About Your Kids

Strong arm

I was once a newspaper reporter. I covered crime, government and education, and wrote a few feature articles on the side. But before that, right after college, I taught school, and like two circles of a Venn diagram, one career lapped over the other.

Both dealt with information. As a teacher, I translated written words into visual and verbal clues that helped students remember what they learned. As a journalist I gathered visual and verbal clues and delivered them in writing. 

The big difference between the two was skill building. I didn’t write many how-to articles for the paper. 

As a crime and education reporter I also covered crime in education – such as school vandalism, theft of school property, and the incomprehensible Columbine High School massacre in Colorado. But I also wrote my share of good-news stories about honor roll kids and back-from-the-brink-of-death kids. And there were always those who sang in the choir and played in the band or raised seeing-eye dogs or lambs or their parents’ expectations.

The more I wrote about school and children, the more I toyed with the idea of returning to face-to-face education. And then I came across the lunch money story.

Two pre-teens had been arrested for strong-arming classmates. Their tale was a pointed demonstration of what that legal term meant. One kid had a stronger arm than the others so he and his buddy ended up with the weaker students’ money. 

Of course I didn’t report the youngsters’ names – just the crime. But for some reason now long forgotten, I had their names, and for me it put a face on them. It made them real little boys with real big problems and I began to wish I were back on the other side of the diagram.

It was my straw story, the one that broke through and sent me back into teaching. After six years in various newsrooms, I wanted to see the kids before they made the bad decisions. I wanted to be closer, within reach of other adults trying to steer them in the right direction.

The following August I accepted a teaching position. The week before school I moved into the classroom, arranged the desks, reviewed the texts, and looked over the class roster. That’s when I saw his name.

I would have the stronger arm in class.

When I saw him face-to-face he didn’t strike me as a thug. He was just a little boy. Where had he learned to be a bully?

As his teacher, I had opportunities to talk to him, draw him out, find out what he wanted to do in the future. I didn’t let him know I knew his past. 

One day he told me he might like to be a police officer. That surprised me, knowing what I did. But maybe he had sensed respect and authority in his dealings with the police. Maybe he wanted that in his own life. I encouraged him to work toward his goal. 

Before the end of the year he moved to Southern California and I never saw him again. I can’t help but wonder where he is and what he’s doing. I hope he made it. 

I hope he moved to the right side of the law, away from the influence of gangs and drugs and violence. 

But most of all, I hope he learned that his strong arm would be of better use helping lift the weaker ones up instead of knocking them down.
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