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NOTES TO TEACHERS
Thank you so much for purchasing and downloading these 
differentiated readings.  These were created to support 
teachers who have students at a variety of levels in their 
classroom.  

To differentiate between the different levels the sentence 
structure and word choice increase or decrease to meet the 
needs of each reading level.  See the chart on the next page 
to identify the reading band for each text.  

These texts can be used for a variety of purposes.  
• Used for guided reading time with the teacher.  The teacher 

plans the lesson once and then can use the same story 
written at multiple levels.  This allows you to teach once and 
then implement with most of the students in your classroom.   

• Used for independent reading.  Students can read the 
version of the text that best matches their independent 
reading level then complete whatever activity the teachers 
chooses to meet each classroom learning goals.   

• Partner reading to a whole class discussion.  Since the stories 
are the same between the versions.  You can have partners 
with the same level read it together then discuss this as a 
whole group.  

Specific lesson plans are not included in this resource to allow 
teachers to integrate into their own plans as needed.  	

However these readings form the guided reading component of 
my Ignited Literacy series.  Within that program there are lesson 
that correspond with each reading along with all of your other 
activities that may be needed to support your language arts 

program.  
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Reading Conversion Chart

IL 
Level AGE Grad

e DRA F&P Lexile

A 
3.0-4.0 8-9 3-4 30-44 N-Q 550-770

B 
4.0-5.5 8-9 4-5 40-50 Q-T 770-850

c 
5.0-6.9 10-11 5-6 50-60 U-W

* There is some overlap in the levels due to the topic of the text and needed complexity of academic 
vocabulary 

* Age range also reflects the maturity level of the student.

For each reading provided there are three versions.  
The three versions represent three different levels.  
Each text is colour coded and the specific label is 

identified by both colour and letter

Level 
A

This level is for students that are in grades 3 
and 4.  The reading use simpler sentences and 
less complex words. 

Level 
B

This level is for students that are reading at a 
grade 4-5 grade level.  These passages have a 
both simple and complex sentence structure 
with vocabulary words appropriate for 
students at this level. 

Level 
C

This level is for students that are strong readers.  
The passages contain complex sentence 
structure and more difficult vocabulary.
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How To:
How to structure your guided reading groups

1
Assess students reading level using a standardized reading assessment 
such as DRA or CASI.  You can also informally assess the students reading 
level by having them read one of the three sample texts and based on 
their fluency, decoding and comprehension skills.

2
Group students into guided reading groups based on their reading levels.  
You should aim to have four to five groups with 5-6 students per guided 
reading group.  

3

Create a schedule in your language arts class which groups you will meet 
with on what days.  Schedule yourself time each day to meet with at least 
one guided reading group. You also may want to give students the guided 
reading text prior to the guided reading time so they have a chance to 
pre-read it.  This may save time with your group if you need to spend more 
time focusing on comprehension. 

4

Preview the Text - Teacher Planning	
Read the text prior to the week beginning.  Based on your current focus or 
learning goal in writing or reading determine which comprehension and 
meaning strategies you want to focus on for this text.  Highlight your text 
and make notes in your blank lesson plan template. Determine questions 
that assess literal and critical thinking questions.  (see chart on next page)

5
Getting Started - Activating Knowledge/Make Predictions	
Introduce the text and ask students to read the first paragraph to 
themselves in a whisper voice.  Once they are done reading ask them to 
make a prediction about what they think the rest of the story will be about. 

6
Reading Check Ins - Listen to Reading	
Ask the students to continue to read the text in a whisper voice.  Lean into 
one student and signal to them that you want them to read slightly louder 
than a whisper voice.  Record your observations of their reading skills 
(fluency, decoding) on the recording page. 

7
After Reading - Comprehension	
Ask student to identify their understanding of the text. Use the learning 
goals and the questions that you preplanned to ask students.   
Eg. Main Idea: Who is the main character, what is the problem, what is this 
story mostly about. 

8 Assessment	
Make notes on each student in relation to their reading behaviour.  
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Questioning Stems
LEVEL COMPREHENSION 

STRATEGIES QUESTION STEMS

Remember	
recall of facts 

and details

• name 
• list 
• definitions 
• order 
• retell

• Who is _____? 
• Where does the story take place? 
• Why did _______? 
• List the _____ in order 
• How did ____ happen? 
• Who said _____? 
• Define the word _____?

Understand	
explain ideas 
and concepts

• main idea 
• classifying 
• comparing 
• Inferring

• Can you describe the main character? 
• What was the main idea? 
• What inference can you make 
• Can you compare ____ to _____? 
• Describe what happens before/after (text event)? 
• Can you paraphrase this paragraph? 
• What facts or ideas support/show ____?

Apply	
Focus on the 

parts and how 
they contribute 

to the whole

• Connections 
• Compare to real 

life 

• What connections can you make? 
• How would you change____? 
• How would you solve ___? 
• How could you apply what you have learned to ___? 
• Imagine this character in another story what would 

happen? 
• What questions would you ask the character/author in an 

interview?

Analyze	
Look at the 

whole text and 
draw 

conclusions

• Drawing 
conclusions 

• Identifying 
themes 

• Compare and 
contrast 

• Summarize 
• Point of View

• Which events are most important? 
• How does the _____ help you to? 
• How would this event be different if we looked at it form 

someone else’s perspective 
• If you were the character how would you have reacted to 

this event? 
• How is ____ related to _____? 
• Select the parts of the story that are the saddest/funniest

Evaluate	
make 

judgements 
based on 

criteria

• identify opinion 
• critique 
• using evidence 

and 

• How would you improve? 
• What conclusions can you draw about ___? 
• How would you rate this text and why? 
• Which character would you like to be friends with 
• Would it be better if 
• What is your opinion of

Create	
Take the 

information 
and use it in 

another 
context.

• make 
• produce 
• create 
• perform

• How could you use what you have read to create 
something new? 

• Plan a short lesson to share your knowledge with someone.  
• Could you tell this in a different way 
• What would be a better title for the story/article?



