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More Praise for Teaching That Changes Lives

“Marilee Adams is an engaging writer. Using the medium of story-
telling, she clearly explains the importance of developing a Learn-
er mindset and the necessity for educators to create inquiry-based 
learning environments infused with curiosity, creativity, and caring. 
Any educator in higher education and K–12 is sure to benefi t from 
reading this valuable and practical book.”
—Patrick Blessinger, founder and Executive Director, International 

Higher Education Teaching and Learning Association

“Offers a methodology for compassion…honors the power of the ques-
tion and provides a gentle guide to a better kind of leadership. Great 
message. Very readable with tools and ideas that are easy to hold 
on to.” 
—Peter Block, bestselling author of Stewardship and Community

“Dr. Adams has created a fundamental framework that’s sure to lead 
educators, administrators, and students toward increased collabora-
tion, problem solving, and greater success. This book is a must-read 
for anyone who cares about education and cares about the future. 
That means just about all of us.”
—Naomi Drew, educational consultant and author of No Kidding about 

Bullying

“Every teacher can fi nd himself or herself in this story. We all have 
days when self-doubt or frustration threatens to overtake our passion 
and commitment for teaching. Teaching That Changes Lives reveals 
the power of every teacher’s mindset to create a classroom climate 
that opens children’s minds, helping every student become engaged 
with and love deep learning. This is a must-read for everyone who 
touches the curious minds of children—a message that has powerful 
implications for changing schools and changing lives.”
—Victoria Duff, President, Learning Forward New Jersey, and Senior 

Consultant, Center for Results, Learning Forward 



“What a joy it was to read your book! You are sharing numerous 
underlying messages about hope, the power of asking positive ques-
tions, the importance of knowing one’s students, learning styles, 
making mistakes and learning from them, and more. This exciting 
book will undoubtedly have a far-reaching and generative infl uence 
on teachers and students at all levels.”
—Jenny Edwards, PhD, Professor, School of Educational Leadership and 

Change, Fielding Graduate University

“Marilee’s work has changed the life of my campus.”
—Verna Fitzsimmons, PhD, CEO, Kansas State University Salina, and 

Dean, College of Technology and Aviation

“Best education book ever! Leverage the power of choice to ignite 
a passion for learning and change lives. Not only will you energize 
yourself as you read Marilee’s dynamic book, you will fi nally have the 
tools to enrich the lives of your students as you challenge them to 
claim their greatness.”
—Vicki Halsey, PhD, Vice President, The Ken Blanchard Companies, 

and author of Brilliance by Design

“We have seen over and again that our mindsets impact all aspects of 
our work, forming the very foundation of trust, growth, and collabora-
tion essential for achieving a positive staff culture, strong school cul-
ture, and, ultimately, academic success with our scholars. This book 
gives individuals at all school levels the tools necessary for building 
positive Learner mindsets…provides the ‘missing link’ in how to have 
a strong staff culture.”
—Camilla Lopez, Principal, and Kevin Lohela, Academic Dean, 

Achievement First Crown Heights Elementary School 

“This beautiful narrative, evoking the struggles and victories of real 
people and real situations, awakens our hopes and aspirations for 
igniting the love of learning, not just for our students but within the 
very heart of our own teaching…as useful for youth workers, camp 
counselors, and parents as it is for classroom teachers.”
—John McAuley, President and CEO, The Leadership Studio at 

Muskoka Woods, Canada



“This book is a beautiful and compelling illustration of the power of 
positive psychology and resilience theory in education!” 
—Caroline Adams Miller, Master of Applied Positive Psychology and 

bestselling coauthor of Creating Your Best Life

“This is truly an inspiring story of learning and change. I love that 
change and learning did not happen just to students but to teachers 
as well…illustrates the impact of emotional intelligence in action…
The transformative process embedded in the storyline is deeply ben-
efi cial and enlightening.”
—Kenneth Rhee, PhD, Associate Professor and Director, Executive 

Leadership and Organizational Change Program, Northern Kentucky 
University

“If every teacher in America read this book, I believe it would have an 
incredible impact on student learning. Dr. Adams helps the reader 
identify and manage two powerful mindsets that live behind all our 
actions—the Judger and the Learner. If you are looking for a clear 
path for improving the learning of your students through your pro-
fessional learning communities, this book will be indispensable for 
making that happen!”
—James L. Roussin, coauthor of Guiding Professional Learning 

Communities and Implementing Change through Learning

“Teaching That Changes Lives kick-starts the learning journey for 
teachers, students, and school communities. Appreciative Inquiry in 
education is a perfect fi t with the insightful questions and choices 
presented in this highly readable, usable book. Dr. Adams has made 
a major contribution to the strengths-focused education community.”
—Marge Schiller, PhD, founder, Positive Change Core, and coauthor of 

Appreciative Leaders

“An uplifting book with meaningful, appreciative strategies for teach-
ers committed to making a positive difference in their students’ 
lives…a genuine contribution to teachers and learners in any setting.”
—Jacqueline M. Stavros, DM, Professor, Lawrence Technological 

University, and coauthor of The Appreciative Inquiry Handbook



“Teaching That Changes Lives reminds us that at the heart of all 
good education are inquiry and a Learner mindset. This engaging 
and thoughtful book is fi lled with examples and simple, practical 
tools for creating a climate of learning where we can challenge our 
assumptions and change the questions we ask ourselves to build the 
education system of the future.”
—Kathy Telban, MEd, CPT, SPHR, Director of Curriculum and 

Assessment, Cuyahoga Community College, Cleveland, Ohio

“Teaching That Changes Lives wisely reminds us that authentic teach-
ing requires that we must model the behavior we teach or we cannot 
hope to infl uence the behavior—or the future—of our students.”
—Robert M. Tobias, JD, Director, Key Executive Leadership Programs, 

American University

“This book re-ignites the raison d’etre for teaching—to change lives. 
Marilee gives teachers powerful and simple methods for getting on 
track for what real teaching and real learning are all about.”
—Dr. Henry Toi, founder and CEO, Nurture Craft Education Group, 

Singapore, and Publisher, Brain Capital Magazine
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FOREWORD

We have devoted many years as educators to writing and teach-

ing about the Habits of Mind—dispositions needed for produc-

tive thinking and problem-solving. Although many people refer 

to these dispositions as “soft skills” because their measurement 

does not yield “hard data,” we nonetheless believe that these are 

essential skills that students need in order to succeed in the in-

creasingly complex, uncertain future that awaits them. Happily, 

we are part of a large and growing community of educational 

authors, thought leaders, and teachers who share this belief 

and whose work is making a solid difference in many countries 

around the world. With Teaching that Changes Lives, Dr. Marilee 

Adams joins this constellation, contributing her insightful work 

on mindsets and questioning for the benefi t and satisfaction of 

students and teachers alike. 

