon with, both at MLK, and within the community. I often heard the mumblings: "Don't mess with that dude," they'd say. "He's from Laz's class. Mess with one and you mess with 'em all!"

For now, Jacque Cousteau would have to wait for any of my students to sign on board the Calypso.
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An Unusual Shabbos Guest

THE LAZ KIDS MET LOTS OF unusual characters at Shabbos meals. Most of our experiences were positive, but unfortunately, not all. The most difficult situation was actually with J.J., an old friend of mine. We had been frat buddies in high school and although we were not close friends, we often shared a joke and a drink. College saw us go our separate ways.

I heard through the grapevine that J.J. went to an out-of-town chiropractic school. Apparently, his roommate was a full-fledged "born again" Jews-For-Jesus fanatic. As the months rolled by, this poor guy got sucked in. When he returned to Buffalo years later, he was a changed person. He lost weight and looked a mess. He spoke in fragmented sentences and thoughts. He seemed to experience real pain when he told me that I would burn in hell forever unless I accepted JC into my life. I was deeply concerned about his state of mind.

For a year or more he came to our house for a Shabbos meal. Sometimes, he'd sleep over. He told me I was the only friend from his past that maintained any contact with him. I wasn't surprised. To an outsider he actually appeared dangerous. I always felt, however, that he'd never do anything to hurt me or my family. Sometimes, a person underestimates the turbulence within a man's soul. Unfortunately, I made that same mistake.

It happened during a Shabbos afternoon meal. An array of college students and another old buddy of mine, Steve Lipman, (who was a writer for a local Buffalo paper), were there for the meal. We were sitting around the crowded table sharing some Torah and conversation. J.J. was lying on the couch in the sunroom.

"Hey J.J." I called out. "Why don't you join us for some good ol' home grub?"

Five minutes later J.J. stood up and slowly, very slowly, made his way toward the dining room. I noticed him approaching, and not paying any mind, went back to reading from the book of weekly stories on the Torah.

Suddenly, something slammed into my head. My first reaction was that a brick had fallen from the ceiling. But wait! We didn't have bricks in the ceiling! I brought my hand to my mouth, in reaction to the stinging pain, and noticed it was covered with blood. My blood! I looked up. J.J. was standing over me, leaning into my face. His fist was clenched. He had a strange, impassioned look in his eyes.

It only took a split second to glance around the table and see that everyone was in a state of shock. I forced my focus back to J.J. and then to my blood covered hand. Momentarily, I flew off the chair in a rage of self-defense and anger. I don't remember exactly what happened after that, but Steve told me later that I went ballistic and basically beat the daylights out of J.J. "Let's put it this way," Steve explained. "Imagine what King Korab would do if someone gave him a cheap shot on the ice! You definitely got a two-game suspension for major fighting!" (Jerry Korab was one of the Buffalo Sabre's great defenseman, a monster on the ice, and his nickname actually was King Kong Korab). "At least you won," Steve added with a smirk.

It all happened so fast, I didn't remember anything except holding him by the shirt with both hands, feeling drained and very tired, and telling him to, 'Get out of my house. Now!'

"Get my jacket," he had responded, with no apparent emotion in his voice.

Then, like in some sort of weird dream, I started hearing voices – like I was back in the classroom at MLK. Maybe he had hit me harder than I thought!

"Yo Laz!"

"Whaddup, Mr. Laz?"

"Hey. Looks like you need some backup!"

"This dude messin' with you, Laz?"

"Yeah, let's kick his butt! Laz needs us!"

When I spun around, I saw four of my motley crew, led by Leland, standing in the front hallway. I was still holding onto J.J. and they could see that there had been trouble. Blood dripped from my lip and J.J. was sporting a few bloody bruises of his own. Talk about timing. Of all the Shabbat afternoons to show up, they pick the one time there's physical violence. My neighbor was probably calling the National Guard by now. If my students had arrived a minute or two earlier I was convinced that we'd be taking J.J. out of the house in a bag. "Uh, hey guys. Uh, what the heck... good to see ya," I muttered, taking my hands off J.J.'s shirt. I was kind of embarrassed, because I was a teacher who urged them to settle their differences in a peaceful manner. "Try talking it out," I would tell them. Now, I had done the talking with my hands. They say actions speak louder than words. I knew I would have some explaining to do.

"We got it, Mr. Laz," one of them said. "We'll take over."

"Yeah, nobody messes with our teacher."

In a split second they had J.J. surrounded.

"Yeah, well... thanks fellows. I appreciate it, but I got it under control," I said.

I motioned for J.J. to hit the road. A few moments later he headed toward the front door. The scariest part for him was walking between my students who were standing their ground in the most intimidating manner possible. Two had their fists raised. One had his hands on his hips. Leland was sending him low growling sounds as he passed. My boys clearly had my back. J.J. wisely kept his eyes low to the ground and made a beeline for somewhere – anywhere but my house.

Although my mouth and jaw hurt, I was more concerned about J.J. and what he would do next. What was he capable of doing?

"Yo Laz," Terrence whispered in my ear. "You all right, man?"

"I'm fine guys. Appreciate it. Y'all want something to eat or drink?"

"Naw," Leland said answering for everyone. "We good. We was just stopping by on our way to the park. We'd invite ya, but we know it's your Sabbath thing and all."

Gittel brought them all some drinks anyway, which they gratefully downed.

"You done good, Mr. Laz," Phil smiled. "Wait'll all the boys in the hood hear 'bout this one!"

"Just don't make it bigger than it was, okay? You know. I protected myself using just two fingers, that sort of thing."

They laughed and headed for greener pastures on their bikes.

For nearly two weeks I didn't see or hear anything from J.J. Then one weekday afternoon our doorbell rang. Our kids had been informed that if they ever saw J.J. they should get inside the house and not let him in.

"J.J.'s here," our oldest daughter Hindy called out.

"Don't let him in!" I called from my upstairs study. "Tell him to wait by the door!"

I moved into action, making a quick phone call to the Chabad House. Thank goodness Big Mo was there.

"Listen Mordy," I explained. "J.J.'s here now. I'm going to try to get him into my car to talk this out. We'll park in front of the Chabad House. Just keep an eye on us and make sure everything's all right!"

I know it was crazy and childish, but I picked up my barbell and began pumping weights. I wanted to meet him on the porch "pumped up" and psyched. I was still angry, and I accepted that. He had belted me without warning when my head was down! I was the only guy who had ever tried to help him out, and this was how he paid me back. I had been discussing the situation with my wife and the rabbis. I had also spoken to one of my life-long friends, Irv "the Curve" Stein. Irv and I have been cruisin' together since our grammar school days at PS #86. In high school, we were in the same frat with J.J., along with Wolf Blitzer. Yes, that Wolf Blitzer!

"Don't lose your cool," Irv told me. "What are you gonna do, beat him up again? Big deal. It's a big pity. The guy's whacked out."

Intellectually, I knew it was wrong to do anything to him. He had lost control of his life, and himself. But emotionally, it was a different story. I felt betrayed and ambushed. I put a can of spray mace in my pocket and bounded down the stairs. My shirtsleeves were rolled high, accenting my muscles.

J.J. was on the porch, looking a mess and holding two flowers.

"What do you want?" I asked. My voice sounded like cold ice.

He looked me over. "You want to beat me up, don't you?"

"You blame me?" I said, staring into his eyeballs. I actually felt pretty silly – like I was acting out a part in some dumb muscle-beach movie. I controlled myself. "I thought I could trust you, J.J. But after what you did, I can't. I probably never will, either. Why did you do it?"

He didn't say a thing. He just stood here.

"Here," he said, extending the arm that held the flowers. "These are for your wife."

I didn't take them, so he put them down and started walking away.

"I asked why you did it," I shouted, "and you're just walking away?"

He was, indeed. I got into my car and followed him down the street. Catching up with him at the corner I said, "J.J., you owe me an explanation! Why did you hit me in the mouth unprovoked?"

"I'm sorry."

"Sorry is no explanation. Why did you do it?"

After some coaxing, he finally got into my car. I drove straight to the Chabad House and parked in front. I was afraid he might have a weapon. My left hand clutched the mace. Mordy moved the curtain from inside the building and I felt a bit more reassured.

"J.J., I need an explanation. Friends don't hit other friends like that. I guess you're no longer my friend, but I want to know why you did it."

He shuffled nervously in the seat. My fingers wrapped tighter around the mace, index finger ready on the trigger.

"I'm not at liberty to tell you," he said, finally. My God, I thought to myself, what was he, some kind of Son-of-Sam killer?

"Look," I said. "I don't care what your beliefs are. You're not going to change me and I'm not going to change you, but you were once a friend. Why did you do it?"

I said no more and waited. After a couple of minutes he spoke.

"Okay, I did it for a reason. You might not accept it, but here it is. When I was lying on the couch I was staring at a picture you have on the wall."

He paused, allowing me time to gather the image in my mind. It was a colorful, modern art picture showing lots of Jews gathered around some rabbis who were holding a Torah scroll.

"While I looked at the picture," he continued, "I realized that these Jews were burning in hell because they hadn't accepted JC."

"Okay," I thought to myself, "finally some clarity here." I have nothing against folks practicing differing religions as long as they respect others – including those who don't share their beliefs. The beauty of the world is indeed variety, and I, for one, thank the GMO that we come in all sizes, shapes, and colors; and that we come from all sorts of socio and cultural backgrounds. (The world would be an incredibly boring place if we all acted, practiced, and believed the same things).

Rage Against The Machine has a hard-hitting and rather famous tune called "Killing in the Name Of." Most religions on the planet today, and it seems to me, most human beings, have matured to the point that they no longer wave their own flag to the exclusion of others. But J.J. was somehow stuck in a mind-set that brought him dangerously close to putting Rage's song title into practice.

Unfortunately, he was a perfectly suited to succumb to religious groups who promised instant love and salvation; he was living far away from family and friends, and had lost his dad in high school – which must have been a particularly hard blow to deal with. When J.J. officially joined the Jews-For-Jesus it seems that he could no longer find room for "infidels" and "non-believers." If verbal persuasion and philosophical debates wouldn't do the trick – well, maybe his fists would.

Kabbalah writings often refer to the human species as medaber, which means, "the speaker," in Hebrew. In other words, it is our ability with language that has elevated our species. But I would add that medaber – the speaker – also includes our ability to engage in pure, (notice the following word), unadulterated, (not tainted by the concept of adult), laughing! Strange, how even in our language, the word unadulterated has come to mean, "not perverted by cynicism, sarcasm and negativity." J.J., it seemed to me, had lost his innocent ability to embrace happiness and appreciate diversity.

"So?"

"So, then when you called me to the table, I felt sorry for you. I wanted to shake you to the core, so that you wouldn't end up in hell."

"And your way to shake me was to hit me in the mouth?"

"Yeah. I guess it wasn't the best way. Sorry."

"So am I."

Sadly, I knew I simply couldn't trust him any longer. He needed to search for his own answers to the dilemmas he was agonizing over. I told him I forgave him, but insisted he stop coming to my home. His mom later called and begged me to keep seeing him, but I explained that I couldn't put my wife and kids in that position. I advised her to seek counseling for her son. In the meantime, I made sure our doors were locked and continued pumping iron.
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We're All Learning Disabled

"MR. LAZ," CURTIS SAID, throwing up his hands in exasperation. "I can't do it. I just can't do it!" He threw his pencil down, folded his arms across his chest, and stared at the blackboard.

It was a typical scene. Almost all the guys performed it at one time or another. On several occasions, in fact, I found it more disturbing than annoying.

"What do you mean, you can't do it?" I said. "Don't give me that stuff."

I sat down at my desk, ignoring his theatrics, and awaited the inevitable line. It came.

"What do you want from me, man? I'm LD, okay?"

L.D. – learning disabled. I had never mentioned it in my class and I had never hung a sign on my door that proclaimed this was Mr. Laz's LD class. I purposely avoided the label. True, it was a "special" class, but I tried to make it special in the most positive sense of the word; and that had nothing to do with drawing attention to handicapping conditions, disabilities, disorders, dysfunctions, or the million-and-one catch-phrases so common to this field.

Still, there was no fooling my students. They had gone through the processing. They were duly stamped and labeled. They knew why they were in my classroom where we do things differently and have a maximum of ten kids. But label or no label, they had very normal adolescent tendencies. Accordingly, each displayed an average proficiency toward clever and manipulative behavior. The LD defense was tossed about whenever they got frustrated or bored. Their work was calibrated to their current level, so it wasn't overly-difficult. In fact, I spent hours matching their assignments to their individual needs.

It was the phrase itself that upset me. It implied more than simple manipulation... it meant they had actually bought into and partnered with one of the biggest and more dangerous theories perpetrated by us wise, consenting adults – the notion that there is a "learning disabled" population.

This label is a contradiction in terms. It absurdly tells a child, "You cannot learn, because you are learning disabled. The others are learning abled; they can learn!" It's not only unfair in a moral sense, but it is simply untrue. Terrence may have had auditory memory problems when it came to traditional reading materials, but it sure didn't apply to memorizing entire rap tunes he heard on the radio. Bobby had difficulty with long division, but at the age of nine he could gamble you out of your shoes. He had a "street sense" about money that put him years beyond his peers.

Thus, they do learn. Not always what we prefer them to learn, but they learn. As "informavores" they process information and react to it. But rather than notifying a parent, teacher or child, that he or she learns at a different pace, or in a different manner, the LD label conveys the message that when it comes to learning, this child is disabled and cannot do what "normal" and "regular" children do.