Guided Reading PLAN

Guided Reading Guide

Getting Started: 	
Activating 
Knowledge and 
Make Predictions

Literal 
Comprehension	
Do students 
understand main 
idea and details 
of the story

Extending 
Understanding:	
Analyze, 
Evaluate or 
create

Ta r g e t e d  S k i l l s
A - Reading for  

Meaning
B - Understanding 

Form and Style
C - Reading with 

Fluency D - Reflecting



G u i d e d  R e a d i n g
text-based assessment tool

Guided Reading Group 1 2 3 4 5 6

Weekly Guided Reading Text ___________________________________
T a r g e t e d  S k i l l s

A - Reading for  
meaning

B - Understanding form 
and style C - Reading with fluency D - Reflecting

Purpose 
Comprehension strategy 
___________________ 
Analyzing 
Responding to texts 
Point of view

Text forms 
Text patterns 
Text features 
Style

Reading familiar words 
Reading unfamiliar 
words 
Reading fluently

Metacognition 
Interconnected skills 
Goal setting

Student: ________________    RL: ______	
Targets   A:____  B: ____   C: ____  D:____ 
Observations: 
__________________________ 
_______________________________________
_______________________________________ 
Next Steps: ____________________________ 
_______________________________________ 

Student: ________________    RL: ______	
Targets   A:____  B: ____   C: ____  D:____ 
Observations: 
__________________________ 
_______________________________________
_______________________________________ 
Next Steps: ____________________________ 
_______________________________________ 

Student: ________________    RL: ______	
Targets   A:____  B: ____   C: ____  D:____ 
Observations: 
__________________________ 
_______________________________________
_______________________________________ 
Next Steps: ____________________________ 
_______________________________________ 

Student: ________________    RL: ______	
Targets   A:____  B: ____   C: ____  D:____ 
Observations: 
__________________________ 
_______________________________________
_______________________________________ 
Next Steps: ____________________________ 
_______________________________________ 



DECEMBER Guided  
Reading Texts

A - Grade 3 to 4

B - Grade 4 to 5

C – Grade 5 to 6



Week #1
Wanna Bet?
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RL:	3.5

56.12.1

A

wanna bet?

1

 
“If I win,” Ethan said as he shuffled the cards, “I get your soldiers.”  
Ethan and his friend Matteo always played war after school on the bus 
ride home. It was a simple card game. The boys would shuffle the deck 
and deal the cards until the deck was split equally. Then each boy would 
play one card, face up. Whichever boy had the higher card would take 
both cards. Then, whoever ended up with all the cards won the war. 
It had always been a friendly game before with no stakes; just fun and a 
few laughs to pass the time riding home. However, Matteo noticed that 
Ethan was becoming more and more competitive. He would pout if he lost 
a hand, but would cross his arms and stamp his foot if he lost a war. Now 
he was upping the ante. He wanted to bet games of war with their 
favorite toys on the line.   
“What do you mean?” Matteo asked back. “I love my toy soldiers. I’m not 
giving them to you!” 
“Then you’d better win,” Ethan answered.  
“But it’s war!” Matteo said. “It isn’t a game of skill. It’s a game of luck.” 
“Come on, Matteo!” Ethan pleaded. “I think it will make the game a lot 
more fun.” 
“I don’t!” Matteo protested. “I worked hard for those toy soldiers. I saved 
my allowance for a month to buy them.”

“Ok, you don’t have to bet all of them. How 
about just one?” Ethan asked. 
Matteo bit his bottom lip as he thought about 
the idea and Ethan could tell he was 
considering it. 
“Ok,” Matteo said. “But what do I get if I 
win?” 
Ethan reached into his backpack and felt 
around at the bottom. Finally, he retrieved a
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matchbox car and asked, “How about this?” 
Matteo didn’t look impressed. Ethan ventured back into his bag, 
produced a second small car, and pleaded, “Come on, Matteo! We 
were just playing with these the other day.” 
Matteo sighed and said, “Fine. Let’s just play, ok?” 
The war started slowly with the boys alternating winning the first ten 
hands. However, Matteo’s luck kicked in and he won the entire war in just 
a couple of minutes. This time, Ethan stamped both feet in unison and 
said a few impolite words under his breath through clenched teeth. 
“Ethan, it’s ok,” Matteo said. “I don’t want your cars anyway. You can 
keep them.” 
“No! That wasn’t the deal. A bet is a bet and I lost,” Ethan replied. 
“But I didn’t want to bet in the first place,” Matteo declared once again. 
“If we can’t just play for fun, then I’m not sure I want to play at all.” 
A few seconds later, the bus pulled up to the boys’ stop. They both 
trudged off with their backpacks slung over their shoulders. Ethan turned 
to walk down his street in a huff, but Matteo stopped him and said, 
“Ethan, what’s going on? Why can’t we just play the game like we used 
to?” 
Ethan looked up at Matteo and said, “I don’t know. I just feel like betting is 
so much more exciting. Think about it, Matteo. We do the same things 
every single day. We go to school, we eat lunch, we ride the bus home, 
we do homework...then we do the same things the very next day. Not 
much happens that is a surprise anymore.” 
“I get it,” Matteo said. “But I’m sure there’s something else we can do 
besides betting our favorite toys on a silly card game. Plus, I worked really 
hard to earn the money for those soldiers. I would have been so mad at 
myself if I’d have lost them to you.” 
“I get it,” Ethan admitted. “But what else can we do to shake things up?” 
“Let’s come up with new games to play on the ride home. We don’t 
always have to play war. Plus, what if we actually play with our toys 
instead of trying to take them from one another?” 
“Sounds good,” Ethan admitted.

wanna  bet?

56.12.1

RL:	3.5
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“And maybe that would help you not feel so frustrated when you lose,” 
Matteo slid in. 
“Yeah...I guess I do get a little worked up,” Ethan said. “So, we’ll start 
tomorrow?” 
“Sure,” Matteo said with a grin. “And don’t forget to bring some more of 
those matchbox cars tomorrow!”

56.12.1

RL:	3.5

wanna  bet?



©
	M

ad
ly
	L
ea
rn
in
g	
20
20

RL:	5.4 B
1

“Alright Matteo, if I win,” Ethan muttered as he shuffled the cards, “I get 
your new toy soldiers.”  
Ethan and Matteo always played war after school on the bus ride home. It 
was a simple card game: the boys would shuffle the deck and deal the 
cards until the deck was equally split. Then each boy would play one card, 
face up. Whichever of them had the higher card would then take both 
cards and, finally, whoever ended up with all the cards won the war. 
It had always been a friendly game before now with no stakes; just fun 
and a few laughs to pass the time riding the bus home. However, Matteo 
noticed that Ethan was becoming more and more competitive and, quite 
frankly, aggressive. He would pout and glower if he lost a hand, but would 
cross his arms and stamp his foot if he lost a war. Now he was upping the 
ante by asking to bet games of war with their favorite toys on the line.   
“Ethan, What do you mean?” Matteo asked back in distress. “I love my toy 
soldiers. I’m not giving them to you!” 
“Then you’d better win,” Ethan answered with a devious smirk.  
“But it’s war!” Matteo said. “It isn’t a game of skill. It’s completely a game 
of luck.” 
“Come on, Matteo!” Ethan pleaded, clenching his hands in front of him. “I 
actually think it will make the game a lot more fun.” 
“I don’t!” Matteo protested. “I worked hard for those toy soldiers. I saved 
all of my birthday money and my allowance for the past month to buy 
them.”

