


































Daryl: A Ham Actor 

"I want to get closer to Daryl, but he is always putting 
on a show," was the comment of a student teacher who accurately 
reflected a new picture of Daryl. By late fall, Daryl was tak­
ing more risks in the way he separated himself from the group. 
Abandoning the safety of unpunctuality and silence, he adopted 
a new role, wherein he carried with him an aura of overt dis­
ruption. First he made just a small scene at his table; then 
he interfered with a math lesson; and finally he brought the 
entire class to a halt. Though this behavior accentuated Daryl's 
distance, the other children were slowly forced to notice him. 
The beginning of a reciprocal relationship was exactly what 
Karen had in mind when she permitted him this license. Here 
are my notes for September 13th: 

It is very hot during silent reading and not very si­
lent. Daryl starts off badly, arriving five minutes after 
the group has settled down. He is protesting loudly, "I 
couldn't do my math this morning 'cause I don't get i t . 
Can I do it now?" Karen assents by assigning Lonnie to 
help Daryl and they both sit down at a central table. 
Daryl has his pencil and paper and. Lonnie is prepared to 
take this enterprise seriously. But Daryl is answering 
Lonnie's every overture with "I'm too dumb at math." 
Daryl looks everywhere but at his paper. Bis eyes are more 
expressive than usual; he seems to he taking pleasure in 
this dumb act, with no intention of concentrating on any 
math — until Lonnie, in unteacherly exasperation, finally 
retorts, "You are dumb." That stops the charade. Daryl 
noisely withdraws, saying, "I gotta go to the bathroom." 

The stage was set for Daryl to divert silent reading the 
minute he was granted permission to do math instead of read. 
The consequences of Karen's decision to allow it.were predictable 
and clear to the class — it is okay to do math during reading 
and, further, you don't have to be silent during silent read­
ing, but friends (or the opportunity to make them) are more im­
portant than work; for that was the premise on which Karen an­
swered Daryl's request. 

Karen's accepting Daryl's control of his own time encour­
aged him to feel powerful in the classroom, and his take-over 
of silent reading was only one example of a decision which re­
inforced this power. As he grew increasingly comfortable, his 
behavior deteriorated, at least from the viewpoint of a teacher 
who values any semblance of order. But Karen took delight as 
Daryl became "so damn visible." He began to go beyond his mini­
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mal verbal responses and, as he revealed himself, his humor, 
his empathy, and his sensitivity emerged. But at first, as 
he tested the boundaries, he was frequently the center of a 
maelstrom. On the tenth day of school Karen conducted a group 
math lesson. Daryl participated vigorously against the grain. 
Everyone was silent except Daryl. He moved around, interrupted, 
and refused to "be still." Karen escalated gently. "Daryl, 
you're not the only kid in the class," but Daryl was not gentle 
in return. He began to beat his hands on his knees and sing 
to himself out loud. From my notes: 

Karen is standing next to the moveable blackboard, 
eliciting answers to "How many ways could you draw a 
space which encloses twenty square centimeters?" Lonnie, 
Daryl's potential sidekick, is at the board, drawing. 
Daryl stands up and does a shimmy, then pretends to kick 
Lonnie in the butt. Karen responds evenly, keeps the 
lesson going and plays along with Daryl's slapstick rou­
tine when she pretends to kick Daryl in the butt as he 
did Lonnie. Daryl is sharing the stage equally with 
Karen. The class is watching, as if they are noticing 
Daryl for the first time. The lunch bell rings and Ka­
ren dismisses the class with no further comment. 

Since Karen views work as a vehicle for developing relation­
ships, she is not annoyed that Daryl's behavior was more memo­
rable than the area-and-perimeter problems of the math lesson. 
Making Daryl visible is actually the lesson. 

At the end of September, Daryl tried out the role of class 
clown: 

Karen is reading from Jonathan Livingston Seagull 
to the whole class. Her voice is muted; reading aloud 
is not easy for her. Her wireframed glasses look awk­
ward as she focuses on the print and tries to block out 
any distraction in her line of vision and beyond. The 
class, recently come in from the yard, is enervated and 
kids lounge in random positions in the circle. The mood 
is quiet and cozy, set by the shared expenditure of en­
ergy and the physical proximity of children. It is 
anybody 's guess whether they are listening to the story, 
but the feeling is good. Only Daryl stands out, as 
usual, but his whole body and tone are of a different 
quality than the Daryl I knew in the past. He is sit­
ting on a table behind Karen, out of the possibility of 
her seeing him. He is making a valiant effort to dis­
tract the group by stiffening his arms, lifting his body 
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off the table and thrusting it down on the floor — noise­
lessly — then walking across the rug to the Kleenex box, 
extracting a Kleenex, returning to his table, standing 
on it, raising his Kleenex-filled hand and dropping the 
Kleenex six feet above Karen 's head and catching it be­
fore it hits, all with exaggerated but precise movements. 