Innocent parents fall victim to the same folly. After doing an educational assessment-and-evaluation of their child, I'm almost always asked the question, "Well, is my child learning disabled or not?"

A hundred thoughts and responses run through my head. What can I answer when the LD field itself has no concrete definition of what LD is? So-called experts have grappled with this issue for the past twenty years. Depending on which definition is used, the incidence of LD in our schools ranges from 3% to 20%!

The Federal definition offers little clarification. It is vague, leaving cloudy areas for leeway, loopholes, speculation, and arguments. It also contains the famous "exclusion clause" which basically states what LD isn't, and not what it is! For example, LD is not attributed to hearing loss, vision problems, mental retardation, emotional disturbance, and the like.

During my many years in this line of work, I have never had nor seen a homogeneous grouping of LD kids – or regular kids, for that matter. There just ain't no such creature! It matters little whether the setting is an inner-city public school or a Yeshiva LD program.

A class of ten LD students is made up of ten uniquely distinct individuals, each with his own personality, strengths, weaknesses, learning difficulties, and style. This same class of ten typically has three to five learning groups for each academic subject; (in order to adapt the material toward auditory, visual and other learning tools). Indeed, if it were possible, the ideal situation might call for ten different groups. In other words, total individualization. Of course, there is only so much time in a teacher's day.

A classroom of kids does not take on the convenient entity of a dozen eggs just because we've grouped them together. Gestalt doesn't work here. The whole is not greater than the sum of the parts, no matter what labels adults use for educational purposes, (i.e. developmentally disabled, emotionally disturbed, educable, mentally retarded, behaviorally disordered, persons-in-need-of-supervision, learning disabled, etc.). In special education we were always taught to be flexible, to think outside the box, to be creative, to individualize. We're also taught that labeling is, in fact, disabling. For a field that pretends to dislike labels, we sure have lots and lots of 'em floating around and making their way from the diagnostic tests to a nice, fat stamp on the kid's foreheads – often in permanent marker.

Once, while sitting in one of my graduate classes at Buffalo State College, my professor, Dr. Bernie Yormak, a.k.a., Dr. BBY, (former head of the Exceptional Education Division), directed our attention to a large, impressive building across the university lawn. Surrounded by a huge fence, and sporting bars on its windows, the place looked like a maximum security prison, but was, in fact, a state hospital. The hospital catered to people with serious psychological and emotional problems.

Dr. Yormak turned and wrote two words on the board: FID and GOK.

"FID," he said, pointing to the psychiatric facility, "is what separates you from them!"

We sat perplexed, waiting anxiously for his explanation. He is a brilliant, captivating teacher with a knack for doing the unusual to keep his students' attention. Once, in the middle of a class, he suddenly stopped teaching, pointed at a big, blond-haired student and yelled, "Your pipik, (Yiddish for bellybutton), is showing!" The few Jews in the class that understood cracked up.

"Doovid," he said to me in his best, put-on Yiddish accent, "Tell him vat pipik is!"

I explained, and as the entire class shared in the joke our colleague quickly pulled his shirt down.

"Ok, now tell them what FID is!"

I wondered what he had up his sleeve this time. FID, as far as I knew, was not a Jewish word.

"FID," he said, looking out of the window, "stands for frequency, intensity, and duration. F-I-D. You do the same things they do. You have the same hang-ups and idiosyncrasies they have, but they do it more frequently, with greater intensity, and for a longer duration of time!"

We laughed nervously. His words could not be denied.

"So what's GOK, you're wondering?" he continued. "Good question. I'll tell you. GOK is the ultimate answer to anyone's learning difficulties. After all is said and done, after all the reports have been turned in and the kid has been to the principal, the resource room teacher, the assessment team, the social worker, the neurologist, the psychologist, the physician and, of course, to you guys for observation...what is the true nature, etiology and remediation for their learning problems? It's GOK. G-O-K. God Only Knows!"

Again, we laughed nervously, partly because his words hit some inner chord. Once struck, it rang loud and clear, refusing to be silent.

"One more word of caution before calling it a night," Dr. Yormak added, "remember, that when it comes to LD, we've all got 'em! Each and every one of us. No exceptions. See ya next week."

By the middle of my first year at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School, I was sick of hearing the line, "I can't do it, I'm LD." I was tired of my students believing they were somehow inferior to others. I decided the time was ripe. I would go into "no-man's-land" and approach the subject with my students. For better or worse, we would discuss it out in the open.

"Fellas," I said. "I want to tell you something important. It's been on my mind for a long time."

"What'd we do now?"

"Nothing," I said, "Nothing bad anyhow. It's just that something's not right. You've been doing it, you've been saying it, and I've been letting it ride. But it hasn't been sitting too well with me. I haven't said anything thing about it until now, but it needs to be said, and you need to hear it."

I waited in front of the class until I had their full attention.

"Every so often, a lot more than I would've imagined, one of you guys will say 'I can't do it. I'm LD. I'm LD this, or I'm ED or OCD that!' Everyone, absolutely everyone, has problems learning, adjusting, and coping. There ain't nobody walking around in perfection on this planet."

They stared at me, not knowing how to react. Perhaps they thought I was being condescending, or just trying to make them feel better. Their expressions, however, told me they simply didn't believe me. They had swallowed their label, hook, line and sinker. I felt like screaming into their ears to make sure this awareness penetrated, that it really sunk in, that it made perfect sense to them, too.

"Look," I said pointing to the board. "My handwriting's a disaster. You should be teaching me how to write. My wife, a college graduate, is tone deaf. She can't carry or remember a tune for the life of her. She sings Happy Birthday off-key. Others can't learn to dance, no matter how hard they try; they're total klutzes! Some very smart and very grown-up adults can't follow directions, and some people fall apart looking at instruction manuals. Some grown-ups aren't even adept at making conversation, or freeze when it comes to making new friends. Everybody has a dis-ability and has to focus instead, on their ability, and strengths."

One of my students raised his hand.

"Everyone?"

"Yup. No exceptions," I said. "Even Moses. Moses, the greatest leader of the Jewish people, had a serious problem. No too many people know this, but he had a speech impediment. Hey, if he were around now, we'd do our best to give him speech and language therapy, and probably full time, at that! But – and here's the main thing – his problem didn't stop him."

"Even Dr. D?" Leland asked incredulously.

"Even Dr. D what?" I asked.

"Even Dr. D had ability problems?"

I laughed.

"Not had. Has! Even Dr. D has things in life that he has difficulty with."

"No way," he responded, shaking his head. "How come he's a doctor? How come he's a principal? He ain't no LD like us!"

"Yeah, but he sure got emotional problems," Phil said, rubbing his backside. We all laughed, thinking about Dr. D's famous wooden paddle.

"Okay. Fine." I said. "You don't believe me. Go ask him yourself!"

"Shoot. You crazy? That big dude'll rip my head off and hang it on his wall like a trophy!"

"Don't go up to him and say, 'Hey, Dr. D! You're LD, aren't ya?' Just ask him if there's anything in life that he has trouble doing or learning."

For a few moments, it was quiet.

"Go ahead," I said. "I dare ya."

Later that day, taking me up on the challenge, he questioned Dr. D about it. "The Doc" told my student about some of his own learning problems. It was an enlightening experience for all of us.

This same sort of incident has repeated itself in every school I have ever taught in, from Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School, to Yeshiva Torah Ohr, (Manhattan Day School), and the alternative high school I ran for six years.

Understanding this message, however, is only half the battle. Not only do we all have learning problems of various degrees, (FID), but at the same time, everyone is unique, worthy, and capable of adding something to the world that no one else can.

Both facts need to be conveyed to parents and educators, and most importantly, to our children. It is both a humbling and uplifting message.

The labeling system is, I guess, a necessary evil that serves the purpose of obtaining government and state funding to help develop and maintain remedial programs. Clearly, there is an identified population of children that – despite their innate abilities – do not grow to their maximum potential.

Traditional classroom methodologies are not enough. These students require smaller, more individualized settings with a variety of hands-on, motivational techniques. In other words, the population exists, but we've given them the wrong label! They can learn! If LD is to continue to stand for "learning disabilities" then it should be worn by each and every one of us. A better solution would be to change the meaning of the two letters to "learning differences." This term better acknowledges the uniqueness of the individual and makes no blanket statement about the person's capacity, (or lack of capacity), to learn.

And, you're probably wondering how I actually answer parents who question: "Is my child LD or not?"

"Well," I usually respond, "I can tell you about certain strengths and weaknesses in your child's learning patterns and I can make recommendations and suggestions for remediation. But if you ask if your kid is learning disabled, I've got to tell you that we all are."
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A Grandiose Idea

"CHAVRUSO," IN HEBREW, comes from the word Chaver, which means friend. It also comes from the Hebrew word chebar which means bond or attachment. The "Mo-Town" Rabbinical College utilizes what is called the chavruso method of learning and it is the very backbone of authentic Jewish education. Learning takes place between you and a learning partner. It is an active, participatory discovery process. If you get stuck on a certain section, lost on a particular meaning, or confused by a definition of terms, you do your best to figure it out with your partner. When that doesn't work, you turn to other friends who might have ideas. At this point, if you're still stuck and unable to move on, you turn to the teacher for some help. Thus, the learning process takes place with your chaver, (your partner), in a cohesive partnership.

I began to wonder whether this type of learning might benefit my students -especially now that they understood that we are all learning disabled; that we all have issues going on.

I began by pairing stronger readers with poorer ones. It didn't matter that most of my classroom read below grade level. All that was necessary was that one partner read better than the person they were partnering with. Cooperation earned points. Communication, even more.

I was determined that none of the in-your-face humor, with its customary put-downs and slams would accompany this exercise, but I took a wait-and-see attitude to determine whether or not they needed this particular warning. As it turned out, they intrinsically understood that those kinds of remarks would be inappropriate during the tutoring sessions. Remarkably, they brought a whole new meaning to peer tutoring by utilizing their unique jive-talk communiqué.

"No, man." Curtis would say, "There ain't no city named Al-boo-cue-cue, it's Albuquerque. Get it? It's just spelled weird. English and spelling is kinda LD, sometimes!"

Or Harold working with his partner in math: "Nine times five is 45. And that ain't no jive!"

These reading and math partnerships were so successful that we quickly expanded the program to include history and science.

It was amazing to watch them communicate what they knew to their partner. They would noticeably brighten when they could convey the intricacies of mathematical formulas or historical context.

Bobby, the street-smart gambler who had difficulty with long division, explained multiplication to his partner this way: "Ok, listen up." he said, pointing. "If I get you and Leland and Phil to bet two dollars each on my next roll, I'm gonna get myself three times the money I started with. Ya see?"

Leland's explanation of Alexander the Great made it more real for his classmates: "No way that dude Alexander's gonna stay on top if he's always cruisin' so far from the home crib! Eventually he's gonna get bit in the backside brother. I mean he's just thinning out the posse too much."

Peer tutoring helped raise everyone's confidence. When they spoke to one another about what they knew, the information became more concrete. They ended up realizing that they had attained knowledge during their schooling and began to think of themselves as capable.

In fact, this experiment was so successful that I decided to expand its premise the following year. I approached Dr. D with the idea of letting my kids tutor younger students who were falling behind in basic subjects. The program would help my class expand their social skills, assume responsibility, and gain much-needed confidence. At the same time, it would help free the teacher's time from the burden of one-on-one tutoring.

Now that my students were more secure in their skills, I wanted to challenge them to attain higher levels in every subject. I often tossed around ideas about how to achieve this goal; but in the end the answer to this dilemma was once again provided by the GMO – the Great Mysterious Oneness.

On this particular evening after a long day at work, I was lying on the couch with a nice cup of mint tea and the Buffalo News. One special article under "Local News" caught my attention. It dealt with a local lock-down detention home. They had a real problem on their hands. Wards who fulfilled the required time for their various offenses and demonstrated the necessary behavioral improvements were released to rejoin society. But within months, and in some cases weeks or even days, they would screw up royally and find themselves back inside the system. The name for this particular phenomenon is recidivism. It describes the tendency to revert back to old, established behavioral patterns – in this case, delinquent, criminal-type actions.

For some of these troubled teens, it meant beginning round two or three, or four or more through the revolving door. Something was terribly amiss. To make matters worse – detention home facilities across the country were reporting similar results. Whatever rehab these kids were receiving behind locked doors, it was clearly missing the mark. A few made the necessary adjustments and became successful contributing members of society; but a significant number of these teenagers were not making it. For those who ended up back where they started, the hole seemed to get bigger and darker each time, as if they were being sucked into an ominous whirlpool of failure. Wasn't the fear of going back to a detention home enough to encourage them to tow the line and behave properly in the real world? Somehow, I couldn't believe that life was so sweet and good behind those locked doors and barbed wire fences that they preferred it to one that included the freedom to go about their business as they wished.

The article described these kids as, "spiraling out of control." This population believed they had little control over their own lives. Sitting there on my living room couch, the light went on in my cerebral cortex. Could I? Should I? Dare I?

I couldn't help but think that maybe, just maybe, they needed some new, magical medicine. It was time to take things to the next step. My idea seemed crazy, but feasible. I would bring these troubled teens from a lock-down detention facility into a public school to tutor struggling students. I simply couldn't resist the opportunity to offer positive, life-affirming activities to both populations. If they gained confidence in themselves, (the way my own students had while tutoring), the program would be highly successful.