“Ok, you don’t have to bet all of them. How 
about just one?” Ethan asked. 
Matteo bit his bottom lip as he thought 
about the idea and Ethan could tell he was 
seriously considering it. 
“Ok,” Matteo finally said with some 
hesitation. “But what do I get if I win?”

56.12.1

wanna bet?
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Ethan reached into his backpack, felt around at the bottom, and finally 
retrieved a matchbox car. He asked Matteo, “How about this?” 
Matteo didn’t look impressed. Ethan ventured back into his bag, 
produced a second small car, and pleaded, “Come on, Matteo! We 
were just playing with these the other day, remember?” 
Matteo sighed, rolled his eyes, and honestly just wanted Ethan to stop 
begging. He gave in and said, “Fine. Let’s just play, ok?” 
The war started slowly with the boys alternating winning the first ten 
hands. However, Matteo’s luck soon kicked in and he won the entire war 
in just a couple of minutes. This time, Ethan stamped both feet in unison 
and said a few impolite words under his breath through clenched teeth. 
“Ethan, stop! It’s ok,” Matteo said. “I don’t want your matchbox cars 
anyway. You can keep them, it’s fine.” 
“No! That wasn’t the deal,” Ethan practically shouted. “A bet is a bet and 
I lost.” 
“But I told you, I didn’t even want to bet on this dumb game in the first 
place,” Matteo declared once again. “If we can’t just play cards for fun, 
then I’m not sure I want to play at all.” 
Ethan remained silent, but looked completely exasperated for the rest of 
the bus ride. A few minutes later, the bus pulled up to the boys’ stop and 
they both trudged off with their backpacks slung over their shoulders. As 
Ethan turned to walk down his street in a huff, Matteo stopped him and 
asked, “Ethan, will you tell me what’s going on? Why can’t we just play 
the game like we used to? What's so wrong with that?” 
Ethan looked up at Matteo and said, “I don’t know. I just feel like betting is 
so much more exciting. Think about it, Matteo. We do the same things 
every single day. We go to school, we eat lunch, we ride the bus home, 
we do homework...then we do the same things the very next day, then 
the day after that. Not much happens that is a surprise anymore.” 
“I get it,” Matteo said softly. “But I’m sure there’s something else we can 
do besides betting our favorite toys on a silly card game, especially one 
that relies completely on luck. Plus, I worked really hard to earn the 
money for those soldiers. I would have been so mad at myself if I’d have 
lost them to you, and I’m sure my parents would have killed me.”

56.12.1

RL:	5.4
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“I know, and that makes complete sense,” Ethan admitted. “But what 
else can we do to shake things up? I need to have something in my day 
that’s not so, well...predictable.” 
“Why don’t we just come up with some new games to play on the ride 
home? We don’t always have to play war. Plus, what if we actually 
played with our toys instead of trying to take them from one another?” 
“I guess that sounds alright,” Ethan admitted as he looked down at his 
shoes. 
“And maybe that would help you not feel so frustrated when you lose,” 
Matteo reluctantly slid in. 
“I know,” Ethan said. “I guess I get a little overwhelmed and worked up 
when I lose. You’ve noticed, huh?” 
“It’s kind of hard not to,” Ethan replied with a tentative smile. 
Ethan smiled back and said, “So, we’ll start tomorrow? Just games and no 
more betting?” 
“Sure,” Matteo said with a grin. “And don’t forget to bring some more of 
those matchbox cars in your backpack!” 
  
 

56.12.1

RL:	5.4
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“Alright Matteo, if I win,” Ethan muttered under his breath as he 
nonchalantly shuffled the playing cards, “I get your brand new toy 
soldiers.”  
Ethan and Matteo always played war after school on the bus ride home. It 
was an uncomplicated card game: the boys would shuffle the deck and 
deal the cards until the deck was equally split. Then each boy would play 
one card, face up. Whichever of them had the higher card would then 
take both cards and, finally, whoever ended up with all the cards won the 
war. 
It had always been a friendly game before now with no stakes; just fun 
and a few laughs to pass the time riding the bus home. However, Matteo 
noticed that Ethan was becoming more and more competitive and, quite 
frankly, aggressive. He would pout and glower if he lost a hand, but would 
cross his arms and stamp his foot if he lost a war. Now he was upping the 
ante by asking to bet games of war with their favorite toys on the line.   
“Ethan, What do you mean?” Matteo questioned in obvious confusion 
and distress. “I love my toy soldiers. I’m not giving them to you!” 
“Then you’d better win,” Ethan answered as a devious smirk crept 
suspiciously across his face.  
“But it’s war!” Matteo said. “It isn’t a game of skill. It’s completely a game 
of luck.” 
“Come on, Matteo!” Ethan pleaded, clenching his hands in front of him. “I

actually think it will make the game a lot 
more entertaining.” 
“I don’t!” Matteo protested vehemently. “I 
worked extremely hard for those toy soldiers. 
I saved all of my birthday money and my 
allowance for the past month to purchase 
them.” 
“Ok, you don’t have to bet all of them. How 
about just one?” Ethan asked.

56.12.1

wanna bet?
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Matteo bit his bottom lip as he thought about the idea and Ethan could 
tell he was seriously considering it. 
“Ok,” Matteo finally said with some trepidation. “But what do I get if I 
win?” 
Ethan reached his hand into his backpack, felt around at the bottom, 
and finally retrieved a matchbox car. He asked Matteo, “How about 
this?” 
Matteo didn’t look impressed. Ethan ventured back into his bag, 
produced a second small car, and pleaded, “Come on, Matteo! We 
were just playing with these the other day, remember?” 
Matteo sighed, rolled his eyes, and honestly just wanted Ethan to stop 
begging. He gave in and said, “Fine. Let’s just play, ok?” 
The war started slowly with the boys alternating winning the first ten 
hands. However, Matteo’s luck soon kicked in and he won the entire war 
in just a couple of minutes. This time, Ethan stamped both feet in unison 
and said a few impolite words under his breath through clenched teeth. 
“Ethan, stop! It’s ok,” Matteo said. “I don’t want your matchbox cars 
anyway. You can keep them, it’s fine.” 
“No! That wasn’t the deal,” Ethan practically shouted. “A bet is a bet and 
I lost.” 
“But I told you, I didn’t even want to bet on this dumb game in the first 
place,” Matteo declared once again. “If we can’t just play cards for fun, 
then I’m not sure I want to play at all.” 
Ethan remained silent, but looked completely exasperated for the rest of 
the bus ride. A few minutes later, the bus pulled up to the boys’ stop and 
they both trudged off with their backpacks slung over their shoulders. As 
Ethan turned to walk down his street in a huff, Matteo stopped him and 
asked, “Ethan, will you tell me what’s going on? Why can’t we just play 
the game like we used to? What's so wrong with that?” 
Ethan looked up at Matteo and said, “I don’t know. I just feel like betting is 
so much more exciting. Think about it, Matteo. We do the same things 
every single day. We go to school, we eat lunch, we ride the bus home, 
we do homework...then we do the same things the very next day, then 
the day after that. Not much happens that is a surprise anymore.”