Through the rich traditions of teaching through story-tell-

ing, Dr. Adams demonstrates how our mindsets—the percep-

tions we hold of the world—impact our students, our colleagues, 

and ourselves. In this engaging educational story, Marilee has 

captured key emotional and intellectual challenges that teach-

ers encounter in today’s classrooms, while weaving in practical, 

time-tested tools for meeting these challenges. The characters, 

drawn from real life, demonstrate how it is possible to literally 

change the weather in the classroom to gain optimal rapport, en-

gagement, responsiveness, and learning. 

The concept so artfully presented here is how a teacher’s 

mindset, cognitive processes, beliefs, and mental models affect 

their behaviors and their ability to connect with their students. 



 

x

Through the story we become aware of how our external, ob-

servable human behaviors are a result of our inner thoughts, 

decisions, and perceptions. The author leads us to the practical 

consideration of how a teacher can manage his or her mindset 

even in challenging circumstances. 

Teaching that Changes Lives offers insights and tools to help 

teachers recognize and choose their own mindsets, building con-

sciousness and skills for leading their classrooms and enhancing 

their students’ learning. This mindset work holds real promise 

for contributing to the intellectual and emotional development 

of students. At the end of the book, Dr. Adams has included a 

comprehensive workbook with 12 practical, easy to apply tools 

for thinking about our own thinking and gaining new awareness 

of options and interventions that are congruent with our inten-

tions. This material is an invaluable contribution to the body of 

work available for professional development for educators.

The implications of this work are not just for educators, 

however, but are for all of us to become more metacognitive 

in life—becoming more aware and skillful with our choices and 

decision-making processes, and more mindful of our actions 

and their effects on others, both in our schools and in our lives 

in general. Teaching that Changes Lives is a valuable contribution 

to our fi eld. And it is an important reminder of the cognitive 

and collaborative skills required for encouraging more thought-

ful students, classrooms and schools—as well as for building the 

next generations of thoughtful leaders who believe in their pow-

er to change themselves and thereby change the world. 

Arthur L. Costa, Ed.D., Granite Bay, CA
Bena Kallick, Ph.D., Westport, CT 

Co-authors, Learning and Leading with Habits of Mind: 

16 Characteristics of Success 

Co-founders, The International Institute for Habits of Mind
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INTRODUCTION

MINDSETS FOR LEARNING

The hidden curriculum . . . is the teacher’s own integrity and 

lived conviction . . . It is the message which is written in a 

teacher’s eyes throughout the course of his or her career. It is 

the lesson which endures a lifetime.

Jonathan Kozol

You wouldn’t be reading this book today had it not been for the 

teacher who changed my life. As a youngster I was never a star 

student, though I always had a book in hand, often reading at 

night with a fl ashlight under the covers or hiding in the closet to 

fi nish a story long after my parents thought I was asleep. While I 

loved to read, school was often a struggle for me and I had little 

confi dence in my own abilities. It was in graduate school that a 

single teacher, Dr. Bill Friedman, provided that magical combi-

nation of caring, connection, and intellectual conscientiousness 

wherein I was able to fl ourish. While Bill was demanding, he 

was also kind and patient, always letting me know he believed 

I could live up to the high standards he set for me. Over the 

years he helped me hone my natural curiosity into the kind of 
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disciplined question asking that is the foundation of critical and 

creative thinking—and thereby contributed to the path that has 

become my life’s work.

Through Bill’s tutelage I made some of the most signifi cant 

changes of my life—in my mindset and in the beliefs I held about 

myself as a learner, thinker, and as a person. The evidence for 

those changes showed up in sometimes unexpected ways. Once, 

when another professor deeply critiqued one of my papers, I sur-

prised myself by easily responding, “Okay. What do I need to 

learn to fi x it?” If, instead, my old mindset had been in charge, I 

would have drowned in a familiar downward spiral of self-reprisal. 

Of course, that would have prevented me from learning from that 

professor and going on eventually to turn in an excellent paper. 

Now I remember that incident fondly as my matriculation into 

“mindset school,” where we are all perennial students.

Almost everyone agrees that the overarching purpose of 

education is to prepare students for the future, yet never before 

has the future been more diffi cult to predict or prepare for. To 

borrow Neil Postman’s metaphor, students who “enter school as 

question marks and leave as periods” will certainly be ill-prepared 

to face the uncertainty of a future where there are no easy an-

swers. Consequently, being a teacher today is more challenging 

and potentially more exciting than ever before. The key is help-

ing students develop excellent thinking skills1 and the capacity to 

engage in vigorous problem-solving to tackle the novel situations 

that the future has yet to reveal. While it is essential that we teach 

the core skills of literacy, numeracy, and technology, students will 

need to be more curious and creative than ever before. They will 

need to be resilient and have effective skills for interacting and col-

laborating with others in positive and constructive ways.

This is why our schools and classrooms must provide en-

vironments that encourage students to develop a lifelong love 
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of learning. These profi ciencies are so important to businesses 

and organizations that many emphasize “continuous improve-

ment,” providing training focused on communication, decision-

making, critical and creative thinking, building collaborative 

relationships, and general people skills. 

Teaching interpersonal communication and thinking com-

petencies is of a different order than teaching the ABCs or math, 

where “correct” answers are more easily tested. Even when 

students get all the right answers on subject area tests, it is no 

guarantee of their preparedness to pass the tests of life. Most 

of us recognize that answers typically close thinking while ques-

tions typically open it. Lest we forget, answers are only the end 

point of a process—they can be only as useful as the questions 

and thinking that precede them. In Learning and Leading with 

Habits of Mind, Doctors Arthur Costa and Bena Kallick write 

that we must be “ . . . interested in not only how many answers 

students know, but also how students behave when they don’t 

know an answer. We are interested in observing how students 

produce knowledge, rather than how they merely reproduce it. 