The very next day I made some phone calls and began the long, red-tape process of putting this unique tutoring project into action. Thankfully, Dr D was a true visionary for educational reform. He earned this reputation in part, because he would literally do anything for his school and students. He bravely gave me the green light. Somehow we managed to secure the necessary permissions from parents, cooperating teachers, and even city officials. Within two months it was up and running. Since it was a trial project that had a number of risk elements, we came up with a plan that allowed three teens from the detention home to be escorted to our school. Adult-escorts not only brought them in and out of the building, but also remained in the classrooms with them to ensure there'd be no slip-ups with the supervision. The detention facility staff told me they weren't worried about the wards becoming violent or anything like that. They simply didn't want them running out the back door and booking it for freedom on the streets.

After a few short months in the tutoring project, the JD, (juvenile delinquent), tutor-teachers had earned enough points, (and trust), to come to our school on their own. It was absolutely amazing to watch their transformation. I'll never forget the day there was a torrential downpour in Buffalo. Tutoring had to be cancelled due to the horrible weather. It was my job to inform the students that their special teenage teachers wouldn't be in and that we would reschedule in a day or two, weather permitting. But just as I was making the calls from my desk phone, the door to my room burst open and in walked John. He was drenched to the bone from head to toe.

"Hi, Mr. Laz," he said with a grin. "Hey, I couldn't let a little rain stop me from teaching my students, ya know!"

I could only shake my head in amazement. If only I had such determination and fortitude toward my own teaching job! Fortunately, I had a bunch of clothes in my closet, and he quickly changed and went off to work with "his" students. The three tutors from the detention home eventually made it past the revolving door. The tutoring project became their ticket to ride, to become positive, contributing members of society. To this very day, I write articles, (and preach to anyone who'll listen), about the incredible merits of a student-tutoring program. You can read my complete study in the UK's Journal of Emotional & Behavioral Disorders (2005). The study is called; "Detention Home and a Public School – A Cooperative Peer Tutoring Trial Project."

My tutoring programs quickly gained notoriety. Before long, Steve Lipman, a lifelong buddy and writer, wrote a nice long article about it, entitled, "Talmudic Ideas Used in the Ghetto." It hit the front page of section B in the NY Times.

Suddenly, folks from around the country and the globe were contacting me for information on this educational goldmine. A few people even sent donations. But I was particularly surprised when I got a request to present at a statewide conference on Educational Programs That Work. They wanted as much info as possible on my tutoring program, which was indeed working its magic at Dr. MLK School. I agreed, on the condition that my student tutors could attend and present with me.

The two tutoring programs they featured were an exclusive private prep school and mine. Leland was going to make a short speech about his participation. We would present second. It would be a new experience for all of us. I had, of course, presented at educational conferences before – but this was just a tad bit unusual.

The conference took place on a sunny spring day in Buffalo.

"I don't think I can do this," Leland protested. "Look at 'em, man."

"Yeah. So?"

"Well, they're you know..."

"They're what?"

"I don't know. All smart, and looking so, I don't know, professional and everything!"

"You're just as smart as them," I said, trying to keep his spirits up. "No, in fact, ya know what? You're smarter!"

He just shook his head back and forth, not really believing what I was saying.

"Look," I continued. "They're all dressed to the nines, and yes, they are high achievers. But they know nothing about real world stuff. You got both book smarts and real-world smarts!"

Leland raised his eyebrows and gave me that look that conveyed as much doubt as fear.

"Don't worry," I said, patting him on the shoulders. "Just be yourself. And I'm sitting here, right next to ya, ok?"

"Might be better if you were in front," he responded with a smile. "Block the tomatoes and eggs, huh?"

We both cracked up. I, for one, was convinced Leland really would touch these educators. The private school selected tutors based on scholastic performance and character assessments. Award winners. My tough, inner-city, special needs students were also well known at school – but for very different reasons. Granted, Leland had some serious learning issues; but these had begun to resolve themselves since he began tutoring. Leland was 14 at the time and reading somewhere near a 3rd grade level. But this fact wasn't an issue, since he was tutoring kids in first grade. It was the first time in his life that he had been asked to give something of himself to another. It had been a breakthrough, life-altering experience for Leland. More than any remedial program, or psychological counseling session, this was the medicine he needed.

The first group completed their presentation and it was, I admit, a solid job. Everyone at the private school had obviously embraced the student-tutoring project. They showed slides that depicted the tutors working diligently with their students. The tutors explained that they were required to have nearly perfect records in order to become responsible and effective teachers for their peers.

Leland squirmed in his seat when one PowerPoint presentation dealt with their impressive credentials by listing the various school and civic awards they had received during middle school and high school.

"Dang Laz," he leaned over and whispered in my ear. "I could list the number of schools I got kicked out of and it still wouldn't be as long as their awards!"

"They ain't nothing," I jived back. "Candy coated. Soft ice cream, brother. We got the real stuff."

It was an inner city, rap/reggae joke between us. Whenever something seemed too out-of-touch with the real world, too complacent, too goody-goody, my students would respond with statements like, "You soft!" or, "You soft ice-cream, bro!" A recent reggae tune featured a line that simply said, "No ice-cream sound." It translated into the same general meaning; "No wimpy stuff allowed. Keep it real. Keep it strong."

We chuckled again and I was hoping that my humor tactics would help him relax a bit. The conference chairperson finally introduced me, and I guess he couldn't resist adding how, "This next program will show you that peer tutoring works even with kids who usually don't!"

It was a great line, I had to admit; but to Leland, a kind of dig, at the same time.

"We'll be waiting for him outside after the conference," I whispered in Leland's ear before taking the podium. For the next 45 minutes I described our student tutoring project and some of the struggles we faced, including getting both administrators and fellow-teachers on board. The main difference between the first school and us, I explained, was that my program had originally been designed to benefit the tutors. "As it turned out," I ended, "everyone showed growth and demonstrated gains."

After a Q&A session, Leland took center stage to deliver the knockout punch.

The entire hall of more than 100 people suddenly became quiet. For many, I thought, it might have been the first time they were formally addressed by a teenage African-American male. Although a supreme athlete on the field, Leland's shy public demeanor was obvious. Someone raised the volume on the microphone.

"Thank you for inviting me," Leland started. "I'm not used to speaking like this. You know, in public and all."

He looked back at me for some reassurance. I gave him a quick, subtle thumbs-up sign.

"My background is, well, not exactly like those other student tutors you heard from. They are great. I wish I had even one of their awards. But I never taught anyone before. I never thought of myself as being able to teach anyone anything, except maybe how to play ball, or catch, run, make a move, you know – outdoors, away from school. In fact, I never really liked school. Before this I always hated it, and was always getting into trouble."

The audience shifted somewhat nervously in their seats. I was amazed at how composed and relaxed Leland was. He had not prepared notes or an official text to read from. He was speaking straight from the heart. "When Dr. Laz told me about the project and how he wanted me to be a teacher for other students, I was, well, kinda surprised. I never figured I could do it, or that I would like it at all.

But right from the start it was cool. I work with three different kids at our school during the day and they really like learning with me, too. It flips me out, but I've become a pretty good teacher."

I almost started crying when the audience broke out in spontaneous applause for him. They were truly moved by this tough inner-city kid who couldn't get a break if he tried paying for one. Now here he was – a successful tutor/teacher with some positive direction in his life.

The Q&A's with Leland went on for over 30 minutes, until they announced that lunch was being served. They simply couldn't get enough of him.

It had been a long and rewarding morning. Nonetheless, both of us were looking forward to alleviating the gnawing emptiness in our stomachs at the luncheon.

"Sorry, Mr. Laz," Leland said, as we followed the crowd toward the huge dining area, "this meal ain't exactly gonna be kosher, so I'll just have to eat your portion."

"No problem," I said. "You've earned it buddy. Just save me..."

"Yeah, I know. The fresh fruit."

"Yeah. I can hardly wait."

It was then I saw them; the whole prep school superstar team was heading our way with pens, notepads, and giggles.

"Leland," I said pointing to the ever-advancing female admirers, "looks like your stomach is gonna have to growl a bit longer."

"Huh?"

"Well," I said, pointing to the advancing groupies, "they're not coming for my autograph."

The look on Leland's suddenly-shy face was priceless.
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Trouble In The Woods

SOMEHOW, WITH A LOT OF LUCK, patience, a few migraines, and advice from more-experienced teachers, I made it through my first year. Rather than just dissolve into nothingness, I decided to end the year with some style and finesse.

Voila! Our first annual, grand, three-day overnight camping trip. I figured it would be an awesome way to end the school year. (Or, was I a glutton for punishment)?

This was no jaunt to the Concord Hotel for a weekend of video games, health spas, back massages, and golfing. We would be backpacking into the woods, trailblazing, using compasses, living on wild edibles, and sleeping in tents. It also meant I would be taking my inner-city crew away from their familiar street turf and warm beds, into a new, foreign, almost-exotic environment filled with new sights, sounds, and smells.

They anticipated this trip with both excitement and a touch of nervousness. Of course, they wouldn't admit to fear of the unknown. Like most adolescent boys, they had trouble confronting any shortcomings within themselves, (it meant, somehow, a lack of macho and manliness). Thus, that underlying gut-feeling of uneasiness seemed to permeate our classroom.

I decided to deal with their concerns in an open, up-front fashion. Besides frequent class discussions, I got them involved in every phase of the preparations. But rather than functioning as the omnipotent giver of knowledge, I took more of a back seat approach, performing the role of guide.

I divided the class into several committees, including first-aid, food and menu, equipment, activities, and transportation. Each student had to be on at least one committee. During the months of April and May, they spent several class hours doing independent research on their topics. They made phone calls, wrote letters, read resource material, and even drew maps. It was an incredible learning experience, and a far cry from the impression perceived by a fellow teacher: "Oh, rough life you got! Taking your students out for fun and games, eh?"

A few weeks before the trip, I spoke to the class about wildlife. I reasoned that this topic would really get them psyched.

"With any wild animal," I began, "it's a matter of knowledge and respect. Most people who have bad encounters with potentially-dangerous animals, like bears, moose, or mountain lions, initiate the incident themselves by doing something stupid. Rangers can verify that most conflicts are usually our fault, not the animal's."

"There are bears out there?" Terrence asked, all wide-eyed. "I mean, where we're going?"

"Yeah, they're out there," I said. "They probably won't want to get near us though, especially the way we'll smell after our first ten mile hike!"

"You talkin' real bears?" Phil asked anxiously.

"No, I'm talking Teddy bears, the kind you sleep with at night. Yeah, I'm talking real bears."

Nobody said a word. They were freaked.

"Like I said before, fellas. It's a matter of respect and knowledge. We learn to respect the bear, its territory and its habits, then we go in like Boy Scouts - prepared! If we do that, there's no reason to be afraid."

"What's there to learn about a bear," Leland questioned, "except that it's big and mean and has large, sharp claws? I sure hope it don't like the taste of black boys."

Everyone laughed, more because they were releasing nervous tension than anything else. They wanted an answer.

"Look," I said. "I'm not taking you any place dangerous. I've been to this area, and I've been to places a lot more rugged and remote than this spot. When I was fifteen years old, I went with the Scouts to Philmont Scout Ranch in New Mexico. The place is immense. It's got more than 200,000 acres. It's a chunk of the whole dang state. Anyhow, when we were out there, I saw with my own two eyes a rattlesnake, a mountain lion, and lots of wild bears. They even walked around my tent during the night. But we were prepared. We had bear-proofed our campsite."

"What does bear-proof mean?"

"Good question, Curtis. Now we're getting to the knowledge part. Basically, it means locking up all your food and anything that smells like food, and putting it a substantial distance away from yourself and your tent. Usually, you put it in a duffle bag and hang it high on a tree limb."

I continued, "Another bear-safety technique involves how to hike in bear country. It's important to remember that we're just visitors in their territory. This tactic suggests we always make noise when hiking. It ain't too healthy to catch one of these powerful animals by surprise. They don't seem to like that kind of thing. Some folks actually wear bells. The bears hear you coming, and since they don't want anything to do with you, they move away."(I didn't dare share the famous joke about this technique: What's inside a bear's stomach? Answer: Bear bells!)

"What happened when that bear was around yo tent?" one of my students asked. "What did you do? Man, I'm bringing a dang machine gun!"

"Well, I was with two other guys, both scouts from Buffalo. We were in this large four-man tent. We heard him come out of the woods, sniffing around for food. That big critter walked all around out tent, grunting and sniffing."

"Were you scared?"

"No way."

"For real?"

"I wasn't scared, I was terrified ! One of the guys in our tent was this big dude, a football player – a huge lineman on his high school team. He was squeezing me so hard that I thought I was gonna die from him, not the bear!"

"So what did you do, already?"

"Well, we just laid there, perfectly quiet, shaking like leaves, I guess. I knew we'd be all right, though, cuz we had followed our instructions and bear-proofed our campsite and tent. There was no food, not even a piece of gum inside our tent. After a while, the bear moved on. They way we smelled, I was surprised it got as close as it did. When we woke up the next morning, we found out that everyone else's tent in our patrol had been knocked down by the bear except ours. Pretty lucky, eh?"

In my mind's eye, I recalled the rest of the story: I have always figured that night's event was a case of measure-for-measure from the One Above. He was rewarding my friend and me for something we did at the very beginning of our stay at Philmont: The first day our Buffalo scout group arrived, we found more than five hundred scouts from all over the world doing the same thing – preparing for two weeks of exciting, tough, wilderness adventure. We carried all our food in our fifty-pound backpacks, and to save weight, nearly all of it was dehydrated. It had to last two weeks. The ranger put it rather succinctly, "Can you really survive without Shop Rite and a supermarket?"