56.12.1

RL:	5.9
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“I get it,” Matteo said softly. “But I’m sure there’s something else we can 
do besides betting our favorite toys on a silly card game, especially one 
that relies completely on luck. Plus, I worked really hard to earn the 
money for those soldiers. I would have been so mad at myself if I’d have 
lost them to you, and I’m sure my parents would have killed me.” 
“I know, and that makes complete sense,” Ethan admitted. “But what 
else can we do to shake things up? I need to have something in my day 
that’s not so, well...predictable.” 
“Why don’t we just discover some new and better games to play on the 
ride home? We don’t always have to play war. Plus, what if we actually 
played with our toys instead of trying to take them from one another?” 
“I guess that sounds alright,” Ethan admitted as he looked down at his 
shoes. 
“And maybe that would help you not feel so frustrated when you lose,” 
Matteo reluctantly slid in. 
“I know,” Ethan said. “I guess I get a little overwhelmed and worked up 
when I lose. You’ve noticed, huh?” 
“It’s kind of hard not to,” Ethan replied with a tentative smile. 
Ethan smiled back and said, “So, we’ll start tomorrow? Just games and no 
more betting?” 
“Sure,” Matteo said with a grin. “And don’t forget to bring some more of 
those matchbox cars in your backpack!” 
 

56.12.1

RL:	5.9
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Week #2
Miyu the Motivator



©
	M

ad
ly
	L
ea
rn
in
g	
20
20

RL:	3.9

Hank’s legs jiggled as he sat in the back of class Monday morning. He was 
feeling full of energy and finding it hard to focus on the lesson. This was his 
usual experience at school.  
“Don’t forget about the test on Friday,” Ms. Jensen said. “Be sure to study 
each night this week so you will do well on it.” 
Hank groaned and put his head down on the desk. History had always been 
his most challenging subject. Worse than that, his father wanted him to get 
at least a B on this test. If he didn’t, he could no longer take aikido lessons. 
There was no way that Hank could let that happen. Aikido was the one thing 
that he excelled at and really enjoyed doing. Even when he was full of 
energy, he could always focus during his aikido lessons. He thought his dad 
wasn’t being fair with this threat. 
After school, Hank walked home. He took the long way around the 
neighborhood to put off doing his homework and studying. Especially 
studying for the history test. Every time he thought about that test, his 
stomach hurt.

1

miyu the  
motivator

“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” he 
said aloud, even though there wasn’t 
anyone around.  
Well, it didn’t look like there was 
anyone, but he was actually answered.  
“Don’t worry, I’ll help you,” a voice said 
back to him. 
Hank didn’t have to look around for 
who had spoken. That’s because his

56.12.2

A
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friend, Miyu, was invisible. She was a Japanese aikido master that he 
often spoke to when there was no one else around.  
He knew that most kids grew out of their invisible friends by the time they 
were in sixth grade. However, he couldn’t give up on Miyu. She had been 
with him ever since his very first aikido lesson. He had been five years old 
and scared to go out on the mat. That’s when Miyu appeared, but only 
to him. She made him feel brave and led him away from the wall. Then, 
she helped him learn the first few moves. He’d done them so well, that 
he’d been proud of himself.  
“That’s nice of you to offer,” Hank said, “but you’re an aikido master, not a 
history buff.” He sighed and dragged his feet. “I don’t know how much 
you can help me with history.” 
“A lot!” Miyu insisted. “Learning history is the same as learning anything 
else: it takes hard work, determination, and focus.” 
“That’s my problem,” muttered Hank. “I can’t focus on the history lessons. 
I didn’t do well on my last test at all, Miyu.” 
“Even monkeys fall from trees,” Miyu told him. “That’s an old Japanese 
proverb that means no one is perfect. Everybody makes mistakes.” 
“Well, I can’t make a mistake this time, or I won’t be able to do aikido 
anymore,” Hank said, his eyes welling up. “And that would be awful. My 
father is so mean!” 
“Then let’s study hard,” Miyu said. 
That evening, Hank tried to concentrate on studying his notebook, but it 
was difficult. “I don’t have many helpful notes, so I don’t have much to 
study,” he told Miyu.  
“Why don’t you make some flash cards?” Miyu said. 
Hank did not want to make flash cards. He grumbled and groaned, but 
he did end up making a few.  
“All this work, and it probably won’t help me with more than a few 
questions,” he said. 
 On Tuesday evening, Hank tried to study again. This time, he had a 
textbook, but it was hard trying to remember everything he read.  
“Look at all the pictures in the book,’ Miyu said. “Why don’t you draw
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some pictures and label them?” 
Hank did not want to draw pictures. He mumbled and moaned, but he 
did end up drawing a few. 
On Wednesday evening, Hank tried to study the worksheets they’d done 
on this unit. There were a lot of them, and some of them he hadn’t 
completed.  
“Why don’t you make a chart using these worksheets?” Miyu proposed. 
“Then they’ll all be together and organized for you to look at and study.” 
Hank did not want to make a chart. He whined and complained, but he 
did end up making a chart using his worksheets. 
Everything he made to study felt like a waste of time, though. “All this 
work, and it probably won’t help me with more than a few questions,” he 
said. 
“Ah, but you see, just by making them, you’ve studied the material,” Miyu 
said wisely. “I believe you’ll do well, Hank.” 
However, on Thursday, he felt as if he didn’t know any more history than 
he had before.  
“Maybe I should study while doing some aikido,” he said. He hadn’t been 
able to do aikido all week, and he was missing it. 
“One who chases after two rabbits will not even catch one,” Miyu told 
him. “That’s an old Japanese proverb that means you need to do things 
one at a time. If you try to do two things at once, you will fail at both.” 
“It will probably be my last time to do aikido, though,” Hank said sadly. 
“I’m sure I will not pass the history test, let alone get a B.” 
“It is better to bow than to break. That’s an old Ja—” 
“An old Japanese proverb,” Hank interrupted his invisible friend. “It means 
don’t give up and change if needed. Yes, I know, Miyu. But this situation is 
hopeless.” 
“Oh, Hank,” Miyu said. “You’re lacking confidence and motivation is all.” 
“And where do I find them?” he asked. 
“They’re always there, inside of you. You don’t need to go find them. 
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You just need to access them.” Miyu was very wise, but this time, Hank 
wasn’t sure she was much help. He frowned and stared out the window 
instead of at his study materials. 
“Listen, Hank. Your father is trying to motivate you to learn history by 
saying you can’t do aikido anymore if you don’t do well on the test.” 
“I guess,” Hank said. “But he doesn’t have to take away the only thing I’m 
good at.” 
“First of all, that’s not the only thing you’re good at. You’re great at ping 
pong, math, and video games.” Miyu paused, but only for a second. 
“Secondly, you’re good at those things because you have the 
confidence to do them well. How did you get confidence? By 
practicing.” 
Hank sighed heavily, but picked up a flashcard. “You’re probably right,” 
he said, and began to study. Soon, he had all the flashcards memorized, 
and he turned to the drawings he had made. He studied the drawings for 
a while, then turned to the chart he’d made. It was very late when he 
finished studying everything, but he was beginning to feel better about 
the test tomorrow.  
Miyu helped him some more by telling him he could do it until he fell 
asleep. 
Friday morning came and Hank woke up motivated to get at least a B on 
the history test. He looked at his flashcards, drawings, and chart one more 
time, but he felt like he knew everything.  
He headed into History class with a confident look and sat down at his 
desk. Miyu reminded him of some of the harder concepts, but Hank was 
pretty sure he knew them. When he was given a test and looked down at 
it, he couldn’t hide a smile. He already knew the answers to the first ten 
questions.  
Hank finished the test right on time and took it to Ms. Jensen.  
“Can you please grade mine right now?” he asked. “I want to see if I did 
well enough to keep taking aikido classes.” 
Ms. Jensen agreed, since some of the students were still taking their tests. 
When she handed it back to Hank, he saw that he had gotten an A! That 
was better than a B. 
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“I knew you could do it,” Miyu said. “Your dad is going to be very happy 
with you.” 
“Since my grade is even better than he wanted, maybe he’ll sign me up 
for some advanced aikido classes,” Hank said. “Thanks to you, Miyu, I am 
motivated to try my best at them.” 
“I’m glad, Hank, but I’m a part of you. So, you should really thank 
yourself.” 
That’s exactly what Hank did. 
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Hank fidgeted and jiggled his legs as he sat in the back of class Monday 
morning. He was bubbling with energy and finding it challenging to focus on 
the lesson, which was his usual experience at school.  
“Don’t forget about the test on Friday,” Ms. Jensen reminded the students. 
“Be sure to study each night this week so you can achieve a top grade.” 
Hank griped under his breath and put his head down on the desk. History 
had always been his most troublesome subject. Worse than that, his father 
had told him that if he didn’t get at least a B on this test, he could no longer 
take aikido lessons.  
There was absolutely no way Hank could let that happen. Aikido was the 
one endeavor that he excelled at and really enjoyed doing. Even when he 
was feeling energetic, he could always focus during his aikido lessons. He 
thought his dad wasn’t being reasonable with his threat. 
After school, Hank walked home, taking the long way around the 
neighborhood to procrastinate doing his homework and studying. Especially 
studying for the history test. Every time he thought about that test, his 
stomach churned with nerves.