A critical attribute of intelligent human beings is not only having 

information but also knowing how to act on it.”2 

As fundamental as questions are for attaining knowledge and 

living our lives, it is easy to overlook the importance of the mind-

set from which a question is launched. One’s mindset will have a 

huge impact on any answers or results that might follow. In the 

words of Stanford University researcher Carol S. Dweck, “When 

you enter a mindset you enter a new world.”3 She cites compelling 

evidence for the impact of mindset in multiple areas, especially in 

learning and intelligence, and discusses how mindset interventions 

can even help resolve confl icts between longstanding adversaries.4 

Dr. Dweck’s formidable research on the distinctions be-

tween what she calls the “growth mindset” and the “fi xed 
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mindset” is conceptually aligned with the Learner and Judger 

mindsets described in this book and in my two previous books, 

The Art of the Question: A Guide to Short-Term Question-Cen-

tered Therapy5 and Change Your Questions, Change Your Life: 

10 Powerful Tools for Life and Work.6 An international bestseller, 

Change Your Questions was originally intended for a business 

and organizational audience but has acquired a wide readership 

among educators. These books illustrate how skillful “mindset 

management” can be strengthened through developing greater 

facility with the quantity and quality of the questions we ask 

ourselves and others.

Teaching that Changes Lives focuses fi rst on the teacher’s 

mindset and the impact of that mindset—Learner or Judger—

on their students, and on their own satisfaction with the experi-

ence of teaching. As you read the pages ahead, you’ll also see 

how these same skills increase teachers’ job satisfaction, which 

according to reliable studies has hit the lowest point in a quarter 

of a century. 7

The skills outlined in these pages help us stay calm and pres-

ent in order to think clearly and strategically from moment to 

moment, including when leading a classroom. These skills also 

help us successfully manage diffi cult situations that are a part 

of everyday life in many classrooms. The focus is on cultivating 

the Learner mindset for professional development, enriching the 

climate of learning, whether it’s with whole classrooms, indi-

vidual students and colleagues, parents, or professional learning 

communities. 

In writing Teaching That Changes Lives, I chose to employ the 

same allegorical form as I used with Change Your Questions, 

Change Your Life. According to the Wikipedia, allegory is “a 

device in which characters or events in a story, poem, or picture 
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represent or symbolize ideas and concepts.” Successful allegory 

takes us deeper into our own lives, empowering us with new 

thinking, skills, and possibilities. My readers often share how 

much they have personally benefi ted from the mixture of story 

and practical application that the allegorical form provides “les-

sons embedded in a page turner.”

The narrator of the story is Emma Shepherd, a sixth grade 

teacher who is a composite of many people I have known and 

worked with. Hopefully you’ll fi nd the story of Emma’s strug-

gles, insights, and breakthroughs to be engaging and enjoyable 

to read, while keeping in mind that her character is a vehicle 

for illustrating the Learner Mindset System at the heart of this 

book. Another main character is Dr. Sophie Goodwin, a uni-

versity professor in a school of education. Dr. Goodwin’s early 

work developing the mindset system of tools had a powerful im-

pact on Emma, when she had Sophie as her sixth grade teacher.

The mindset and questioning lessons woven throughout 

Emma’s story are rendered into 12 practical, easy to apply tools 

presented in a workbook at the back of the book. Throughout 

the story there are instructive graphics, pull quotes, and tables 

that augment the text. At the end of the book there is also a link 

to free digital tools for reinforcing the lessons of the book.

Much of Emma’s story takes place in her sixth grade class-

room. I had very specifi c goals in choosing this grade as the set-

ting for the story. First and foremost, this age group constitutes 

an important milestone, when students often develop their own 

intellectual interests and passions, sometimes independent of 

what they’re being taught at school. Many educators and brain 

scientists believe that if we can deeply engage students in learn-

ing and thinking by sixth grade, we can not only keep them in 

school longer but encourage their continuing intellectual, social, 

and emotional development. Almost everyone understands that 
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we need to fi nd better ways of accomplishing this end. Dropout 

statistics indicate that a quarter of American students drop out 

of high school before graduation, and in urban areas those sta-

tistics are even more distressing.8 Perhaps it’s not surprising that 

teacher job satisfaction has also declined signifi cantly.9 

As I’ve mentioned, many educators have already read 

Change Your Questions, Change Your Life. If you are one of 

them, you’ll fi nd that these two books complement one anoth-

er. While the settings, characters, and stories are different, both 

books focus on the importance of mindsets, thinking, and ques-

tioning to achieve desired results. Teaching that Changes Lives 

illustrates how the mindset tools that have proven so successful 

for readers of Change Your Questions can make a similar positive 

difference in the world of education. When teachers strengthen 

their ability to manage their own mindsets skillfully and inten-

tionally, they become more effective and satisfi ed as educators. 

When students strengthen their ability to manage their own 

mindsets skillfully and intentionally, they become more effective 

and satisfi ed as learners. 

Emma’s story illustrates how she uses her newfound mind-

set skills to great benefi t with her students and colleagues, and 

for herself personally. 

It is my heartfelt desire that Teaching that Changes Lives might 

contribute to each reader’s greater fulfi llment and success as a 

teacher, educational leader, parent, or student. I can think of no 

better way to pay homage to my own teachers and what they 

contributed to my life. You can imagine how gratifying it was for 

me to fi nd Bill—the teacher who helped change my life so long 

ago—and let him know I’ve dedicated this book to him! 
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CHAPTER 1

THE ALCHEMY OF INQUIRY

Not just part of us becomes a teacher. 

It engages the whole self . . .

Sylvia Ashton-Warner

I leaned against the kitchen counter at our home on Cedar Av-

enue, gazing out the window into the backyard. Since it was 

during the Thanksgiving break at my school, our cherry tree 

was bare, the grass lifeless and brown. But inside, sunlight 

streamed through the stained glass artwork which hung in the 

kitchen window behind the sink, sending little rainbows of light 

all around the room. Tiny facets of color danced over my arms 

and apron. The real magic to me, however, glowed through the 

big question mark at the center of this artwork. Set in a simple 

wooden frame, a bit larger than a 3-ring binder, that colorful 

stained glass image was a poignant reminder of Sophie Good-

win, who had been my teacher in the sixth grade, a year that 

dramatically changed my life. Much later, when I myself began 

teaching, Sophie became the most important mentor I could 

ever have wished for. 
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 At the bottom of the frame was a small silver plaque that 

Sophie had had inscribed years before. She said this quote had 

been a guiding principle throughout her life: 

The important thing is to not stop questioning.