Anyhow, all the new arrivals were placed in "tent city." It was a sight to behold: Row after row of neat green canvas tents with wooden floorboards. The place had the feel of a marine boot camp.

On the second day, all five hundred greenhorn scouts were assembled in a large mess hall. No one knew why we had been called there, but we gathered as requested. One of the scout leaders went to the front of the room and asked for order. He had a large clipboard in his hand.

"All right, y'all," he called out in a true Southern drawl. "Please listen up." I want to welcome y'all to Philmont Scout Ranch in beautiful New Mexico."

A chorus of cheers and whistles rang out.

"So as we can provide for all of yo needs, includin' yo religious ones, I need to find out who's exactly what particular religion. When I call out yo religion, kindly just raise yo hands."

My lifelong buddy, Keith Frankel, known affectionately as the Frankovoleechio, (shortened to plain Leechio), sat next to me. We shifted in our chairs.

"Ain't gonna be too many Jewish boys besides us," I whispered in his ear.

"Couldn't care less," he answered.

"All right," the scout leader called out again. "Catholic!"

It seemed like hundreds of hands flew up in the air. The ranger wrote something down on his clipboard.

"Baptist!"

Hundreds more raised their hands. He jotted down a quick estimate on the paper.

"We're outnumbered, bro," I said to Leechio. To make matters worse, we were sitting toward the front of the room in about the third row. Then again, it would've been really bad news to have all 500 of 'em turn around and stare. Leechio was still cool with his response.

"Like I said, who cares?"

"Okay, Methodist!"

A slew of hands rose above everyone's heads. We sat and awaited the inevitable. Mr. Ranger scribbled on his board.

"All right, Jewish!"

Without hesitation, our arms shot up proudly. I looked around. In this entire building, there were just two arms raised above the masses, Keith's and mine. Oddly enough, there were no quirks or laughs or snide remarks. We'd probably get them later, I thought to myself. Even though my friend and I had not been raised as religious Orthodox Jews, nonetheless, right then and there in that Philmont mess hall, I felt incredibly strong in my faith and proud of being a Jew. It was more than an act of defiance. It was an affirmation of my very being.

Thus, when the bear spared us, Leechio and I felt it was a sign of divine intervention. We could actually see the bear's paw prints in the mud surrounding our tent. It was as if the good Lord was saying, "You guys stick up for Me and I'll stick up for you!"

Suddenly, a bell rang, loud and annoying. I wasn't at Philmont with my buddy Keith; I was in front of my class at the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School.

My students shifted in their chairs, exchanging glances with one another.

"You sure about this trip, Mr. Laz? Maybe we could try a hotel or something!"

Leland slammed his hand on top of his desk and declared, "I ain't afraid of no bears! I see one and I'll kick his head off!"

"I'll be bringing my piece with me," Terrence interjected. "In case I run into one of those unlucky suckers! That baby is gonna be sorry it was ever born."

"Me too," another blurted out. "Can't bring 'em to school but we sure can bring 'em out in the woods!"

It was time to go into a thirty-minute lecture on what to bring and what not to bring. Guns, shotguns, pieces, switchblades, hand grenades, mortars, and machine guns were definitely out. No machetes or swords either.

"The only knives allowed are Swiss Army and small camping knives," I said emphatically. "No ifs, ands, or buts about it. Understood?"

I got the usual head nods.

"Good. Follow our safety rules and we'll all have a good time. We're not gonna see any bears, so don't even bother thinking about it."

The big day arrived and we left the "safety" of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School for the great outdoors and the mysterious adventures of Allegheny State Park.

Before departing, I went over our entire entourage in my head. We had eight students and two adults besides myself, including one parent who volunteered to take three days off of work to help us out. I was relieved that Bobby's dad had agreed to come. Besides helping transport half the crew, he would be another set of supervisory eyes and ears. My good buddy Sheldon, aka – Brother Sheld, had also agreed to lend a helping hand. He was never one to turn down an opportunity for a bit of excitement outside his life as a computer maven.

My car trunk said it all. In one shopping bag sat four packs of frozen Glatt kosher hotdogs and two quarters of frozen chalav Yisrael skim milk. Poking out of another bulging shopping bag were about eight packs of salted port rinds.

"All you mug heads should be eating kosher," I said, pointing to the fried pig skins. "That stuff looks downright nasty!"

To my surprise, just as we were finishing loading both cars, Bobby's dad told a few off-color jokes...way off-color. My students laughed nervously, knowing I didn't approve. When the guys were finally in the cars, I pulled Mr. R. aside.

"Look," I said. "I really appreciate your coming along. We couldn't go without you. But I really think it'll be better for all of us if there's no swearing and bad jokes. Those are our rules in the classroom and I just don't want us opening a can of worms. These guys'll go crazy!"

"Yeah, all right," he responded. "I just figured we're out of school and you know, I'd hang loose with them."

I realized he was just trying to get on their good side. He seemed nervous. Part of it, I was sure, was because he was inexperienced with black people. It occurred to me that he probably felt a lot like I did my first couple of days at school. Unsure. Uneasy. Edgy.

"It'll be a super trip," I said, patting him on the shoulder. "Just relax and drive safe. I'll keep ya in my rearview mirror!"

Turning to the guys who were squirming around in the cars, I yelled, "Oooooooeeee, Momma Nature here we come!"

They let out some wild cheers, and we were on our way.

For the first hour's drive, we just listened to funky music and shot the breeze. They made a few jokes about Mr. R. and his beat-up car.

"Hey, don't forget, gents," I interjected, reminding them about one of our gym teacher's lines. "His buggy may be a mess, but four wheels beat two heels!"

"I ain't so sure," said Leland. "I think my two heels could run circles around those four wheels."

"Yeah," said another. "Wonder what welfare check he used to buy that thing."

I changed the subject.

"Just to be on the safe side, I rented a cabin for us," I remarked while bouncing my hands on the steering wheel and humming a tune. My eight-year old Chevy, known as Old Bessy, was doing okay.

"Safe side of what?" Joey questioned.

"I mean in case it gets real cold at night, so you don't freeze your kahoochies off! And just in case you turkeys decide not to sleep in the tent."

"Shoot, man," Curtis said, raising his cheek in a jive gesture. "I'll be in that tent. Don't you worry 'bout me!"

"Me too, Laz. You probably scared of sleeping in the dark, anyhow!"

"Yeah, Laz probably sleeps with a Mickey Mouse nightlight on!"

They howled and started ribbin' on me, how I was a honkey sissy, a wimp, a Gaylord, doofus, McCracker, etc.

"Yeah," I replied, ignoring their comments. "We'll see. We'll see."

After a few hours, we arrived at the state park. The sun was shining in full glory. Green spruce and pine grew everywhere. Momentarily, I could tell trouble was brewing. The guys piled out of Mr. R.'s car laughing. Not an innocent laugh of merriment, but the stride, gang mentality, poking-fun kind of outburst. They were digging into the man. Before I could do anything, to my amazement, Mr. R. responded with a black ethnic joke. It was going to be a long camping trip. I figured I'd better get the situation under control.

"All right, gents," I called out. I was decked in my Yankee baseball cap, Scout Master shirt, jeans and hiking boots, with a Swiss Army Knife and compass hanging from my belt. "The only way we'll get anywhere on this camping trip is to work together. If not, we turn around right here and go back home."

It was very quiet. You could hear the birds chirping.

"Good. Now let's do what we're supposed to do, unload the gear and food, and split up into our special groups."

Day One went surprisingly well. The only major catastrophe was the equipment committee's great blunder in forgetting to bring toilet paper. At one point, Jimmy ran over to me, eyes ready to pop and said, "I ain't usin' no leaves either! I'd probably pick poison ivy!!"

Even though I had noticed this important omission back at school when the planning committees were meeting, I decided to let them live with their decisions, for better or worse. They needed the opportunity to take risks, grow, and make mistakes without some adult always telling them what or what not to do. After some anxious and very humorous moments, I gave Jimmy a roll from the trunk of my car. He was so grateful he promised to buy or steal a Dodge Viper for me. I politely declined his offer, explaining that I simply couldn't turn my back on Old Bessy or she'd be offended and leave us forever in these woods.

The day passed all too quickly. We managed to squeeze in a five mile hike, a swim in a refreshing lake, (my WSI and ALS courses from the Red Cross came in handy), and set up a rope bridge and orienteering course.

After cooking out our delicious Glatt hotdogs on a no-match fire, (they learned how to use flint & steel), and cleaning up, I was, to put it mildly, exhausted. Even though it was one in the morning, my hyperactive devils decided against beddy-time. They moved the cots together inside the cabin and started tag-team wrestling matches. In no mood for noise, I went outside and started a small campfire. I could still hear the ruckus, but it was tolerable knowing they'd soon collapse and sleep like babies.

A half-hour passed and they were still going as strong as ever. Enough was enough. I'd have to put 'em to bed myself. They had made me promise to tell them a ghost story, anyhow. Their yelling and whooping was getting pretty obnoxious. I quickly extinguished my small fire and headed for the cabin.

I pushed open the door and felt like I had front row seats at Madison Square Garden. Mattresses and cots were lying all over the place. A long wooden table was on its side. Sheld was reading in a corner and Mr. R. was sitting in a chair near the action, encouraging his son to "get in there and kick some you-know-what." The contestants, however, were not Hulk Hogan and Mr. T taking on the Mad Samoans. This particular event featured the Black Boys against the White Boys!

The action was hot and furious, and even involved the audience. The five black students were triumphantly dancing on top of the cots, ridiculing the outnumbered white students who were making a feeble attempt to save face and charge the man-made ring, only to be thrown into the air and onto the floor. I watched closely to determine just how serious this fight was. Mr. R. seemed visibly upset. His overweight son was being made into mincemeat.

"Why don't you guys fight fair, one-on-one?" he called to my black students. "Or are you afraid you'll get whipped?"

"Shoot," Leland answered, bouncing on the cots. "We'll take you on, too! Boxing, wrestling, you name it!" He started humming Eye of the Tiger and held his hands above his head.

The guys on top of the cots hugged and high-fived each other while laughing and ranking on the white kids. For some reason, I didn't intervene right then and there. Perhaps I didn't realize the situation was getting out of hand. Perhaps I was just overtired. I leaned against one of the double cots and watched. Everyone basically ignored me, so I thought the whole scene was still on the innocent side.

Mr. R started yelling out raunchy black ethnic jokes. Most centered on how blacks smelled and were essentially stupid. For each line Mr. R. came up with, my black students had ten statements of their own about Mr. R's car, wife, mother, anatomy, and family lineage. Mr. R was no match for the speed and wit of my inner-city crew. They were eating him alive and loving every minute of it. He reminded me of some klutzy white guy going into the ring against the fast and clever Muhammad Ali.

Just as I was about to close the show, Mr. R's son decided it was time to defend his dad's honor. He charged the cots and lunged at Leland. Leland stepped aside and let the huge body crash harmlessly on the bedding. He laughed while he pushed Bobby off the cots and on to the floor. Whether out of embarrassment or real pain, Bobby started crying and began clutching his arm.

Mr. R and I jumped up at the same time. My intention was to get control of the situation. Mr. R's was quite different. He grabbed Leland from behind, putting him in a choke hold.

"I'll kill you, nigger," he screamed. "I'll freakin' kill you!"

Mr. R's massive muscular arms held a dangling Leland in the air, gasping for breath. Everyone in the bunk stopped dead in their tracks. No one moved.

Mr. R had totally snapped. He was mumbling and shaking; and all-the-while he was strangling my student!

Time stood still.

A million thoughts ran through my head. Was this for real? These are the kinds of things you read about in the morning papers. They happen to other people, not to me. I envisioned the headlines: "White, Orthodox Jewish teacher takes class on camping trip. Only white students return! All blacks killed!"

After a couple of eternally-long seconds, Bro Sheld moved forward. Waving him back toward the rest of the crew, I moved into action. I knew that if I reacted emotionally and started yelling, or tried to grab Mr. R's arm, it would only add fuel to the fire. He might turn on all of us!

I walked in front of him, placed my hand gently on his arm, and very quietly said, "Mr. R, let him go, okay?"

Slowly, he released his death grip. Then, letting go, he pushed Leland away and exclaimed, "Don't you ever lay a hand on my son again, you hear? Or, I will freakin' kill you next time!"

Leland fell to the cots, holding his neck and sobbing. I put my arm over his shoulder and bent down to make sure he was all right.

"I'll kill that honkey," he cried in a low, raspy, broken voice. "He had no right to do that to me. I'm gonna kill him!"

"Yeah, you ain't gonna do nothing' blacky," said Mr. R.

"Mr. R," I said. "Please! Enough!"

Suddenly, Leland stood up. Pushing me aside, he walked by Mr. R and went to his bunk bed. He kept mumbling, "I'll kill that honkey!"

He started rummaging through his knapsack, crying, mumbling, and rubbing his neck.

In one dramatic motion, he pulled out an eight inch steak knife! So much for my Swiss Army knife / Boy Scout lecture.

Mr. R responded by picking up one of the heavy wooden benches and raising it over his head, ready to heave. If the threw it, Heaven forbid, I'd be taking Leland home in a plastic bag.

Leland descended from the top bunk now, the knife raised in his clenched fist. Mr. R stepped forward, about to release the bench.