1

“I just have no clue what I’m going to 
do,” he said aloud, even though there 
wasn’t anyone in the vicinity.  
Well, there didn’t appear to be anyone, 
but he was answered nonetheless.  
“Don’t worry, I’ll help you,” a voice 
replied. 
Hank didn’t have to search for the 
source of the voice, because his friend, 
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Miyu, was invisible. She was a Japanese aikido master that he often 
conversed with, but only when there was no one else around.  
He knew that most adolescents grew out of having invisible friends by the 
time they were in sixth grade, but he couldn’t abandon Miyu. She had 
stuck with him ever since his very first aikido lesson, when he was five years 
old and terrified to go out on the mat. That’s when Miyu had appeared, 
but only to him. She had coaxed him away from the wall and helped him 
learn the first few skills. He’d done them so adeptly, that he’d impressed 
himself.  
“That’s nice of you to offer,” Hank said, “but you’re an aikido master, not a 
history buff.” He sighed and dragged his feet. “I don’t know how much 
you can help me with history, Miyu.” 
“Considerably!” Miyu insisted. “Learning history is similar to learning 
anything else: it takes hard work, focus, and perseverance.” 
“That’s my dilemma,” muttered Hank. “I can’t focus on the history lessons. 
I didn’t do well on my last test at all, Miyu.” 
“Even monkeys fall from trees,” Miyu told him. “That’s an old Japanese 
proverb that means no one is perfect. Everybody makes mistakes.” 
“Well, I can’t make a mistake this time, or I won’t be able to do aikido 
anymore,” Hank said, his throat constricting and his eyes producing tears. 
“And that would be horrendous. My father is so unjust!” 
“Then let’s study rigorously,” Miyu said. 
That evening, Hank tried to concentrate on studying his notebook, but it 
was extremely difficult. “I don’t have many helpful notes, so I don’t have 
much to study,” he told Miyu.   
“Why don’t you make some flash cards?” Miyu suggested. 
Hank detested making flash cards. He grumbled and groaned, but he 
made a few to satisfy Miyu.  
On Tuesday evening, Hank attempted to study again. This time, he had a 
textbook, but it was tedious trying to remember everything he read. 
“Look at all the pictures in the book,’ Miyu said. “Why don’t you draw 
some pictures and label them?” 
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Hank detested drawing pictures. He mumbled and moaned, but he 
made a few to satisfy Miyu. 
On Wednesday evening, Hank tried to study the worksheets the class had 
done on this unit. There were quite a few, and some of them he hadn’t 
completed.  
“Why don’t you make a chart using these worksheets?” Miyu proposed. 
“Then they’ll all be together and organized for you to look at and study.” 
Hank detested making charts. He whined and complained, but he made 
a chart to satisfy Miyu. 
Everything he made to study felt like a waste of time, though. “All this 
work, and it probably won’t help me with more than a few questions,” he 
said. 
“Ah, but you see, just by making them, you’ve studied the material,” Miyu 
said wisely. “I believe you can ace the test, Hank.” 
Despite her words, on Thursday he felt frustrated and as if he didn’t know 
any more history than he had before.  
“Maybe I should study while doing some aikido,” he said. He hadn’t been 
able to do aikido all week, and he was missing it terribly. 
“One who chases after two rabbits will not even catch one,” Miyu told 
him. “That’s an old Japanese proverb that means you need to do things 
one at a time. If you try to do two activities at once, you will fail at both.” 
“It will probably be my last time to do aikido, though,” Hank said forlornly. 
“I am certain I will not pass the history test, let alone get a B.” 
“It is better to bow than to break. That’s an old Ja—” 
“An old Japanese proverb,” Hank interrupted his invisible friend. “It means 
don’t give up, but adapt. Yes, I know, Miyu. But this situation is absolutely 
hopeless.” 
“Oh, Hank,” Miyu said. “You’re lacking confidence and motivation is all.” 
“And where do I find them?” he asked. 
“They’re always there, inside of you. You don’t need to go find them. You 
just need to access them.” Miyu was very wise and encouraging, but this 
time, Hank wasn’t positive that she was much help. He grimaced and 
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stared out the window instead of at his study materials. 
“Listen, Hank. Your father is trying to motivate you to learn history by 
threatening to cancel your aikido lessons if you don’t do well on the test.” 
“I guess,” Hank said. “But he doesn’t have to take away the only thing I’m 
skillful at.” 
“First of all, that’s not true. You’re amazing at ping pong, math, and video 
games. Secondly, you’re skilled at those things because you have the 
confidence to do them well. How did you get that confidence? By 
practicing.” 
Hank sighed heavily, but picked up a flashcard. “You’re inevitably right,” 
he said, and began to study. Soon, he had all the flashcards memorized, 
and he turned to the drawings he had made. He studied the drawings for 
a while, then turned to the chart he’d made. It was quite late when he 
finished studying everything, but he was beginning to feel better about 
the test tomorrow.  
Miyu helped him some more by telling him he could do it until he fell 
asleep. 
Friday morning came and Hank woke up motivated to get at least a B on 
the history test. He looked at his flashcards, drawings, and chart one more 
time, but he knew everything.  
He headed into history class and sat down at his desk. Miyu reminded him 
of some of the harder concepts, but Hank was confident he knew them. 
When he was given a test, he examined it and couldn’t hide a smile. He 
already knew the answers to the first ten questions.  
Hank finished the test right on time and took it to Ms. Jensen.  
“Can you please grade mine right now?” he asked. “I’m anxious to see if I 
did well enough to keep taking aikido classes.” 
Ms. Jensen agreed, since some of the students were still taking their tests. 
When she handed it back to Hank, he saw that he had accomplished an 
A! That even exceeded a B.  
“I knew you could do it,” Miyu said. “Your dad is going to be pleased with 
you.” 
“Since my grade is even better than he wanted, maybe he’ll sign me up
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for some advanced aikido classes,” Hank said. “Thanks to you, Miyu, I am 
motivated to try my best at them.” 
“I’m glad, Hank, but I’m a part of you. So, you should really thank 
yourself.” 
That’s exactly what Hank did. 
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Hank fidgeted and his legs jiggled as he perched in the back of class 
Monday morning. He was almost overflowing with energy and finding it 
challenging to focus on the lesson, which was his typical standard 
experience at school.  
“Don’t forget about the test on Friday,” Ms. Jensen reminded the students. 
“Be certain to study each night this week so you can achieve an 
exceptional grade.” 
Hank griped under his breath and lowered his head. History had always 
been his most problematic subject. Worse than that, his father had stated 
that if he didn’t get at least a B on this test, he could no longer attend aikido 
lessons.  
There was unquestionably no way Hank could let that happen. Aikido was 
the one endeavor that he excelled at and really enjoyed doing. Even when 
he was feeling energetic, he could always focus during his aikido lessons. He 
speculated that his dad wasn’t being reasonable with his threat. 
After school, Hank ambled home, traversing the long way around the 
neighborhood to procrastinate doing his homework and studying. 