Albert Einstein

 Why that quote was so important to her was a mystery at 

fi rst. As a child, I couldn’t have begun to imagine the essential 

relationship between Einstein’s words and what Sophie would 

teach me about questioning, mindsets, thinking, learning, and 

listening. What I did know for certain was that Sophie had a 

miraculous ability to create a safe, open, and inviting climate for 

learning. She connected with her students in ways that awak-

ened our minds so that we became more engaged and successful 

learners. I had experienced something in Sophie’s very being, 

that is, in who she was when she walked into the classroom, 

that changed how I thought about myself and how I felt and 

thought about the world. 

Many people said her abilities were a gift one is born with, 

the way some people say that a gifted artist’s or musician’s or sci-

entist’s gifts are innate and not something one can learn. How-

ever, Sophie would clearly show that her gift and her impact on 

students could be learned. After retiring from classroom teach-

ing, she earned her doctorate, became a professor in a school of 

education and began mentoring other teachers, teaching them 

the tools she had developed over her lifetime as an educator. 

Veteran teachers, those just entering the profession, administra-

tors, and educational leaders were soon fi nding their way to her 

classes. 

As important as she’d been for me in the sixth grade, I had 

lost touch with Sophie until my second year of teaching, when 

The important thing is to not stop questioning.

Albert Einstein
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I was facing a crisis in my profession, and was on the verge of 

quitting. As a child, Sophie’s infl uence changed how I thought 

about myself and my capacities as a student. Now, as an adult 

and a teacher, her wisdom helped me avoid what would have 

been one of the most disastrous decisions of my life. Only as an 

adult would I learn from her how to apply her wisdom and tools 

in an intentional and systematic way. And I believe I changed 

the person I am whenever I walk into a classroom. That’s what 

this story is about. But more than that, this book is my way of 

honoring Sophie’s dream of making her innovative and practical 

teachings widely available and easily accessible to others. 

Sophie’s work is not part of any formal curriculum you might 

run across. But I believe it is fundamental to helping teachers 

manage the incredible pressures they experience while also reach-

ing their most gifted students as well as those who are struggling. 

Today, thanks to Sophie’s methods, I am able to be the teacher 

I’ve always dreamed of being, leaving the classroom at the end of 

each day satisfi ed that I’ve made a valuable contribution. 

This book has been a labor of love as I relived my experi-

ences as Sophie’s student and recorded what she later taught me 

about teaching when she became my mentor. 

To give some background: Right after my graduate training, and 

eager to start teaching, I spent the whole summer job-hunting, 

but jobs were scarce for new teachers. I was on the verge of 

giving up and applying for a job at a coffee shop when a friend 

suggested I look into Greenfi eld Elementary, a school in tran-

sition, thanks to budget cuts and certain problems they were 

experiencing. There had been school closings in the district and 

several teachers had quit. The principal, Dr. Malstrom, who’d 

been there for years, had recently taken early retirement. Class 

sizes had been increased and non-academic programs dropped. 
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The school district was looking for teachers who would come 

in at the bottom of the scale, with minimal benefi ts. It didn’t 

sound great, but at least I would be teaching! I’d fi gure out how 

to make it work for me. 

On the plus side, the school had a new principal, Dr. Bob 

Marshall, who had already made a name for himself in educa-

tion. I’d be co-teaching a combined fi fth and sixth grade class 

with an experienced teacher’s assistant, Mrs. Santiago. I accept-

ed Greenfi eld’s offer and my husband Jared and I rented a small 

house just a few miles from the school.

My fi rst year at Greenfi eld went well enough, thanks to my 

own idealistic exuberance and Mrs. Santiago, who had four years 

of experience managing the classroom under the teacher I’d re-

placed. She had also been studying nights and summers to get 

her teaching certifi cate. I liked Mrs. Santiago, but felt she was 

clinging too much to methods she’d learned from Mrs. Peter-

son, and it seemed like she resisted almost any change I wanted 

to make. This became a growing source of confl ict between us.

Like most schools in transition, morale had been low at 

Greenfi eld, though in the time he’d been there, Dr. Marshall 

had brought us a long way. He had secured additional fund-

ing, including a grant for a new computer lab, and we’d had 

a small increase in enrollment when a charter school merged 

their program with ours. Dr. Marshall’s predecessor, Dr. Mal-

strom, had left behind more than a few wounds and antiquated 

policies that some of the staff didn’t want changed. Dr. Marshall 

defi nitely had his work cut out for him. In spite of the progress 

he’d made, there were some teachers, Ms. Privet chief among 

them, who were still fi ghting to retain the old principal’s meth-

ods and considered Dr. Marshall too nice. He seemed to take 

this resistance in stride, winning over his adversaries one by one, 

patiently, confi dently, and with great skill. His plan was to build 
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a collaborative learning community at Greenfi eld and he knew 

this couldn’t happen by forcing people to immediately comply 

with new ideas and policies. 

Mrs. Santiago and I had a combined class of 34 students, 

many of whom required more individual help than we had time 

for. I worried about the underachievers, of course. But I also wor-

ried whether our more eager students, even those who earned 

excellent grades, were learning how to think. As for discipline, we 

were still limping along with Dr. Malstrom’s archaic point system 

that was posted on the bulletin board. The best kids got stars after 

their names; those who misbehaved got big Xs after their names 

and were threatened with calls to their parents, which most kids 

dreaded. Being a particularly regressive system, this chart was one 

of the few things Mrs. Santiago and I seemed to be in agreement 

on. We both wanted to change it. But there always seemed to be 

more pressing issues, so discussing it was put on hold. 

In spite of it all, our class was doing okay. Our achievement 

scores were acceptable but this wasn’t any great comfort to me. 

What bothered me most was what I was not delivering to our kids. 

By the middle of my second year of teaching, I was worn down 

by all my doubts, the burgeoning, distracting incidentals, and the 

extra duties I had to fulfi ll that had little to do with teaching. I felt 

overworked, stressed, and certainly underappreciated. 