In a flash, I jumped between the two, my back to Mr. R; I knew Leland wouldn't use the knife on me.

They were about ten feet from one another. The end of Mr. R's upraised bench was only a foot from my head. I looked Leland straight in the eyes, my arms at my side. "Leland, put down the knife," I said.

He stopped walking and stared at me. The air was hot and thick, like pea soup.

"I want you to put the knife down," I said. "Now!"

His eyes moved from the knife to my gaze and back to the knife again.

"Leland, please. Put it down."

Suddenly, he threw the knife down, and crying uncontrollably, bolted out of the cabin door.

I let go a sigh of relief. Mr. R put the bench down. One of my students turned to go after Leland.

"No," I said. "Just leave him. He needs to be alone for a while."

For a minute or two, nobody said a thing. One by one we sat down, ashamed, I guess, to look at one another.

"This is not Mr. R's fault," I finally said. "It's not Leland's fault. It's not any one person's fault. It's our fault. We're all to blame for what happened, because we all encouraged it and let it happen. I wasn't excusing Mr. R for what he had done, but I didn't want my guys dumping the whole thing onto him.

"This was a group problem," I continued. "Everyone contributed to it, and two people almost got seriously hurt. It's the exact opposite of what we said we were going to do out here. Work together, help the next guy out." I paused. "Start packing, 'cuz we're going home. Now!"

A few of them moaned out loud. Some started crying in disappointment.

"I don't care if it is 1:30 in the morning," I added, making my way out of the cabin. "The way we're acting, we couldn't even make it through the night. Just start packing."

I found Leland leaning quietly against a tree, a hundred feet from the cabin. His hands were in his pockets, and he was staring at the ground. I put my arm around his shoulders and said, "Do you want to talk about it?"

He put his head against my chest and started crying.

"Let it all out," I said, no longer fighting my own tears.

After a few minutes he was able to talk about what happened. I told him what I said to the group and how everyone was getting their things together to leave.

"Mr. Laz," he said, looking at me in amazement. "You ain't got to punish everybody for what happened. It wasn't their fault. I-I guess I was too rough with Bobby."

"But it wasn't just your fault, or Mr. R's. It was everybody's, including mine! Everybody got into the act, and I allowed it to continue."

"Yeah, I know but...why don't you let me and Mr. R talk things out? We can come to an understanding."

If I would have had the strength, I'd have done a double cartwheel. Here was Leland, my supposed rough, tough, insensitive, inner-city adolescent, telling me he would attempt to make peace with an adult who moments earlier had tried to kill him! I was profoundly moved by his maturity and mentchlichkeit, (Open-mindedness. Or, like my grandma always urged, "Be a mentch!" Be fair-minded, nice, and a good person). In spite of my anger and emotional turmoil, I had to give him the chance to resolve this situation.

"All right," I said. "Wait here. Let me get Mr. R."

For a half hour, while Mr. R and Leland were outside together, the other guys waited patiently on their cots. Not a word was spoken. I was more than willing to allow them time to reflect in quietness, to internalize the event on an individual basis.

Finally, Leland and Mr. R came bombing through the door, arm in arm, all smiles. Everyone jumped off their beds and started shouting for joy. They immediately surrounded this odd couple.

We took turns giving 'em five and slapping them approvingly on their backs. It was an experience of group teshuva, (remorse over one's deeds), and most importantly, a sincere resolve to improve in the future. They kept shouting things like, "Yeah, the trip is on!" and "All right, we gonna stay!" and even, "I'm gonna get me a bear yet!"

"All right, gents," I said, bringing them back to Planet Earth. "I hate to spoil the party, but it's late and I'm wiped out. Hit-the-sack time. C'mon, let's go. We've had lots of excitement already. The ghost story is on hold till tomorrow night."

I didn't get any arguments.
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Stuck On A Mountaintop

DAY TWO OF OUR CAMPING trip was smooth sailing. Leland and Mr. R were working together, chopping wood, building the campfire, fishing, and throwing a boomerang. After the previous night's episode, all the guys seemed to be making an extra effort to get along. They knew that if anything major occurred, their trip would be terminated.

After Sheld and I said our morning prayers in front of my usual inner-city audience, we ate some delicious egg-and-cheese omelets, courtesy of Mr. R & Leland's cooking efforts over the fire pit. I had no trouble rounding up guys for clean up, and I was pleased that last night's episode had proven an effective wake-up call. Everyone was making that extra effort.

We headed for our first serious challenge of the trip: Mountain climbing. Actually, it was a combination of rock climbing and rappelling, two activities that I was fairly skilled at, due to my scout training.

But the truth of the matter was that I hated rock climbing; it scared the daylights out of me. Contrary to evolutionary theories, I do not consider myself some distant cousin of the monkey, or even a mountain goat for that matter. Thus, whenever I find myself clinging bare-handed to the side of a cliff that is twenty feet or more from the ground, my body reacts in panic. My head tells me to stay cool, but my body doesn't want to listen. Sweat starts pouring out, including from my hands, which are desperately occupied with the task of trying to dig into solid rock. My heart begins sounding like a mad drummer, and my stomach starts getting that "oooooo, aaaaahhhh, ichhhh" feeling.

Sometimes, I make the ridiculous mistake of actually looking down. When I see the tops of heads belonging to intelligent human beings who are walking safely on the surface of the planet where we truly belong, warning messages start rapid-firing in my cerebral cortex. They say things like, "Panic, you fool!" or "How many hours can you hold on till the fire department comes?" All in all, it might be a rather pleasant experience for a suicidal masochist. Or a hawk.

Nonetheless, I put stock in the Outward Bound approach. It encourages people to confront challenges on a gut, emotional level. Growth occurs by realizing one's strengths and weaknesses, and putting both to work to overcome obstacles. It's a process that emboldens people to take risks. I had incorporated this philosophy into many of our class activities throughout the year. There's no comparison, however, to what you can do in the great outdoors. And so, with some healthy trepidation, we headed for the cliffs.

I used a variety of protective measures. One was a long safety line, the kind professional mountain climber's use. We ran it up the backside of the cliff and over the top. If, Heaven forbid, someone fell, they could reach out and grab the line. The other was a safety harness, worn by each climber.

We went over our climbing and emergency procedures from the bottom of the cliffs.

"You out of yo gourd," Curtis said, looking at the peak, "if you think I'm going up this thing!"

"Ain't n-n-nothin' to b-be s-scared about!" I joked.

"Ha, ha, we're all laughin' so hard, right?"

"This is stupid," Phil complained. "I say we go fishin'."

"Yeah," agreed Leland. "Whatcha tryin' to do? Get us all killed or somethin'?"

"Oh c'mon, you big babies," I chided them. "Piece-of-cake. We've got two safety lines in case somebody falls, but I'm telling you, nobody's gonna fall. I'll go first. Watch carefully."

"I'll stay down here," Sheld whispered in my ear. "In case any of the guys don't wanna go. You know. Keep an eye on 'em and make sure they stay alive."

I winked back, but added, "Your job is to push 'em up this thing from behind!"

He gave me that "Yeah, riiiight," look, but began giving verbal encouragement to the crew, nonetheless.

I started climbing the backside of the cliffs. The incline was about sixty-five degrees. Before I got halfway up, Tony came crawling past me with all the sureness of a mountain lion.

"Carefully, Tony!" I yelled over.

"No problem, Mr. Laz. No problem. Somebody had to show these sissies how it's done!"

He went scooting past me, showing absolutely no fear. I was impressed, but his attitude wasn't contagious. It took the rest of us about thirty minutes to get to the top.

We held a mini-victory party at the summit, complete with tablet-purified water from our canteens, and some PB&J sandwiches. Leland had even snuck his tape recorder into his backpack, so we were also treated to some celebration music. The feeling was euphoric; like we had conquered Mt. Everest! Sheld whipped out some kosher chocolates and shared 'em with the class. My guys dug Bro. Sheld, who had this easy-going, confident, fun-oriented attitude. He felt just as comfortable eating my wife's delicious homemade challah on Shabbos, as he did climbing up the side of a cliff with inner city students.

Then, perhaps because we were getting a little cocky, we did something really stupid. Just over the lip of the cliff was a small ledge. It jutted out over a sheer drop of about thirty-five feet from the rock bottom. Playing the hotdog, I eased my way onto the ledge, followed by Danny and Terrence. We sat back, enjoying both the view and our accomplishment. The feeling was short-lived. Danny finally expressed it.

"Mr. Laz, uh, how do we get down from here?"

"Good question, Danny," I said. "I was wondering the same thing. Got any ideas?"

"Can we get back over the top?" Terrence asked, biting his nails.

"Stop gnawing at your fingers," I answered, annoyed at myself for getting us into this mess. "It makes me nervous."

The lip was only about four feet over our heads, but it jutted dangerously out past the cliff wall. We couldn't risk it. I called out to Tony, my right-hand man and true scouter, for advice. His head peered over the edge, looking down at us.

"Having fun?" he asked.

"Listen, this is no joke, man," I said. We're stuck. What do you think?"

"What do I think? I think I ain't gonna have a teacher no more. That's what I think. No more tests. No more homework. I'm feeling good!"

"We're gonna starve to death on this rock," Danny responded, "and he's making jokes."

"I don't believe this," Terrence said, his voice half crying and half laughing. "What are we gonna do, Laz? For real!"

"How about a helicopter?"

"Okay guys," I responded. "First we're gonna listen to Tony wise-off for a few hours and then we'll figure out what to do."

"Okay, okay. I'm uh-thinking," said Tony, putting on his best Italian accent. "Tony's gonna save-uh the day."

I tried maintaining a cheerful persona throughout the ordeal, but whenever I looked down, my body systems – particularly my respiratory, circulatory, and nervous components, offered their two-cents worth.

We quickly nixed the idea of using ropes to get us over the top lip. I was aiming to return to Dr. D with a full-class, even though he had encouraged me to leave a few behind.

Then another idea hit me. About a foot and a half from our small ledge grew a tall, narrow aspen tree. I didn't want to chance climbing down it – thirty-five feet of splinters didn't sound too appealing!

"Tony," I said, thinking out loud. "Supposed I tie one end of our climbing rope on to the tree, up here by the ledge. You guys secure the other end to the trunk of another tree about there, on the ground. The rope will go down at an angle and..."

"And then you guys slide down the rope."

"Right."

Thankfully, I'd taught them how to build and use rope bridges. Looking up at Tony's face, I said, "Understand your mission?"

"Yes sir!" he saluted as his face disappeared. "Is the rope gonna hold you guys?"

"It'll hold up a car," I answered. "These are all professional climbing ropes, so no worries, ya hear?"

About ten minutes later, the entire class, minus us, was standing thirty-five feet beneath our rock-shelf prison. No one told any jokes or made faces. Gingerly, I reached out and secured one end of the rope to the tree. Tony wrapped the other end around the base of a larger tree, about fifty feet from the cliff.

The first phase of the rescue strategy was complete. There were only two problems left to deal with: One was the gloves – or more specifically – whether to wear them or not.

"I'm just not sure," I said to Danny and Terrence, "if we should use them. I'm worried that we won't get a good grip on the rope with them on."

"Then, we'd go flying down the rope, right?"

"Yea," I said, "and I'm not really in the mood to go crashing into a tree."

"What if we go without 'em?"

"We'll probably get bad rope burns," I replied.

"I got it," said Terrence. "Just wear one glove. This way you can still hold on tight if you have to slow yourself down."

I thought it over. It wasn't a bad idea.

"Guys, the other problem is a doozy," I said.

"What is it?" they asked in unison.

"Who goes down first? Think about it. If I go first, you guys are up here by yourselves. But you'll be able to see how I do it, assuming I make it, of course. Do you want me to go last or first?"

We talked it over and decided that I would lead off, followed by Danny, then Terrence. I hollered final instructions to the ground crew. It was an amusing sight. Even though the bottom of the rope was tied to a tree, they were holding on tight and leaning back, like a tug-of-war team.

"Well gents, wish me luck," I said. "I sure hope to see you at the bottom, in one piece!"

I leaned over and grabbed the tree. My feet were still on the ledge. Some fifty years ago, God – in His infinite wisdom and mercy – had caused an aspen seed to land only a few feet from this cliff. It received the right amount of sun, water, and nourishment needed to grow straight and tall past a small ledge jutting out near the top of the cliff. I said the Shema, a special prayer recited in times of trouble, assured The Merciful One Above that I would owe Him one if we made it, and swung my legs out, hugging the tree. In a few seconds, I was sliding down our makeshift lifeline. I wasn't going very fast, but out of nervousness perhaps, I kept squeezing the line with my bare hand. I guess I was making sure I wouldn't slam into that waiting tree. When my feet were about five feet from the ground I let go and jumped. I was safe. I had made it.

My other students surrounded me, and we slapped hands and cheered.

My right hand was killing me. I got some serious rope burns from sliding down bare-handed. Oh well. Better that I be the guinea pig than Terrence or Danny. Both boys went down safely, with two gloves on.

On the ground, we laughed about our new dilemma: How do we untie the rope from the tree by the ledge?

"Forget about the rope, guys," I said. "Let's cut off what we can and leave the rest."

Tony objected, and volunteered to go back up and get it.

"I can do it, Mr. Laz. You saw how good I am at climbing."

"Okay, fine," I said, never one to turn down a learning experience. "But only with your harness, and if you're attached to the belay line. And...you've got to figure out a way to get it without going onto that ledge."

I sprawled myself out on good ol' Mother Earth and felt like a million bucks.