1

Especially studying for the history test. 
Every time he contemplated about that 
test, his stomach churned with nerves. 
“I just have no clue what I’m going to 
do,” he said aloud, even though there 
wasn’t anyone in the vicinity.  
Well, there didn’t appear to be anyone, 
but he was answered nonetheless.  
“Don’t worry, I’ll help you,” a voice 
replied.
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Hank didn’t have to search for the source of the voice, because his 
friend, Miyu, was invisible. She was a Japanese aikido master that he 
often conversed with, but only when there was no one else in close 
proximity.  
He knew that most adolescents grew out of having invisible friends by the 
time they were in sixth grade, but he couldn’t abandon Miyu. She had 
been devoted to him ever since his very first aikido lesson, when he was 
five years old and terrified to step out on the mat. That’s when Miyu had 
appeared, but solely to him. She had coaxed him away from the wall 
and assisted him in learning the first few skills. He’d done them so adeptly, 
that he’d impressed himself.  
“That’s nice of you to offer,” Hank said, “but you’re an aikido master, not a 
history buff.” He sighed and dragged his feet miserably. “I don’t know 
how much you can help me with history, Miyu.” 
“Considerably!” Miyu insisted. “Learning history is similar to learning 
anything else: it takes industriousness, focus, and perseverance.” 
“That’s my gigantic dilemma,” muttered Hank. “I can’t seem to focus on 
the history lessons. I didn’t do well on my last test at all, Miyu.” 
“Even monkeys fall from trees,” Miyu told him. “That’s an old Japanese 
proverb that means no one is perfect. Everybody makes mistakes.” 
“Well, I can’t afford to make a mistake this time, or I won’t be able to do 
aikido anymore,” Hank said, his throat constricting and his eyes producing 
tears. “And that would be horrendous. My father is so unjust!” 
“Then let’s study prodigiously,” Miyu said. 
That evening, Hank struggled to concentrate on studying his notebook, 
but it was extremely difficult. “I don’t have many helpful notes, so I don’t 
have much to study,” he told Miyu.  
“Why don’t you make some flash cards?” Miyu suggested. 
Hank loathed making flash cards. He grumbled and groaned, but he 
created a few to placate Miyu.  
On Tuesday evening, Hank endeavored to study again. This time, he had 
a textbook, but it was tedious trying to remember everything he read.  
“Look at all the pictures in the book,’ Miyu said. “Why don’t you draw
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some pictures and label them?” 
Hank loathed drawing pictures. He mumbled and moaned, but he made 
a few to placate Miyu. 
On Wednesday evening, Hank attempted to study the worksheets the 
class had done on this unit. There was a large amount, and some of them 
he hadn’t completed.  
“Why don’t you make a chart using these worksheets?” Miyu proposed. 
“Then they’ll all be together and organized for you to look at and study.” 
Hank loathed making charts. He whined and complained, but he made a 
chart to placate Miyu. 
Everything he produced to study felt like a waste of time, though. “All this 
work, and it probably won’t help me with more than a few questions,” he 
said. 
“Ah, but you see, just by making them, you’ve studied the material,” Miyu 
said wisely. “I believe you can ace the test, Hank.” 
Despite her words, on Thursday he felt frustrated and as if he didn’t know 
any more history than he had previously.  
“Maybe I should study while doing some aikido,” he said. He hadn’t been 
able to do aikido all week, and he was missing it horrendously. 
“One who chases after two rabbits will not even catch one,” Miyu told 
him. “That’s an old Japanese proverb that means multitasking is a myth. If 
you try to do two activities at once, you will fail at both.” 
“It will probably be my last chance to do aikido, though,” Hank said 
forlornly. “I am certain I will not pass the history test, let alone get a B.” 
“It is better to bow than to break. That’s an old Ja—” 
“An old Japanese proverb,” Hank interrupted his invisible friend. “It means 
don’t give up but adapt. Yes, I know, Miyu. But this situation is absolutely 
hopeless.” 
“Oh, Hank,” Miyu said. “You’re lacking confidence and motivation is all.” 
“And where do I find them?” he asked. 
“They’re always there, inside of you. You don’t need to go on an
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expedition to find them. You just need to access them.” Miyu was very 
enlightened and encouraging, but this time, Hank wasn’t positive that she 
was much assistance to him. He grimaced and gawked out the window 
instead of at his study materials. 
“Listen, Hank. Your father is trying to motivate you to learn history by 
threatening to cancel your aikido lessons if you don’t do well on the test.” 
“I guess,” Hank said. “But he doesn’t have to take away the only thing I’m 
exceptional at.” 
“First of all, that’s not true. You’re very skilled at ping pong, math, and 
video games. Secondly, you’re skilled at those things because you have 
the confidence to do them well. How did you get that confidence? By 
practicing.” 
Hank sighed heavily, but picked up a flashcard, resigned to take a crack 
at learning the material. “You’re inevitably right,” he said, and began to 
study. Shortly, he had all the flashcards memorized, and he turned to the 
drawings he had designed. He studied the drawings for a while, then 
turned to the chart he’d constructed. It was quite late when he finished 
studying everything, but he was beginning to feel better about the test 
tomorrow.  
Miyu helped him some more by telling him he could do it until he drifted 
off to sleep. 
Friday morning came and Hank woke up motivated to get at least a B on 
the history test. He glanced at his flashcards, drawings, and chart one 
more time, but he knew everything.  
He waltzed into history class and sat down at his desk. Miyu reminded him 
of some of the more complicated concepts, but Hank was confident he 
knew them. When he was given a test, he examined it and couldn’t hide 
a smile. He already knew the answers to the first ten questions.  
Hank finished the test right on time and took it to Ms. Jensen.  
“Can you please grade mine right now?” he asked. “I’m anxious to see if I 
did well enough to keep taking aikido classes.” 
Ms. Jensen agreed, since some of the students were still trying to 
complete their tests. When she handed it back to Hank, he saw that he 
had accomplished an A! That even exceeded a B. 
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“I knew you could do it,” Miyu said. “Your dad is going to be pleased with 
you.” 
“Since my grade is even better than he wanted, maybe he’ll sign me up 
for some advanced aikido classes,” Hank said. “Thanks to you, Miyu, I am 
motivated to try my best at them.” 
“I’m ecstatic to hear that, Hank, but I’m a part of you. So, you should 
really thank yourself.” 
That’s exactly what Hank did. 
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Every night at dinner, Damon’s father told him, “Once you’re in college, you 
can take classes that are closer to your interests. But to get there, you have 
to do well in the classes that everyone takes. You have to get good grades.” 
Damon’s father wanted Damon to do better in school. He thought this talk 
at dinner would motivate him, but it did the exact opposite. He wasn’t 
interested in the lessons in his history or science textbooks. He also wasn’t 
that worried about getting into college. He still had a few years before that 
happened. Besides, he wasn’t sure he even wanted to go to college. 
Damon liked subjects such as auto mechanics or carpentry. However, he 
would never tell that to his parents, especially his father.  
School had always been kind of difficult for him. His friends liked to post their 
A and A+ tests on social media. His brother, Jarrett, had the highest grades in 
his class. Damon felt like he couldn’t compete with them at school. He didn’t 
want to compete with them, either. Damon just wanted to learn enough to 
have skills he could use in a job that he liked. So, he did most of his 
homework and studied for some of the tests. 
One day, Damon’s father said something different at dinner. “I think that