I often recalled how excited and engaged I’d felt in Mrs. 

Goodwin’s class and longed to be able to create that same ex-

perience with my own students. Why did so many of our stu-

dents seem unenthusiastic and disengaged? What was I missing? 

Education had to be more than what Mrs. Santiago and I were 

providing. Was it the kids—too much TV, too many hours play-

ing electronic games, lack of parental guidance, a system gone 

awry? Regardless of the answers to those questions, I knew one 

thing for sure: what I experienced as a teacher fell far short of 
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what I’d dreamed was possible. I had never been so discouraged 

and disillusioned. There were days when a job at a coffee shop 

began to look pretty good to me. 

One afternoon Jared picked me up after school. We’d made 

a date to shop for a new sofa, our fi rst major purchase together if 

you didn’t count the car we’d bought the year before. After that 

we had planned to treat ourselves to dinner at our favorite res-

taurant. But I wasn’t feeling enthusiastic about anything. It had 

been a particularly frustrating day at school, culminating in an 

argument with Mrs. Santiago over practically nothing. I’d ended 

up apologizing but I was sure it was going to leave bad feelings. 

Jared and I pulled into the parking lot at the mall and he 

shut off the engine of the car. Instead of getting out right away 

he reached over and lightly rested his hand on my shoulder. 

“What’s going on with you lately?” he asked. “You seem a 

million miles away.” 

I wanted to lean over, lay my head on his shoulder and have 

him assure me that everything was going to be okay. But I knew 

he couldn’t fi x what was wrong. I admit I can get a little edgy 

when I’ve reached my limits, and this was one of those days. I 

just wanted to go home, climb into bed, and pull the covers over 

my head.

“I’m wondering why I ever got into teaching,” I blurted 

out. “It isn’t turning out the way I expected. Not at all.” 

Jared looked shocked, and a bit irritated. 

“But that’s been your dream for as long as I’ve known you,” 

he said. “Can’t you talk to a supervisor or something? Maybe your 

principal? There have to be other teachers who could help you.” 

Truth be told, I desperately wanted to talk with other teach-

ers, but it seemed like everyone had their own problems. And 

anyway, why would they care about me, a relative newcomer? If 

I told Dr. Marshall about my dissatisfactions, I was pretty sure 
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he’d dismiss me on the spot, or at least start looking for some-

one to replace me. Sitting there in the car, I tried to tell Jared 

about what was bothering me and he did his best to understand. 

I had a long list of grievances. Mostly, however, I had questions: 

Why did I feel so dissatisfi ed and down on myself about being 

a teacher? Why didn’t I feel excited about teaching? Why didn’t 

I feel more connected with my students? And why couldn’t I 

make things work better with Mrs. Santiago? Most of the time, 

I just felt annoyed and resentful toward her.

These thoughts and feelings plagued me even more than 

the escalating pressures of too much paperwork, too little time, 

and too little money in the budget for some of the things Mrs. 

Santiago and I wanted for the classroom. Not to mention the 

omnipresent awareness that both of us were technically on pro-

bation. Any day we could get the news that we wouldn’t be 

hired back for the coming year. I had tried to remind myself to 

take it one day at a time, but that old adage was wearing thin.

Jared and I sat and talked for a long time, and he did his best 

to be helpful. The only thing that came out of it was the decision 

to put off buying a new sofa. Taking on another big expense 

when I was so unsettled about my job didn’t make sense. We 

cancelled our dinner reservation and picked up a pizza on our 

way home. I felt terrible about spoiling the evening but couldn’t 

pretend any longer that everything was okay. 

My self-doubts gnawed at me more each day as I racked my 

brain for solutions. Maybe I just wasn’t cut out for teaching after 

all. I couldn’t go on the way things had been going. It fi nally 

came to a head late one Friday afternoon as I sat alone in my 

empty classroom. In the distance I heard the whine of the jani-

tors’ vacuums and the shouts of children out on the playground. 

I stared off into space, feeling like the dark cloud hovering over 

my head would be there forever. Where was the excitement 
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about learning I’d experienced as a young student? Mrs. Good-

win had worked her magic on all of us when we were kids, but 

it was painfully obvious I didn’t have her gifts or her patience. I 

wasn’t as good as she was, and never would be. 

What happened next certainly wasn’t a plan on my part but 

a reaction to the dissatisfaction and frustration I’d felt building 

up in me. As I was leaving school I noticed that Dr. Marshall’s 

door was open and he was doing some paperwork. He looked 

up as I knocked lightly and apologized for disturbing him. He 

smiled and gestured to a chair across from his desk, inviting me 

to sit down.

I knew I needed to say what I had to before I changed my 

mind or lost my courage. Once I got started, the words came 

out in a rush. “I thought I should tell you that I’m seriously 

considering leaving teaching. I’ll fi nish out the year but if some-

one comes along to replace me, I’ll step aside.”

As these words left my lips I felt a big knot twisting in my 

stomach. 

“Every Monday morning when I walk into school,” I con-

tinued, focusing my eyes on a light-colored rectangle where a 

picture had once hung on the wall behind Dr. Marshall, “I just 

feel hollow. I know it’s because I’m not delivering what these 

kids deserve and what they need. Isn’t that proof that this isn’t 

where I belong?” 

When I turned my attention back to Dr. Marshall’s face, 

I was startled to discover that he was actually smiling, not un-

kindly, but as if he just had some brilliant insight. 

“Emma,” he said, “this may sound crazy to you right now, 

but I believe your misgivings say something positive about you. I 

hear your concerns, and I’ve observed your teaching. I can tell how 

much you care about your students and about teaching. Believe 

me, I would never have renewed your contract if I hadn’t been 
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pretty sure of you.” He paused, I guess to let his words sink in. 

Then he added, “Fortunately, I know someone who may be able to 

help you. I’m sure she’d be willing to speak with you if I ask her.”

He told me that some years ago, he’d been at a similar life 

impasse. He’d almost left education until he learned about the 

importance of mindsets and asking new questions that trans-

formed what he thought was possible. He said that some kind 

of alchemy happens when we change the questions we ask 

ourselves. My face must have expressed bewilderment because 

he chuckled and added, “You’ll fi nd out what I mean soon 

enough.” He didn’t go into details, but tapped a few keys on 

his keyboard, then jotted something on the back of one of his 

own cards for me. 