"Yeah, one more thing, fellows," I said. "Keep me out of your brainstorms, cuz I plan on staying right here on terra firma. Just tell me what you come up with."

They came up with a true Ripley's Believe It Or Not rope rescue idea. First, they tied a Swiss Army knife, large blade open, to the end of a long stick. Then they tied the stick to an extra safety line. Tony easily ascended the backside of the cliff, holding onto the rope that was attached to the stick that was attached to the knife. Once there, he reeled in the stick, and reached out and cut the rope from the tree. And like a jerk, I didn't bring my camera!
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I Ain't Afraid Of No Bear

WE RETURNED TO OUR campsite a weary, grateful, and proud bunch. The guys had a million stories for Mr. R about the drama at the cliffs. Of course, I was their number one target.

"Man, you should've seen Laz, crying like a newborn baby."

"Hey, if it wasn't for me," Tony got into the act, "he'd still be up there shakin' in his boots."

"Yeah, and if I wasn't holdin' that rope," Leland added, "none of you weak ol' mugheads could've held him up, and we would've had mushed Laz for lunch."

"Okay, so you're all heroes," I said, defending my honor. "I'd like to see what you would've done on that ledge. You-all would've cried so much, you'd have drowned in your tears before I could've gotten you down. Actually y'all woulda cried so dang much the entire valley would have filled with water and you could've swum off that ledge!"

We carried on like this for a good half hour. After just one year at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School, I had learned something about the art of ribbin'. The main skill wasn't so much about being able to rib and jive somebody, it was more about timing. There was sense to it all. The beauty was in knowing when to take it, and when to dish it out.

The group took a vote and decided to can the ten-mile afternoon hike for something a bit less strenuous and a lot more appealing: A refreshing swim in a nearby lake. Even though I had planned to complete several educational objectives during that hike, I was glad to put them aside, at least temporarily, for some cool, clean H20.

One of my former graduate professors, Dr. Bernie Yormak, known as BBY, told me that teaching is 90% personality. The other 10% belongs to teaching skills that can be acquired by anyone by doing course work; student teaching with decent tutors; and plain old, time-on-the-job. Anyone means someone who at the very least, wants to be a teacher and likes kids. If you don't fit these criteria, do everyone, (including yourself), a favor, and find a different means for making a buck. Within that 90% personality arena, he said, are several key ingredients including patience, lebedikeit, (Yiddish for life, vitality, some spunk), a sense of humor, stick-to-it-iveness, and flexibility. The last one is particularly crucial for any sort of special ed program. If Plan A just ain't happening, (for whatever reason), then file it and move to Plan B. This time, the decision was pretty easy. I put the hike in the circular file and seconded the motion for a swim.

"Lake," I yelled, grabbing my swim and scuba gear, "here we come!"

That swim was the therapy we all needed after our rather tension-filled hours of climbing. I was grateful that Bro. Sheld was along to provide extra adult supervision. Between him, Mr. R, and me, we took turns with the lifeguard duties.

By late afternoon, the next challenge was on everyone's minds. My crew didn't seem very interested in bringing it up, but it was there nonetheless. It was officially known as the "I Ain't Afraid Of No Bear Challenge." In layman's terms it meant: "Who's gonna be brave enough to sleep in the tent?"

Back in the safe confines of the school, each and every one of them promised they'd be in that tent. They spoke frequently about how they would dismember anything that resembled good ol' Smokey the Bear. If need be, they'd tear it apart with their bare hands. The first night, due to the unexpected tag-team wresting and fireworks, everyone slept indoors, including me. Tonight was a different story. Everyone was actually getting along and helping one another out. Setting up that tent, that symbol of courage, loomed large on the horizon.

Our Glatt kosher meal was simmering on the coals, courtesy of our flint & steel fire. The sun was at the top of the trees. Slowly and deliberately, and with a bit of Hollywood flair, I began erecting my three-man tent. In a pinch, especially with small students, I could squeeze in four campers – total. Five would be sardine city. (I had a second tent in my trunk, but I was highly doubtful it would see any action).

A very strange thing began to happen. It had all the earmarks of being directly associated with the setting of the sun. Their macho seemed attached to that fiery orange ball in the sky. Both sank together behind the trees.

"You ain't really sleeping outside, are you?" Leland called from the campfire.

"Yup," I called back, without turning my head. "Why not?"

"Oh," he responded. "Just asking."

I staked out the four corners. It was a gorgeous tent. Built-in bottom. Mosquito netting all over; a "breathable" roof so your sweat didn't accumulate on the inside like an old rubber raincoat; a large back window; inside pockets; a zippered "fly" to keep out the rain; and a support line running down-center of the roof for hanging up a flashlight. It was extremely lightweight – a back-packer's dream. When you went hiking with it, you felt like a snail with your home on your back.

To my inner-city crew, however, it represented evil incarnate. It was the unknown; the dark hidden world of the woods and its creatures. It was like having Darth Vader, Alien, & Predator rolled up into a single horrifying creature; beyond one's worst-ever imagination of pure terror!

I pulled the front pole into position, and the tent took the shape of a large A. The guys were watching me with both fascination and dread. Tony was in the woods by himself getting wood for the fire, of course. He refused to wear a shirt, and paid no attention whatsoever to the relentless biting mosquitoes. Not only could be climb like a mountain goat, but he absolutely loved scouting and camping. The great outdoors, not the confining walls of a classroom, was his element. At least I wouldn't have to sleep alone in the tent.

That notion hadn't really bothered me, though. I'd probably get a better sleep alone in my tent than with a bunch of wild inner-city boys in a bunk bed.

In fact, I had once led a wilderness Shabbaton in the Everglades of Florida. My old Yeshiva buddy, Rabbi Yaakov Werde, was sponsoring a "Unique Shabbos Experience" with twenty-three college students from Tampa Bay and Miami. As you entered this particular state park, there were signs dealing with the various forms of wildlife. One warned people not to sleep on the ground in order to avoid contact with dangerous ants. Another displayed the illusive black panther. Others depicted different types of poisonous snakes. Last, but not least, was the information about gators.

We had an incredibly beautiful Shabbos meal beneath the palm trees, surrounded by exotic plants. It included zemiros, (special Shabbos songs), and lots of brew, (purely to keep the college students happy, of course)! Later that night, I retired to my tent for a good Shabbos sleep. The students couldn't believe their eyes. They thought I was out of my mind. How could I turn down classy air-conditioned cabins for a flimsy, easily-chewed piece of plastic. Especially in the Everglades, of all places?

Not trying to play macho or Davy Crockett, (although he was one of my childhood heroes), I told them it was really quite pleasant outside and that nothing would bother me. Besides, I would have my Chitas, (acronym for three Jewish holy books: Chumash, Tehillim and Tanya), with me. I did my usual bear-proofing number and told the group I was much more afraid of crazy people on camping trips than wild animals. They thought I was some sort of lunatic and they headed for the safety and comfort of the cabins.

"Hey, nature nut," one called from the bunk in fun; "If you see that panther give it a kiss for me!"

"Yeah, no problem," I yelled back. "I'll send her your way."

An hour later, just as I was drifting off to sleep, I heard footsteps in the grass by my tent. Out of habit, I grabbed my hatchet, which rested only inches from my hand.

"Hey, nature," the voice whispered. "Mind if I join you?"

"With pleasure sir," I said unzipping the netting to let him in.

Twenty minutes later, another student came by to join us.

"Hey, what's going on?" I asked. "I thought you guys wanted all the luxuries of home?"

"You don't understand, man. There's humongous spiders hanging out in the corners of the cabins that look like killer tarantulas. I ain't sleeping with those things!"

"And you thought I was nuts to be out here," I laughed. "Those spiders know where to go for some cool air. Join the party."

I had to turn down six more students. We ran out of room. Like I was saying, sleeping alone in my tent doesn't bother me. I actually look forward to it. I look at the stars; breathe in the fresh air and rock to sleep with the wind and the sounds of nature. It's a welcome change-of-pace from ambulance sirens, car horns, and ghetto blasters.

As a Boy Scout, I had to complete a "solo." They give you a sleeping bag, some food and water, a few matches, and drop you off at a pre-arranged spot in the forest somewhere. You're on your own for the next 15 hours; that's when they come back for you. You can always quit and walk out whenever you like, but most guys go the distance. It's more of a macho thing. It's about proving something to yourself. It's about thinking, meditating, putting things into perspective, and overcoming your fears and anxieties, which for the most part, are blown way out of proportion by Hollywood and television.

I remember seeing the movie The Hound of the Baskervilles when I was about ten years old. For the next two years, I couldn't sleep without first checking all the closets and making sure my blankets were tucked in, especially at the end of the bed. I didn't want nothin' coming in the middle of the night and nibbling off a few toes, ya know! The movie industry hasn't improved the image of the great outdoors, especially when it comes to wilderness outings, and they are particularly fond of starting all this drama just as the sun begins to set. All the monsters out there are just waiting to pounce.

The tent was finally up and it was looking mighty fine. My students, fresh out of Buffalo's inner-city, were eying it with mixed reactions. "Well, boys," I said pointing to my finished masterpiece. "Whatcha say to this beauty?"

"Have a good time," Terrence mumbled half-heartedly, munching on a hotdog. "You one crazy honkey, Mr. Laz. You're really sleeping in that thing?"

"No, guy," I said. "Not just me, remember? We're sleeping in this baby!"

"Shoot brother, you ain't catchin' me in that thing. I plan on livin' a few more years."

"Nothin' to it, Jack," Tony interjected. "Unless you afraid of yo black shadow!"

Tony was as white as they come, but he could jive-talk with the best of 'em. He was one of three white kids bussed into the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School. Apparently, he didn't come from a prejudiced home; he genuinely liked and got along with anybody, no matter what their color.

"At least my shadow looks like I do," Harold laughed. "Too bad you can't say that, white boy!"

Once it got really dark outside, they spent an hour-and-a-half building an anti-bear barricade by the front door using some logs, old metal bunk beds, and a turned over log table. After this energetic endeavor, they attempted to figure out ways to secure the windows. The problem was that they had no nails or bolts. Eventually, they agreed to place pieces of wood inside the window frame so it was impossible to move up or down.

"Ingenious, fellows, absolutely ingenious," I said standing outside the cabin next to the window.

"But, uh, I've got one question for you," Sheldon said with a twinkle in his eyes. "Now, let's say, for argument's sake that one of you just might want to you know, use the facilities. Know what I mean? How you folks planning on getting out of your barricaded cabin?"

They paused for a few moments.

"I'll hold it," Phil said.

"Yeah, we'll hold it," Terrence chimed in.

"Good luck, boys," I chuckled, walking to my tent. "Don't let the bed bugs bite! But if they bite, squeeze 'em tight with all your might."

"Despite your fright," Sheldon Added

"Don't be all uptight," Tony yelled out.

And like that, we were freestylin' to the delight of the entire group. It was the indoors men versus the outdoorsmen. Or, as they reminded us, the sane versus the insane.

"You crazy mugheads," came a voice from inside the safety of four walls. "You say that you don't got no fear, but I'll hear yo screams when yonder bear growls in your ear!"

"Where will you run, oh where?"

"Are you so brave that you don't care?"

"You'll be wishing that you could fly!"

"Like a baby you will cry."

"Cuz yo white butts is gonna die!"

They were squealing with utter delight, but our turn was coming.

"No, no, no, the babies ain't us," I started the response, "Just look who's makin' all the fuss!"

"You think that your cabin door is shut," Sheld added. "But a bear's a'comin' for yo butt!"

"Cuz now it's got you trapped inside," responded Tony. "Ain't no place to run and hide. Despite yo awful smelly feet. It's you the bear'll greet!"

"And it's called a black bear," I said with a laugh, "Cuz it loves black meat!"

I figured that all the humor and laughter would put everyone more at ease. We started making our way to the tent and to our warm and cozy fire. They weren't about to let me get the last word.

"Yeah, bugs ain't nothin'. Don't let the bears bite, Mr. Laz!"

"Yeah, try squeezin' that sucker tight, Mr. Laz!"

"Give it a bear hug for me, okay? Haha! Get it? Bear hug!"

I responded by throwing some rocks on top of the cabin roof and giving them my best bobcat roar, which immediately brought forth a chorus of delighted screams.

Before retiring, I went back one more time to the cabin, just to make sure everything was okay. They begged me to sleep inside with them, but I stuck to my guns. I really wanted to show them it was harmless, even pleasant, to sleep in a tent. More than this, however, I wanted them to confront this new, challenging situation on a gut, emotional level. It would be great for them. They would come out feeling victorious. We spent a good ten minutes trying to persuade one another, but it was useless; neither side would budge. I headed for the tent.

We arranged our sleeping bags inside the tent, (which was a good fifty yards from the cabin), and retired for the night. We were more than happy to be away from the noise. It was a pleasant way to end the day. Sheld settled into his sleeping bag and Tony read some Sports Illustrated while I did my Chitas (three holy books, including the Torah, Psalms, & the Tanya) and said some special prayers before going to sleep.

Lights out didn't come soon enough. We were exhausted.

"I don't know about the other guys," Tony said, curled inside in his bag, "but I'm about to z-out till sometime tomorrow."

"Yeah, I'm wiped out big time," I said. "See ya in the morning."

"You think they'll get any sleep in there?" asked Tony. "Or ya think they'll stay up worrying about a bear breakin' the door down?"

"I think in about an hour they'll be out like lights," Sheld said. "Sleep good, amigos."