1

you need to join some clubs, Damon. 
They’ll look great on your school record.”  
“Yes, they will,” Jarrett said in his annoying 
tone. “How about joining the debate team 
or the Mathletes, like me?” 
“Great idea,” their father boomed. “I’m 
going to see the types of clubs your school 
offers at Parent’s Night.” Damon just 
groaned and didn’t answer. 
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Parent’s Night came a few days later. Damon followed his mother and 
father into his math classroom. Mr. Mayhew welcomed them with a big 
smile. 
“I understand you are the head of the Mathletes,” Damon’s father said. 
“That I am.” 
“Do you think that Damon could make it in the club? Math is one of his 
best subjects, after Gym.” 
Mr. Mayhew thought for a moment. Then, he pulled Damon’s father to 
one side. They were still close enough for Damon to hear them talking.  
“He’s a very fine student,” Mr. Mayhew said, “but he’s not outstanding. 
Maybe he could be if he had a tutor.” 
Damon’s stomach began to hurt. So, he wasn’t outstanding at math. He 
wasn’t outstanding at English, science, or history, either. Why did he have 
to be outstanding? Couldn’t he just be Damon? 
His father didn’t think so. “If you don’t stand out from all the rest of the 
students, you’ll never get into a good college,” he said. “Jarrett is near 
the top of his class. You should be more like him.” 
“Yeah, you have to grab every chance you have to advance,” Jarrett 
added. Damon frowned as his parents praised Jarrett’s wise words. They 
didn’t sound all that wise to him. He just wanted to live his life, not try to 
outdo others all the time. 
Everyone else seemed to be doing that by the look of their social media 
accounts, though. Damon found that most of his classmates were all 
trying to be outstanding at something. Most of their pictures were of their 
ribbons or trophies, and their high grade reports. He began to wonder if 
he was doing well enough. 
He decided to ask for a math tutor. His parents found a college student 
named Laurel right away. She came three afternoons a week. Damon 
found it difficult to focus on the math problems. However, he impressed 
the tutor when it came to shapes and measurements. 
After a few weeks of this, Laurel asked him if he was interested in math. 
She asked if he wanted to go into a math-related industry when he was 
older.