“I’m sure you’ll like this woman very much. Please speak 

with her before you make a decision. She’s semi-retired but 

teaches at the university and still mentors a few teachers. I’ll give 

her a call and let her know you’ll be contacting her. After you’ve 

met with her, let’s get together and discuss your next steps.”

I took the card and nodded, wondering what I had gotten 

myself into. I thanked him, went out to the parking lot, and 

climbed into my car. 

I slumped behind the wheel and wondered if I had made 

a big mistake by talking with Dr. Marshall. Had he been nice 

to me, bolstering my morale, only because he didn’t want to 

bother looking for another teacher? Would admitting my short-

comings hurt my record? No matter. What’s done was done. I 

glanced down at his card, stared at his name for a second and 

then turned the card over. 

This had to be a mistake! The name he’d written on the 

card was Dr. Sophie Goodwin. Could this be my Sophie Good-

win, my sixth grade teacher? That would be too much of a co-

incidence. 
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Driving home that afternoon, I kept seeing Mrs. Good-

win’s face in my mind’s eye and remembering moments from 

her classroom. What a wonderful year that had been in my life. 

I’d been this plugging-along kid before that, making do and 

just getting by. During her class I came alive to the experience of 

thinking and learning, even enjoying working on projects with 

other students. Mrs. Goodwin had been the fi rst person to plant 

ideas in my mind of going into teaching someday. Who am I 

kidding? She was practically the fi rst person to recognize that 

I even existed. At least that was how it felt at the time. 

At home, I did a computer search for the university where 

Mrs. Goodwin taught, then clicked through to the faculty bios. 

My heart skipped a beat as Mrs. Goodwin’s picture came up on 

my screen. Though she looked older than the idea of her in my 

mind, there was no mistaking that smile. It really was her. And 

she really had become Doctor Sophie Goodwin!

I started to dash off an email to the address listed with her 

bio. Then I thought better of it and decided on a handwrit-

ten note. The next day I bought a card with a beautiful nature 

scene and wrote her a message, including my email address and 

information about myself, such as when I’d been her student, 

and how Dr. Marshall had suggested I meet with her. After mail-

ing the card, I felt hopeful for the fi rst time in weeks. If anyone 

could help me, it would be Mrs. Goodwin. 

It seemed like an eternity passed with no reply. Had Dr. 

Marshall told her something about me that put her off? I could 

hardly imagine Mrs. Goodwin not responding right away. Poor 

Jared had to listen to all my anxieties as I waited for her reply.

Then one morning an email from Mrs. Goodwin popped 

up on my screen. “I would love to meet with you,” she said. She 

apologized for what she called her “tardiness.” Personal matters 

had come up. She didn’t give any details. 
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To my surprise she suggested that we meet the following 

Saturday at her place, about an hour’s drive from my home. 

We’d have tea and talk things over, she’d said. 

The morning of our meeting, I phoned to confi rm the time. 

During the call I addressed her as Mrs. Goodwin, as was my 

habit. Embarrassed, I corrected myself: “I suppose I should call 

you Doctor Goodwin now.”

She quickly corrected me: “Oh, for goodness sake, Emma, 

please call me Sophie. You don’t need to be so formal, and be-

sides, we’re not in school anymore.” 

To a stranger’s ears, those words might have meant very 

little. But for me they had a comforting inference. This was my 

hero, the teacher who’d changed my life. More to the point, her 

upbeat, optimistic tone made me feel better than I had in a long 

time. Maybe it was possible for me to pick up some of her teach-

ing techniques. But maybe she’d simply help me clarify why I 

should change careers. 

My answer would come over tea.  
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CHAPTER 2

MINDSETS MAKE ALL THE DIFFERENCE

Seek opportunities to show you care. 

Kids don’t remember what you try to teach them. 

They remember what you are.

Jim Henson (Creator of The Muppets)

On Saturday, my GPS led me to Sophie’s address at Hillview 

Apartments, an attractive building with large windows that let in 

plenty of light. It was surrounded by well-manicured lawns and 

beautifully tended fl owerbeds. 

I was buzzed in at the glass door in the vestibule and took 

the elevator to the third fl oor. As the door slid open, I found 

Sophie waiting for me in the hall. My heart skipped a beat. Her 

warm smile instantly reminded me of how seen and appreciated 

I had felt in her class. I had become the kind of student that had 

seemed impossible to me before that. Recalling all of this, I was 

nervous that she would be disappointed in me when she found 

out about my present problems. I was certain I hadn’t lived up 

to her expectations. 
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Sophie gave me a brief hug which instantly put me at ease, 

just as her presence had made me feel more at ease in the sixth 

grade. I was startled by how frail she felt, reminding me of how 

much time had passed since I’d last seen her. But as she led me 

briskly down the hall to her apartment, she seemed as peppy and 

vital as ever. By the time we reached her door, she was excitedly 

sharing a story about the course she was teaching at the univer-

sity, as if we were colleagues. 

She gave me a quick tour of her apartment, explaining that 

she had moved here four years ago, soon after her husband died. 

It had been a diffi cult transition, she said, but she now felt quite 

connected to her new friends here. 

Her expansive living room was furnished like a study, with 

fl oor-to-ceiling shelves along two walls, holding everything 

from children’s books to the classics, as well as books on educa-

tion and philosophy. 

A large, high-defi nition computer monitor sat on a massive 

mahogany library table that I was sure must have an interest-

ing history. Next to the computer keyboard were some leather-

bound journals and stacks of paper that looked like a manuscript 

in progress. Was Sophie writing a book?

I turned my attention back to the screensaver on her com-

puter monitor, which had aroused my curiosity the moment I 

saw it. It was some kind of map: The Choice Map, it said at the 

top of the screen. 

“Does any of that look familiar?” Sophie asked, noticing my 

interest in the map.

“The Learner and Judger paths,” I puzzled. “I remember 

something about them. But not the map, though I do have a vague 

memory of some sketchy lines you drew on the white board.” As 

I studied the Choice Map, memories of her teachings about the 

Learner and Judger paths slowly made their way back into my mind. 