I don't remember a thing after that until the following morning. Speaking of lights, it was as if someone just pulled a switch. I heard Tony and Sheld chatting and then I woke up. It was warm and quite uncomfortable in the tent, causing me to drift in and out of consciousness. I wanted to wake up and get out of the tent, but the heat kept my eyelids shut.

I gradually became aware of my surroundings. Something hard and bony, a foot perhaps, was digging into my left side. Tony's elbow was pressing against my left ear. A long, heavy object was laying on my right side, which did wonders for my breathing.

Slowly, I opened my eyes. A large, half-socked, somewhat smelly black foot came into focus, a mere inch-and-a-half from my nose. My eyes opened wider. Scanning the foot, I realized it was attached to that heavy object covering my right side.

Suddenly, I became aware of a tape-type substance on top of my head. I turned my head upwards and inhaled tent! Somehow, it had caved in during the night. It didn't make sense. It could stand up to anything short of a hurricane. As far as I could tell, there hadn't even been a rain shower!

Moving body parts aside, I sat up slowly, careful not to rip the tent. As I attempted to get upright, however, my body seemed to suck the tent in like a vacuum. I quickly stood, not thinking about the consequences to the tent, and lifted my arms upward from my sides. The scene that came into view was totally flabbergasting. I almost fell over backwards.

On the floor of my three-man tent were the bodies of eight inner-city students and Bro. Sheld! They were all over each other. Harold's toes were in Joe's nostrils. Phil's thumb was in Leland's ear. Four guys had their legs sticking out the tent door!

I shook each one just to make sure they were alive. After making this positive determination, I broke into hysterical laughter.

"You guys are out of your gourds!" I yelled, shaking them from their beauty sleep. "I thought you weren't going to leave that cabin!"

They just moaned and rolled over. A few guys didn't even stir, even though I was practically stepping on top of them.

"Hey boys, wake up!"

No reaction. They wanted sleep. I tried talking to myself: "Here I am, a teacher at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School in good ole Buffalo, New York, standing amongst slumbering bodies, nine of them to be exact, in a three-man tent. One does not usually put nine people into a three-man tent, you see, as a tent has the capacity to stretch somewhat, but it cannot grow!"

A few more groans and moans, but no real movement.

"Boys, I am standing here holding this tent up with my arms," I said. "As ridiculous as that sounds, it is true. At least, I think it's true, unless, of course, this is a dream. Well, make that a nightmare."

"Hey, Mr. Laz," Tony called from the pile of students near my feet. "You always talk to yourself?"

"Yeah," I replied. "And I always hold up tents for people to sleep in, too. It's just one of my bad habits, okay?"

"Oh, lordy!" he said looking up. "You really are holding up this dang thing!"

In about 30 seconds, with Tony's help, we had all the boys out of the tent, rubbing their eyes and stretching their arms. The tent looked like a fallen parachute.

"Listen, guys," I said. "I haven't laughed so hard in a long time, especially when I saw all those legs sticking out the door. I thought I'd seen everything from you guys, but this one was it, no doubt about it! But, can somebody please explain what was going on?"

"Well," volunteered Jimmy. "I wasn't about to sleep in there without you, Mr. Laz. Shoot, there ain't no lights or nothin'."

"Yeah, me too," Terrence agreed.

"Me three," Phil dittoed.

Then, like an old fashioned marine countdown, they went down the line from "me four" until it was Leland's turn.

He just grinned and said, "I told you'd we'd be in that tent!"
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Teacher Of The Year

TOWARD THE MIDDLE OF my second year at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School, I was called into Dr. D's office. I asked the secretary if it sounded serious.

"What did I do now?"

"Oh nothing," she said. "He's smiling."

"That's a good sign. I'll be right there."

I valued my association with Dr. D. It was founded on mutual respect. Our relationship was not chummy, but we were close enough. Many times throughout the years he came and told me I was doing a good job. As a new teacher, I needed both his positive remarks and his guidance. He had a demanding set of standards. Teachers who didn't meet his standards were soon pasturing elsewhere.

Accountability was his favorite word. He held it high over every teacher's head. Dr. D backed me up on all the meshugas with my guys, (Yiddish for crazy endeavors), because, "They're valid learning experiences," he would say.

In particular, he liked my peer-and-cross-age tutoring program, and our year-long outdoor/experiential ed component. I, in turn, admired his guts and fortitude. If he was confident the students would benefit in some meaningful way from a program, he was willing to stick his neck out. There are not too many administrators who would even contemplate implementing a cooperative tutoring program. Yet, in spite of the risks, Dr. D gave me his backing, and we ran a very unique and successful project.

He would frequently post news articles and other tidbits about my class on the faculty bulletin board. We got great PR for both the school and the program when The New York Times published the article about my tutoring program

Dr. D, realizing that I was somewhat of a go-getter, told me, "Toot your own horn; nobody else is gonna do it! Besides, they need to know about all the good things we're doing around here."

On this particular day, I was waiting for a grant from the New York State Department of Education, so I figured our meeting was about that.

"Mr. Laz," he said, motioning for me to take a seat. "I've got some interesting news for you."

"What's going on?"

"Every year, the city honors one teacher," he said. "You know, the Teacher of the Year Award. Anyhow, I'm nominating you and I personally think you've got a good shot at it."

"You're kidding! I mean, I'm quite honored. But you've got other solid teachers who have been teaching for a long time. I'm just a fresh teacher with some strange notions. Don't you think others will resent it?"

He paused for just a moment. "No. Well, you'll always have that sort of thing."

One of my close friends, Dr. Richard Dicker, a pediatrician from New Jersey, once told me that your true friends get nachas, (joyous satisfaction), from your accomplishments. The others either don't care or are jealous. So, why worry? Just do what you've got to do.

"It will be good for the school," Dr. D continued, "And a real nice addition to your resume!"

I toyed with turning it down for a few minutes, but it was an exciting opportunity. Of course, I was ready to go full-steam ahead.

"What do I need to do?" I asked. "I mean, do I have to do anything special?"

"Just gather all the articles, news clippings, photos, and letters about your programs, anything you've got. Put 'em together in a nice, neat photo album and I'll turn it in to the review panel. If you're selected as one of the three finalists, then...well, let's worry about that later."

We shook hands and he wished me Mazel Tov.

"Yeah, I'll need it," I said. "Thanks, Doc."

For the next four weeks I was an emotional hot potato. I had mixed and uncertain feelings about the entire thing. I tried to be as realistic as possible. On the one hand, I was the only teacher in the school system who wore a yarmulke. I wondered whether the world in general, (especially the educational world), was ready to accept the fact that my orthodox approach to life translated well to the classroom. Then too, would they wonder about how a bearded, Orthodox Jew actually got along with inner-city kids? The concept was unheard of. Another concern had to do with the unusual methodologies I used in my classroom. Although I tailored the learning materials to accommodate my student's strengths, I strongly supported motivational rewards and experiential learning, techniques that had long ago been shelved by many educators.

It was a long wait. Finally, I got the news from Dr. D. regarding the many applicants. I was indeed among the three finalists. (I knew the moment he gave me a "high five" when I walked into his office).

Shortly after receiving the good news, the Board of Ed called me and told me about the critical last step. The three finalists would be interviewed before a panel.

"Who are the panel members?" I asked.

"One is the head of the P.T.A. for the Buffalo Public Schools," he said. "An assistant superintendent is another. The third member is Father Roberts." Father Roberts ran a large parish and was a prominent figure in the city. I predicted that he would either love me or hate me.

The big day came, and for the first time in a long while, I wore a suit and tie. I looked like a Bar Mitzvah boy again. In the waiting room, I met the other candidates. They were two very nice, older women. One looked like my Aunt Phyllis. They were both far more experienced. In a way, I felt it wasn't fair for me to even be there and I actually began to feel a bit guilty. We spoke to one another for almost twenty minutes before the first candidate was called in. Being good sports, we wished her luck. For the next half hour, the second lady and I tried to make the best of a nerve-wracking situation. Thank Heaven, I was called in second.

The Hebrew word panim means face. It comes from the word pnimius which means inner-being or essence. In other words, the face of a person often reveals his or her essence and personality. We exchanged greetings, and I quickly scanned the panel. They seemed to be nice, good-natured people. The priest had sensitive eyes and a warm smile, which gave me a boost in confidence. He later proved to be my biggest supporter.

They seemed genuinely interested in, and even impressed with my work. To my surprise, they were asking some very profound questions.

"How have your students reacted to you?" Father Roberts asked. "Especially since you wear a head covering while you teach?"

"I'd put the question a bit differently, Father," the head of the P.T.A. jumped in. "Don't you feel, Mr. Lazerson, that you're promoting some sort of conflict between church and state? I mean, here you are, an obvious Orthodox Jew, wearing a yarmulka while teaching in a public school. Wouldn't it be better to avoid any direct reference to religion, not just yours, but any religion?

Thank Heaven I'd been through this issue a hundred times before with friends, fellow teachers, administrators, our federation lawyer, and perhaps most importantly, with myself. It was a resolved matter. I attempted to explain it to the panel members.

"It's a very good question," I began. "I have discussed it with many different people, both in and out of the educational field. Thankfully, my appearance creates no legal violation regarding the separation of church and state. I may be, or at least try to be, a religious person, but I do not, of course, teach religion or espouse any religious ideologies. My yarmulka can be likened to another teacher wearing a cross, or a Muslim wearing their head covering. The only real difference is that my particular symbol, the yarmulka, is not as common."

"I think you may be the first," the assistant superintendent said.

I just smiled. I didn't really know what to say.

"And what about your students?" he asked. "How have they taken to all of this?"

"I believe the teacher's personality is the main thing," I said. "It will come to the forefront, for better or worse, no matter what the teacher wears, or what they look like. It's important to dress nicely, but my main objective is to motivate and inspire my students. I think my programs speak for themselves. As far as my religion goes, there is no conflict. One enhances the other."

They looked at each other and seemed satisfied with my answers.

"Okay, Mr. Lazerson. Thank you very much. It was a pleasure meeting you. We wish you continued success."

Everyone stood to shake hands.

"Keep up the good work," Father Roberts said, clasping my palm in both of his hands. "And God bless you."

Whenever I meet prestigious clergy, I'm never quite sure which title to use. Mister is not appropriate. Using just the word "you," such as, "nice meeting you," seems equally ill-suited. "Father," is similarly unfitting, since he is neither my spiritual nor physical father. I believe it is important to show respect and derech eretz, (proper manners), so I responded, "And you too, Sir."

"Try to either be at home or have someone else at home today," the P.T.A. President said as I headed out the door. "You'll hear either way in a few hours."

Driving home, I was a bundle of nervous energy. I believed I had Father Roberts' support, but the others I wasn't so sure about.

Back home, I guarded the phone like a watch dog. The Laz crew said some extra Tehillim, (psalms), to help out. True to their word, the dramatic call came that afternoon.

"Mr. Lazerson?"

"Yes."

"Hi. This is Mr. L, the assistant superintendent from the panel today."

"Hi. How are you?" I wanted to, but I just couldn't come out and ask him.

"Well," he said in a pleasant voice. I'm pleased to inform you that the panel has chosen you as this year's Buffalo Teacher of The Year!"

"Hey, super! That's terrific. Well, thank you for your vote and support," I said, like Joe-politician.

"Can you make it down to City Hall tomorrow afternoon?" he asked. "The superintendent would like to meet you and officially acknowledge you as the recipient of the award."

I tried. I mean I really tried to keep my ego down, but I couldn't help but imagine banquets with plaques, certificates, and fancy speeches. Of course, the media would have to be there in full glory.

"Yes, folks, it's true, this is Eyewitness News doing a live in-depth look into the fascinating classroom of Mr. Laz and his inner-city boys. This is a story of drama, excitement, culture clash, and raw survival."

"Uh, Mr. Lazerson?"

"Oh yes, uh, sure...absolutely!" I said, coming back to reality. "I'll be there. Thanks again."

The actual presentation the following day proved quite interesting. I sat in the waiting room at the superintendent's office for almost an hour. Finally, his door opened. Out stepped another assistant superintendent, who proceeded to eyeball everyone in the waiting room.

"Excuse me, sir," I said standing up from my seat. "I'm here to..."

"Not now, sir," he replied. "I'm very busy. Please be patient." He quickly left the office area and proceeded down the hallway. I picked up another Time Magazine.

Five minutes later, the same gentleman returned. On his way inside, he eyeballed us again like we were Syrian spies. Although each of us was here on legitimate business, the way he checked us out made us begin to feel guilty.

He came out a few minutes later for a repeat performance.

"Sir, excuse me, but I have an -"

"Please sir! I understand that you've been waiting patiently, but the superintendent is busy right now. Hopefully he'll be available shortly."

Again, he bounded out the door and down the hallway.

The third time the assistant pulled off this maneuver; I decided to confront him at the door.

"I'm not trying to be obnoxious or push," I said, "I just wanted to tell you that the Superintendant was expecting me an hour and a half ago, and I didn't want him to think I was..."

"I understand, sir. I understand," he said, his voice betraying his impatience. "But I am busy now, and so is the superintendent. We are waiting for our Teacher of the Year."

I almost hit the floor.

"Now, if you'll excuse me. I must be..."

"I'm the guy you're looking for," I said.

"Sir, please. Just be..."

"I'm the Teacher of the Year, sir."

"Just be -," he started saying, then did a double-take.

"You're what?"

"I'm Dave Lazerson. Your Teacher of the Year. In the flesh and blood."