Surprisingly enough, only Jeremy is engaged by Daryl 's 
routine. The rest may have taken it in in their periph­
eral vision, but Daryl is not the center of the stage — 
yet. Karen keeps reading and Daryl keeps the Kleenex 
coming until Karen cannot help but notice some action 
taking place behind her. Abruptly at 11:55 Karen stops 
reading. Straining her neck at a 125° angle and looking 
over her glasses, Karen asks Daryl, calmly, "V/hy are 
you having such a hard time sitting still?" 

Daryl answers without hesitating, "Because we need 
some laughter in this class. " 

"So you've got two minutes to give us some," Karen 
counters. 

Daryl (dries up for a moment — perhaps he was assess­
ing (as I was) whether Karen was seriously suggesting he 
entertain the group. Her silence and her willingness 
to wait for a response gave him a clear opening. "I'm 
going to tell fortunes," he said, waving a Kleenex over 
Jeremy 's head, "and this is my crystal ball." There is 
a low ripple of forced laughter, and then the lunch bell. 

Had there been more time, Daryl might very well have elab­
orated this show and succeeded in making kids laugh. Examples 
from the spring showed that Daryl was a genuinely funny kid. 
Glimpsing him in front of the group in this new light was a new 
phenomenon for everyone. 

Daryl enjoyed the provocative nature of his actions, and 
Karen's support made him bolder in ignoring the norms of appro­
priate behavior. That, coupled with inexperience in being part 
of a group and his perpetual tuning in and out, suggested a 
child who appeared to have an underdeveloped sense of how to be­
have, but these instances of misbehavior — often with a humor­
ous overtone, if one chose to view it that way — allowed him 
to shed some of his protective layers. While his disruptions 
were still distancing and isolating, they provided him with an 
opportunity to show himself to the group and to make connections 
to individuals within it, to become "one of the kids"; and that, 
after all, was Karen's goal. 
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How tenaciously Karen pursued that goal became clear to me 
the day I intervened without consulting her. (It was the last 
time I did so, because my decision reminded us both that our 
priorities were not always the same and that I did not yet fully 
understand what Karen was trying to do.) On October 6th Sadat 
died. The news spread through the class just at the end of si­
lent reading. The mood was subdued. Karen called a meeting 
and the children came silently and respectfully. Visitors from 
Karen's last year's class who had a day off school and had re­
turned were participating as if they had never left. The visi­
tors and the assassination seemed to require an extraordinary 
degree of calm. Quiet was too precious for me to want to see 
Daryl's antics change the tenor of the meeting and I assumed — 
wrongly — that Karen agreed. While everyone else came to the 
meeting and sat down on the rug, Daryl remained at the balance 
table, running his hands through the plastic weights, making 
them click against each other. It looked to me as if he could 
not keep still and I gave him the choice of quietly joining us 
in the circle or leaving. I meant it to be a real, nonpunitive 
choice. He chose to leave. The meeting went well; the gravity 
of Sadat's death and the added maturity of the articulate sixth 
graders may have been responsible for the high quality of the 
discussion and the attentiveness of the class. 

Karen, however, was adamant that Daryl's belonging to the 
group was more important than a high quality meeting. "First," 
she said, "children cannot learn to live in a classroom if 
teachers always put them out. Second, I want him to feel that 
this is his house." (Karen always said "house" for "class.") 
"He has got to have a safe place in this school where he is al­
ways welcome. Third, I could make it quiet by being all-power­
ful, but I want to be strong enough not to do that. Children 
have the ability to tolerate his distractions. He is, after 
all, part of this class. They must adjust to him, however he 
is." 

Though this attitude is heavily weighted in Daryl's favor, 
and it would be foolish to argue that Daryl's disruptions did 
not impinge on some children's learning in some way, Karen knew 
what she kept reminding Daryl: "You're not the only kid in the 
class." Her treatment of Daryl, as special as it seems in this 
close-up view, did not preclude a similar focus on other chil­
dren. Each child is different. For every child whose need is 
to be brought into the group, there is another child who needs 
to be left alone. Ultimately, the scale balances, and sensitive 
teaching takes many forms. 

In some classrooms, Daryl's behavior would have been an 
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obstacle rather than the platform on which further growth could 
take place. Rather than absorbing Daryl into the group, Karen 
could have silenced him by demands to "Be still," "Be quiet," 
"Get out," all of which might have kept him where he started — 
outside the group. Karen supported Daryl, even as unregulated 
as he was. By allowing him to contribute when he was ready, on 
his own terms, she enabled him to change from a silent isolate 
into someone about whom she could say in her final report, 
"Daryl has made enormous social growth this year. He is part 
of and central to the class. He is not on the outskirts, nor 
does he want to be." 

(Continued from page 55) 

7. Hawkins, D., The Informed Vision: Essays on Learning and 
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Note: Further examples of the qualitative analysis of chil­
dren's work may be found in the following: 
Rowland, S., "Ability Matching: A Critique" in Forum for 
the Discussion of New Trends in Education, 1979, Vol. 21, 
No. 3, p. 82. 
Rowland, S., "How to Intervene: Clues from the Work of a 
Ten Year Old," Forum, 1981, Vol. 23, No. 2, p. 33. 
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