CHAPTER 2 : Mindsets Make All the Difference

21

There were two paths one could follow, each with distinctly 

different destinations. The Learner path led upwards to a beau-

tiful bright sun. The Judger path led downward to a pool of 

mud. I couldn’t help but notice a fi gure stuck in the mud who 

looked pretty miserable. That was how I’d been feeling lately—

miserable and stuck in the mud. 

I studied the fi gures on the different paths. They all had 

thought bubbles over their heads with questions that I quickly 

saw were very different, depending on which path they were on, 

the Learner mindset path or the Judger mindset one. I knew 

what mindsets were, of course, but I had lots to learn about 

Learner or Judger ones.  

As I puzzled over the map, I remembered something Dr. 

Marshall had said about learning to manage his mindset by ask-

ing new questions that transformed what he thought was pos-

sible. Would this map help to explain what he was talking about?

“Make yourself comfortable while I get us some tea,” So-

phie said. She disappeared into the next room while I settled 

into a comfortable chair from which I could view the Choice 

Map. Sophie returned with a tray that held a beautiful hand-

painted tea service. 

Over tea and Sophie’s delicious home-baked blueberry muf-

fi ns, I gave her the Cliff Notes version of my life since the sixth 

grade. This retelling led naturally to my diffi culties at school. 

Sophie listened with rapt attention, interrupting now and then 

to ask questions.

As our conversation progressed, we turned our attention to 

her Choice Map. She described how she had continued develop-

ing it long after I was her student. She said she thought it could 

help me now with the diffi culties I had described in my note. 

“Each year of teaching helped me refi ne what I was discov-

ering about mindsets and how to reach my students,” she said. 
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“In the beginning, it was mostly intuitive and evolved from 

my observations about how children learn best. Today I use 

the Choice Map to demonstrate to my graduate students how 

our questions refl ect our mental attitudes, that is, our mindsets, 

and how these mindsets can infl uence everything in our lives—

how we think and feel and behave and interact with others. 

The term mindset represents the set of beliefs and assumptions 

we hold about ourselves, others, and the world.  It’s mind-

sets that make all the difference. The Choice Map illustrates a 

whole system of mindset tools that can be helpful for teachers 

and students alike. 

“It comes down to this: when you walk into the classroom, 

your own mindset makes all the difference in the world. It af-

fects how you connect or don’t connect with each child, and in 

turn how they connect with you. That connection, of course, 

will infl uence what your students are able to take in. It affects 

what they feel is expected of them and how encouraged or dis-

couraged they’ll be about learning to use their own minds and 

thinking for themselves. Your mindset creates the climate, the 

weather in the classroom.” 

The term mindset represents the set of beliefs and assumptions 

we hold about ourselves, others, and the world.

“The weather?” I asked. “I don’t understand.”

“I read something many years ago that struck a chord with 

me. I recited it to my students so many times that I’ve learned 

it by heart. The author was Haim Ginott, a teacher and child 

psychologist. He said, ‘I’ve come to a frightening conclusion that 

I am the decisive element in the classroom. It’s my personal ap-

proach that creates the climate. It’s my daily mood that makes the 

weather . . . In all situations, it is my response that decides whether 
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a crisis will be escalated or de-escalated and a person humanized 

or de-humanized.’” 10

“Are you kidding? It’s my mood that makes the weather in 

the classroom? That’s pretty daunting,” I said. 

“Yes, it can be,” Sophie said. “But you’ll discover it’s also 

empowering. Another educator, Robert J. Marzano, makes the 

same point in a different way: ‘The relationship between the inner 

world of a teacher’s thoughts and emotions and the outer world of 

a teacher’s behavior has been recognized for years—in research on 

teacher expectations; teacher beliefs about collective effi cacy; and 

teacher and student perceptions of self-effi cacy.’”11 

“That makes sense,” I said. “But what can we do about it? 

It seems like our mindsets are constantly changing, depending 

on so many things, both inside and outside us.” 

Sophie pointed at the Choice Map. “Look at that fi gure stand-

ing at the crossroads on the left between the Learner and Judger 

paths. What are the words you see circling around its head?”

“‘Anything that impacts us at any moment—thoughts, feel-

ings, circumstances,’” I read. “Are you saying that these create 

the weather?”

“Exactly,” Sophie said. “And therein lies the challenge. 

We can’t control what happens to us but we do have choice 

about what we do next. The Choice Map provides a way of 

managing how we respond to circumstances and even our own 

thoughts and feelings. It shows ways to monitor and change 

our thoughts, feelings, and actions from moment to moment.” 

Sophie touched the wireless keyboard in her lap and a cursor 

popped up on that fi gure standing at the junction between the 

two paths. “In responding to the weather, people will take one 

of those two paths: Learner or Judger. Those paths represent 

our mindsets. And to tell the truth, when we’re upset or things 

don’t go our way, our natural reaction is to head right down the 
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Judger path. You see, that’s everybody’s default position. We’re 

all recovering Judgers.” 

We’re all recovering Judgers.

“Back in sixth grade,” I said, “you helped me become aware 

of the thoughts and feelings I was holding in my mind. I guess 

these were creating my weather—my inner weather! Most of the 

time I was a big storm inside, but I never thought about it. I just 

took it for granted that what I believed about myself was . . . well, 

just the way it was for everyone. I certainly never imagined I had 

any power to change anything.”

“Tell me more,” Sophie said. 

Encouraged by her response I went on: “That year my brain 

began working in ways that were absolutely new to me. Before 

your class I always felt that maybe there was something wrong 

with me. I wasn’t very bright. Maybe it was the usual kid stuff, 

you know, when you’re just sure you’re the only one in the 

world who doesn’t have all the answers. I was always thinking 

things like: Why am I always messing up? Why don’t I know how 

to do this? Other kids don’t have problems like this. I know I acted 

pretty dull, too. But soon, thanks to you, I stopped going so 

Judger on myself. I really did change, didn’t I?”

 “You certainly did! Watching students change and grow, as 

you did, is a teacher’s greatest reward. I kept track of you, you 

know. You eventually went on to win academic honors and, as 

I understand it, you did extremely well at college and in your 

graduate studies.”

“You know all that about me?” 

“Oh, sure,” Sophie said. “I do like to keep up on my kids.”

 “I’m embarrassed to tell you what I mostly paid attention 

to in class,” I said. “For example, I worried about how I could  
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keep from being noticed, or what did I had to do to just get by? 