He turned about three different shades of red. I almost had to pick his eyeballs off the floor.

"Oh my! I'm really sorry," he blurted. "It's just, well...You look like a rabbi or something. I thought you were waiting for the superintendent on some communal matters. What a riot! I'm looking all over for him, and you're sitting here the whole time! I'm sorry I kept ignoring you like that."

"No problem," I said. "I understand. Things like this have happened before."

We both had a good laugh as he led me into the superintendent's office.

Beneath my laugh, however, I fought off the gnawing galus, (exile) feeling. The entire episode reawakened my awareness of a peculiar phenomenon Jews battle within themselves that says, "Don't be too Jewish! Not in appearance or attitude. Not in the secular world. Not in modern times."

But during my meeting with the superintendent I regained affirmation that a Jew is meant to be a Jew, and at the very same time, should be occupied and involved with the world around him. Hopefully, his insights will help change things for the better. My guess is that you can't do one without the other.

I think this concern is probably true for any who have deep ethnic and cultural connections to his or her roots. The blending pot of America, or anywhere on the planet for that matter, is a mythical concept. There is no need to melt down or give up one's traditions and beliefs to become part of society. Our core identification wields the essentials we need to make a positive impact on the world at large.

I didn't realize when I received the Teacher of the Year Award and attended subsequent meetings with the superintendent, that I would later partner with Rabbi Guari to help implement Education Day in the City of Buffalo. This unique commemorative, a project conceived by the Lubavitcher Rebbe, is now an annual event. Its main focus is to bring moral and ethical development into the public school systems, and to all youth. Hey, the way our planet is today, we sure need it.
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Like an Angel

THIS IS A BIT EMBARASSING TO ADMIT, but worth sharing as a final chapter. It all began when I woke extremely late one morning and ran out of time to say my prayers at home. If I didn't arrive at school punctually I'd have to face Dr. D, (and between the teachers and students it was a toss-up as to who was more afraid of him). He wouldn't, of course, put the wood on me, but I really didn't want to get on his bad side.

So, on this particular school day at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community School, my tallis, (large prayer shawl), and tefillin, (phylacteries), accompanied me to class. I was in a quandary, (albeit a selfish one), but nonetheless, it was a real dilemma: I wanted to eat, and in order to do that, (according to Jewish law), I had to pray first. I considered whipping my prayer book out secretly at my desk while I mumbled a few words quietly. No one but me and The Boss would've known the difference.

But when a Jew commits to doing his prayer thing properly, well, we're talking MGM Hollywood – Spielberg – the whole nine. Prayer is a major production for us, complete with black boxes, straps on the head and arm, and a long white shawl that covers the entire body. Not exactly incognito! Most observers don't pay too much attention to the large prayer shawl. I mean, it resembles a rather interesting blanket or an exotic shawl. But the tefillin? That's a whole different story. There's just no way you can put these on in public and not make a scene. It'll definitely raise a whole bunch of eyebrows. Or worse.

Take the January 2010 example when a teenager began putting them on in the back of an airplane. The passengers became agitated because it looked like he was strapping on explosive devices. Passengers told the stewardesses, who then informed the pilot about a potential threat on board. The plane was forced to land prematurely and was greeted by local police, armed federal security agents, and let's not forget the bomb-sniffing dogs! We're not talking a small twin engine prop plane that makes the rounds in Montana, either. It was a US Air flight that took off from none other than NYC, where there's a whole bunch of synagogues, kosher restaurants, and yarmulkes running around. Tefillin is in no short supply in the Big Apple; and with all of those Chabad "mitzvah tanks" running around in full daylight, well, one might just think that those black straps & boxes were commonplace. Uh-uh. Tefillin is gonna raise eyebrows.

To elaborate a bit, here: One box is worn on the head and has two long straps that hang down the front of the person's body. The second box is worn on the upper arm and the strap is wound around the arm and hand. The boxes and straps are actually made out of leather and inside each are several sections of the Torah written in Hebrew by an official scribe. These are holy objects and worshipers won't even bring them into a bathroom.

In Kabbalistic terms, Tefillin is the antidote for schizophrenia, because it is a mitzvah that unites the individual's main forms of expression: Thought, speech, and action. Still, to the outside observer, especially to someone who's never seen such a thing, it certainly might appear that the guy is some wacko suicide bomber.

Imagine if that 17 year old teenager on the plane had suddenly grabbed one of the straps: "Don't come any closer," he might yell to the security agents, "or I'll touch the strap to this box!"

"Take it easy buddy," they'd respond. "No need for such drastic measures! We'll just back off nice and slowly."

Another Tefillin incident involves none other than Howie Mandel and me. Howie is well known from America's Got Talent, Deal or No Deal, and from his earlier TV stints in St. Elsewhere and SNL. Showtime bought the rights to my third book, Sharing Turf – Race Relations after the Crown Heights Riots, and turned it into a major film. They also used three of my band's original tunes. We called our band Project CURE, which stands for Communication, Understanding, Respect, and Education; and well, for more exciting info about the events leading up to the movie, you're gonna have to read that book. (While you're at it watch the movie. It's called Crown Heights and Howie Mandel plays me in it).

It was mighty coolio indeed to hang out with Howie in Toronto where they filmed a lot of the movie. My first day on the set, I asked Howie if he wanted to put on Tefillin. He replied in the affirmative and said he'd do so once filming was finished for the day. "Been a long time since I last wore them," he added. "Maybe since my Bar Mitzvah."

Everyone on the set, the actors, actresses, film directors, etc., knew me as Dr. Laz, and they knew that Howie was playing me in the movie. But they weren't really sure what our relationship was beyond the Crown Heights film. As the sun began its descent, I reminded Howie about the Tefillin because the mitzvah has to be done during daylight hours. Howie, and pretty much all the other actors, were outside taking a break from filming. There were more than 100 fans waiting behind the police tape, trying to get autographs.

"Let's do this!" Howie said with some enthusiasm. I started walking toward the building. "I'll do it right here," he exclaimed.

I turned my gaze to all the onlookers and gave him that "huh – you sure?" kind of look.

He responded by rolling up his sleeve. I turned my back to the crowd and began the rather unusual process of, what we call in the Torah biz, wrapping the straps.

"I told ya," one of the actors said out loud. "Dr. Laz is Howie's personal physician! He's taking his blood pressure!"

I couldn't help but chuckle. Guess they finally had me figured out! I didn't want to spoil the party and tell the whole crew that my Ph.D. is in Educational Research & Evaluation, with a minor in Urban Ed.

Next, I put the head box and straps on Howie. I could only imagine what they were thinking at that point: "Wow! Never saw that before. Must be some kind of new gizmo for brain scanning or something! The doc must have the latest technology for Howie!"

When Howie was in the middle of saying the Shema, (a special prayer said while wearing the Tefillin), I glanced over my shoulder. On the other side of the police tape and barricades the fans were staring in astonishment.

By the way, if you go to Google pics, and do a search under the key word Tefillin, there's a pic of Howie and I wrapping 'em up. Howie's not too thrilled about his facial and head hair, but he's wearing a wig and fake beard for the movie. You'll recognize his face underneath it all. It used to be the number one pic on Google. I think its number three at this point in time.

So, my experiences with Tefillin in public places are legendary, but somehow donning them at MLK Jr. School it was different. Nonetheless, things had been going so well in class that I decided to chance it. All of my students had arrived and believe it or not, were busy doing schoolwork at their desks.

I asked one of the students to shut the classroom door.

"Fellows," I said. "What you are about to see, you've probably never witnessed before. But, I guess it's about time you all saw it."

They stopped working and focused their eyes inquisitively on me.

"I need to say my morning prayers. It's no big deal. It's only going to take a little while. But I wear some things that might seem a bit strange to you."

"I don't need to say prayers with you," one student remarked. "I be goin' to church every Sunday, anyhow."

"I'm not talking about a group thing here," I laughed. "I'll be in back of the room, you know, doing my thing. Please be quiet and keep it down until I'm done. Okay?"

They nodded, more out of curiosity than anything else. I moved cautiously to the back of the room and unzipped my tallis bag. It was far too quiet in the room. I could feel twenty eyeballs on my back.

I put on my tallis. Although it nearly enveloped me, I felt totally exposed. With my back still turned to my inner-city students, I attached my tefillin boxes, and straps. There was no movement from the class. Not even the sound of a pencil scratching on paper. Maybe they all had heart attacks! Maybe they had sneaked out of the room! I figured I had better turn around for a look.

I did a slow about-face. What I saw almost knocked me out of my socks. There were indeed, twenty eyeballs riveted to my being. Along with their bulging eyes, were ten elongated mouths. Each kid was staring in utter amazement. Tallis and all, I cracked up. And they thought I was a sight to behold!

"You a doctor or something?" one student asked. "You taking yo blood pressure?"

"Mr. Laz looks like an angel," another student said.

I smiled. He really meant it! Here I was, thinking I was called to be a Great Savior or something by being placed at MLK to educate the disadvantaged, and these guys were giving me more respect and sensitivity than I got at synagogue!

I motioned for them to turn and finish their work.

After a few moments, they were engrossed in their tasks and it seemed they had forgotten about the unusual character in the back of the room. Taking advantage, I turned my attention back to my prayers and sped them along as quickly as possible. I wanted to finish before Dr. D. made an unexpected visit, wondering why I had the classroom door shut. Closing that door was in violation of the open door policy, so if anything, it would draw more attention to my room.

Suddenly, there was a loud noise – a fist smashing into a desk. It was followed by another slam, and the sound of someone aggressively crumpling papers.

"I can't do this garbage," somebody yelled out. "What the hell am I supposed to do with this stupid crap?"

That's just great, I thought to myself. One of my students is about to throw a fit. At any moment, mayhem is going to break loose, and I'm in the back of the class, wrapped up in a tallis and tefillin!

But Leland was about to address my concerns. "Shut yo mouth, man," I heard him say. "Can't you see the man is saying his prayers? Ain't you got no respect?"

Just like that, it was over. Nobody said another word until I finished.

"Leland," I said. "I owe you one. Thanks."

"Ain't nothin' Mr. Laz," he responded tapping his eyebrows with two fingers and then pointing at me. "I got your back, man."


EPILOGUE:

It has been a remarkable journey since I began teaching at Dr. MLK Jr. Community School. Even today my students continue to show me first-hand that while knowledge is important, honesty, compassion, and a sense of humor can accomplish so much more.

In recalling my first classroom, I am once again impressed by my students' frank and honest acceptance of both my culture and faith. If they didn't understand something, they asked. If others didn't understand, they explained. They accepted me not only as their teacher, but as someone who had different traditions; and took it upon themselves to insist that I remain true to my roots.

My experience as both a parent, (seven kids – yikes!), and as an educator, (thousands of students for nearly four decades – more yikes!), has reaffirmed the truth that we truly can learn from and appreciate one another despite any differences in culture, background, or ethnicity. There's so much more that unites us than divides us. This book proffers real-world evidence of that kind of acceptance and discovery.

As an educator, I believe that although the ever-swinging pendulum in the world of education will continually bring change, the basics will remain the same: As educators, our job is to inspire. To open doors. To illuminate that awesome light called motivation. It's all about making meaningful connections to this crazy process we call learning...and life.

We can, (and should), make our classrooms and learning material as exciting, stimulating, and meaningful as possible. With all the cool, sophisticated technology available, there's simply no excuse for dull, boring classes. When quality teachers assume the role of guiding, directing, and encouraging a child to embark on their journey of discovery, amazing things begin to happen.

The old-school style of "educating" needs to go the way of the typewriter and the pay phone. Ceaseless droning words and constant black board notations are a recipe for classroom breakdown and student fallout. (While some students will use the time to mercifully catch up on sleep, others will simply turn off and direct their energies elsewhere).

Teachers who engage their students in a variety of motivational enterprises not only have fewer disciplinary problems, but enjoy the enthusiastic participation of kids whose minds have begun to open. In my recent book (2012), "We're all Special..Needs! Teach Me if you Can!" I shared some of my favorite strategies for sparking interest, maintaining motivation, and discovering the hidden potential in children.

We shouldn't teach kids to learn "harder," but smarter. When the teacher takes a step back, (even by physically moving away from the relative safety of the front of the class), students become the focus and center of this experiential learning process.

One of my favorite catchphrases is: "Life's a journey – enjoy the ride!" It's an all-encompassing motto that encourages us to embrace each moment. After all, life is too short and difficult – why not live it with some pizzazz and a smile?

Those words really hit the mark when it comes to the two hardest professions on the planet: Parenting and teaching. Each contains lists of mini-professions such as: Guide, mentor, disciplinarian, budget manager, planner, driver, nurse, doctor, sanitation director, buyer, peace maker, and well, you get the picture. With all these built-in demands it's easy to get hung up in the business of it all -finances, the tedious paperwork, the red tape, carpooling, and the zillion other etceteras that demand our attention.

But we regain perspective when we remember that our children and students are individual blessings filled with incredible potential that can blossom in front of our very eyes. They need to smile more, and so do we.

As adults experientially learn to make our homes and schools a haven where our kids feel safe, secure, and free to laugh and be themselves, our lives, too, become illuminated. No matter what our situation, the wisdom we gain from one another is a priceless treasure whose storehouse is limitless. So, whether you are a teacher or parent, (or both), we're all students of life – enjoy the ride!

It is with deepest gratitude for what they have taught me that I join Billie Holiday in saying, "God bless the child." Indeed – all of them.
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