I wanted to be invisible so nobody would fi nd out what a loser 

I was. But then something clicked for me. It started when I dis-

covered that in your classroom it was safe to be visible. I didn’t 

have to hide. I guess you’d say I learned about the Learner path. 

I started regaining that sense of curiosity and wonder I had 

when I was a little kid. I remember, too, that I started participat-

ing in class and fi nding I could actually contribute something. I 

wasn’t afraid to ask questions anymore. You didn’t just want us 

to remember things so we could get the right answers on a test. 

I found out what it meant to think my own thoughts and really 

understand what I was learning. It was exciting, really exciting.” 

I couldn’t have explained all this when I was a child, of 

course, but I do remember feeling respected and valued for my-

self, for being me. That was a new experience in my life. Sophie 

brought that kind of respect to the classroom. Now I under-

stand that this came from her mindset. I always knew she was 

really happy to be there with us. I felt like my own ideas, my 

questions, and my curiosity were important. Sophie had a way 

of making us each feel like we mattered. She cared about us and 

not just about our grades. 

I thought I was going to tear up as I recalled these experi-

ences, but I took a deep breath and continued. “You taught 

us that making mistakes didn’t mean we were dumb; on the 

contrary, mistakes were usually opportunities for expanding our 

knowledge. I stopped getting mad at myself for messing up. I 

think that’s when I fi rst realized that being smart isn’t just about 

memorizing from some books. It’s about keeping my curiosity 

revved up and asking lots of questions and believing that I could 

actually learn.” 

“Yes,” Sophie said enthusiastically. “When we’re in Learner 

mindset we’re in a curiosity-and-questioning mode. It’s won-
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derful to hear how much you remember. You’d be surprised 

how quickly children forget what they’ve learned, especially 

when they get so focused on taking home a good report card. 

Well, of course, you do know that by now.”

Learner mindset means being in a curiosity-and-questioning mode. 

We both laughed, though there was certainly a serious side 

to all of this. 

“Everything you’re saying tells me you’re no stranger to the 

art of self-observation,” Sophie said. “And this is so important, 

noticing, that is, observing what’s going on in your own mind. 

It’s the foundation of the system I teach in my grad course at the 

university. Being able to observe yourself is essential for anyone 

who wants to be able to monitor and manage their own mind-

sets. That level of self-awareness is at the heart of being a teacher 

who can make a real difference in students’ lives.”

Even as she said this, I plunged into Judger, picturing my 

students’ faces as it struck me that their experiences were noth-

ing like what I’d experienced in Sophie’s sixth grade class. Not 

even close. My eyes stung like somebody had slapped me. 

I thought about Becky, a girl I had tried very hard to reach. 

I winced as I recalled a disastrous meeting I’d had with her re-

cently. She’d submitted a short writing assignment and, as I’d 

expected, most of her writing was sloppy and thoughtless. But 

there were four excellent sentences in the middle of her work, 

indicating that she was far more capable than I’d thought. I had 

been certain she always dashed off her assignments just to get 

through them. After reading those surprising sentences, I got 

excited about bringing out her true capabilities. She needed a 

pep talk. I don’t remember my exact words to her but the gist 

was that she had a lot of potential. She could be getting As if she 
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only learned to apply herself. When I told her that, Becky just 

stared at me blankly. Her face suddenly contorted and she burst 

into tears. 

 “Everybody’s always telling me that,” she had sobbed. “I 

don’t know what you’re talking about. I can’t do it. And I hate 

school.”

What was wrong with that child? She acted like I was pun-

ishing her and I was just trying to help. I tried to smooth things 

over, but she picked up her backpack and bolted from the room. 

Even worse, she was absent the next day and I blamed myself. 

I also thought about Brandon. The way he acted out and 

put other kids down with his remarks really got under my skin. 

I knew I was critical and overly harsh with him. I was even mak-

ing extra heavy Xs after his name on that Behavior Chart of Dr. 

Malstrom’s, just to emphasize how angry he made me. 

Not to mention my deteriorating relationship with Mrs. 

Santiago. How could I forget that? 

“Are you okay?” Sophie asked. 

“I hardly know where to start,” I said, feeling myself getting 

wound up. “Mrs. Santiago, my co-teacher, is so rigid and set in 

her ways it makes me want to scream.” As those words escaped 

from my lips, I immediately regretted them. Mrs. Santiago was 

a bright, well-educated woman who’d worked hard to get her 

teaching credentials. Maybe I was the stupid one. Why couldn’t 

I fi gure out how to get through to her, or to my students, for 

that matter? 

For a moment I felt as speechless as I’d fi rst felt going into 

the sixth grade. I turned my attention back to the Choice Map 

and started reading the questions in the bubbles over the fi g-

ures’ heads. It took but an instant to see that the questions I was 

asking—about my students, Mrs. Santiago, and even myself—

were all solidly on that Judger path. 
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“I think I need a mindset adjustment,” I mumbled, trying 

to make a joke of it. 

Just then there was a knock at the front door. 

“Please excuse me for a moment,” Sophie said. “That would 

be my neighbor, Charlotte. She’s an avid gardener. She oversees 

the neighborhood co-op garden down the street, and promised 

to bring me some fl owers from their greenhouse.” 

I breathed a sigh of relief, grateful for the interruption. 

While Sophie went to answer the door, I retreated to the powder 

room. Once inside, I burst into tears. Gazing at my refl ection 

in the bathroom mirror, the face that stared back at me seemed 

like a stranger’s. I guess I hadn’t been noticing the tension and 

frustration my face was expressing lately. I even looked a little 

hard, anything but receptive. Was this the face I presented to my 

students each day? Who was I when I walked in the classroom? 

What impact was my current mindset having on the kids? And 

what impact was it having on Mrs. Santiago? 

Something I’d observed in Sophie, both when I was very 

young and in our meeting today, kept playing at the edge of 

my awareness. It had to do with the quality of her presence and 

how the room seemed to light up when she was there. Was this 

what she meant about creating the weather? I washed my face, 

touched up my makeup, and walked back into the living room as 

Sophie was saying goodbye to her neighbor Charlotte. 

“This is one of the perks of having great neighbors,” Sophie 

said, admiring the fl owers she’d just received. “I’ll put these in 

some water and be back in a second. Then let’s talk a little about 

that mindset adjustment of yours.” 
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