THE CHANCE TO ADVANCE

A

56.12.3

RL:	3.8



©
	M

ad
ly
	L
ea
rn
in
g	
20
20

3

“Not really,” Damon said. “But I like building things.” He told Laurel that he 
would like to study carpentry or construction. To his surprise, she smiled 
and nodded. 
“I think one of those jobs would suit you well,” she said.  
“If only my father could see that,” Damon said.  
Laurel patted his shoulder. “Leave that to me,” she said. 
That night, Laurel stayed to have dinner with the family. She was polite as 
Jarrett bragged about his high grades. Then, she changed the subject. 
“You know, Damon could have for a great future career.” 
“I can?” Damon asked. 
“He can?” Damon’s father asked. 
“Yes. In fact, I wonder if we can change our tutoring a little bit. I’d like to 
teach him about running a business.” 
Damon’s parents blinked. Jarrett began to laugh. But Damon beamed. 
Running a business sounded cool to him. It sounded way better than 
doing math problems. 
“I think that would be fine,” Damon’s mother said.  
“It might be a useful skill to get in a good college,” Damon’s father said. 
“Well,” said Laurel, “he might not have to go to college. He could learn a 
trade and open his own business.” 
Damon smiled even wider. His parents didn’t seem angry about the idea. 
He knew he would have to convince his father, but he would do 
whatever was needed. He would prove that he didn’t need to be 
outstanding. He didn’t need to be better than anyone else. Damon only 
needed to be himself. 
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Every evening, at dinnertime, Damon’s father told him, “Once you’re in 
college, you can take classes that are closer to your interests. But to get 
there, you have to do well in the classes that everyone takes and get good 
grades.” 
The talk was supposed to motivate Damon to complete his homework. It 
actually did the exact opposite. He wasn’t interested in the lessons in his 
history or science textbooks. He also wasn’t that worried about getting into 
college or not. He still had a few years before that happened, anyway. 
Besides, he wasn’t sure he even wanted to attend college. Damon liked 
subjects that were more hands-on, like auto mechanics or carpentry. 
However, he would never tell that to his parents, especially his father.  
School had always been kind of difficult for him. His friends regularly posted 
their A and A+ tests on social media. His brother, Jarrett, brought home the 
highest grades in his class. Damon felt like he couldn’t compete with these 
people, at least when it came to school. He didn’t want to compete with 
them, either. Damon just wanted to learn enough to graduate and have 
skills he could use in a job that he liked. Therefore, he did his homework and 
studied for tests, so that he could at least pass them. 

1

One day, Damon’s father changed his 
usual message at dinner. “I think that you 
need to start joining some clubs, Damon. 
They’ll look great on your school record.”  
“Yes, they will,” Jarrett said in his annoying 
tone. “How about joining the debate 
team or the Mathletes, like me?” 
“Splendid idea,” their father boomed. 
“I’m going to scope out the types of clubs 
your school offers at Parent’s Night.”

B

56.12.3

THE CHANCE TO 
advANCE



©
	M

ad
ly
	L
ea
rn
in
g	
20
20

2

Damon just groaned and didn’t answer.  
Parent’s Night rolled around a few days later. Damon shuffled after his 
mother and father as they entered his math classroom. Mr. Mayhew 
welcomed them with a big smile. 
“I understand you are the head of the Mathletes,” Damon’s father said. 
“That I am.” 
“Do you think that Damon here would be a good member of the club? 
Math is one of his best subjects, after Physical Education.” 
Mr. Mayhew thought for a moment, then pulled Damon’s father over near 
the window. They were still close enough to Damon that he could hear 
every word.  
“He’s a very fine student,” Mr. Mayhew said, “but he’s not exactly 
outstanding. Maybe he could be with some tutoring…” 
Damon’s stomach began to feel weird. He wasn’t outstanding at math, 
so what? He wasn’t outstanding at English, either, or science or history. 
Why did he have to be outstanding? Couldn’t he just be Damon? 
His father didn’t think so. “If you don’t stand out from all the rest of the 
students, you’ll never get into a good college,” he said. “Jarrett is near 
the top of his class, and he has lots of activities on his transcript. You 
should be more like him.” 
“Yeah, you have to take advantage of every chance you have to 
advance in front of the rest of the pack,” Jarrett added. Damon frowned 
as his parents praised Jarrett for having such wise words. They didn’t 
sound all that wise to him. He just wanted to live his life, not try to outdo 
others all the time. 
Although, everyone else seemed to be doing just that according to their 
social media accounts. Damon found that most of his classmates were all 
trying to advance and be outstanding at something. Most of their posts 
were of their ribbons or trophies, and their excellent grade reports. He 
began to question if he really was doing enough. 
Therefore, he surprised both himself and his parents when he asked for a 
math tutor. They found a college student named Laurel right away. She 
came three afternoons a week. Damon struggled through these sessions. 
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He found it difficult to focus on the complex equations. However, he 
impressed the tutor with his skills at geometry and measurements. 
After a few weeks of this, Laurel asked him if he wanted to go into a 
math-related industry when he was older. 
“Not really,” Damon said. “But I like building things.” He told Laurel that he 
thought he would like carpentry or construction as a major, or maybe 
even auto mechanics. To his surprise, she smiled and nodded. 
“I think one of those jobs would suit you well,” she said. “You’re very good 
at geometry.” 
“If only my father could see that,” Damon said.  
Laurel patted his shoulder. “Leave that to me,” she said. 
That night, Laurel stayed to have dinner with the family. She praised 
Jarrett for all of his accomplishments of the week. Then, she changed the 
subject. “You know, Damon could have for a great future career.” 
“I can?” Damon asked. 
“He can?” Damon’s father asked. 
“Yes. In fact, I wonder if we can maybe change our tutoring a little bit. I’d 
like to teach him about running a business.” 
Damon’s parents blinked. Jarrett began to laugh. But Damon beamed. 
Running a business sounded cool to him. It sounded way better than 
doing equations. 
“I think that would be fine,” Damon’s mother finally said.  
“It might be a useful skill to put on his college transcript,” Damon’s father 
said. 
“Well,” said Laurel, “he might not have to go to college if he learns a 
trade and opens his own business.” 
Damon smiled even wider. His parents seemed to be warming up to the 
idea as Laurel told them more. He knew it might take some convincing 
when it came to his father, but he would do whatever was needed. He 
would prove that he didn’t need to be outstanding or better than anyone 
else. He only needed to be himself.
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Every evening, as the family was eating dinner, Damon’s father told him, 
“Once you’re in college, you’ll have the opportunity to take classes that are 
more specific to your interests and ambitions. But to get there, you have to 
prove yourself adept at the standardized classes that everyone takes.” 
The lecture was supposed to motivate Damon to complete his homework, 
he knew, but it did the exact opposite. He wasn’t interested in what was 
between the pages of his history or science textbooks, and he wasn’t that 
worried about getting into college or not. He still had a handful of years 
before that happened, anyway. Besides, he wasn’t certain he even wanted 
to attend college. For Damon, a postsecondary education in something 
hands-on, like auto mechanics or carpentry, seemed much more appealing. 
However, he would never voice such a dream to his parents, especially his 
father.  
School didn’t come the easiest for him. While all of his friends posted their A 
and A+ tests on social media, and his brother, Jarrett, brought home the 
highest grades in his class, Damon felt inadequate in comparison. He 
believed he was learning enough to function in the future just fine, and he 
wasn’t as interested in academics as some of his peers. Still, he was diligent 
when it came to doing his homework and studying for tests, so that he at 
least passed them. 

1

One day, Damon’s father tweaked his 
usual message at dinner. “I think that you 
need to start joining some clubs, Damon. 
They’ll look great on your school record.”  
“Yes, they will,” Jarrett said in his nasally 
tone. “How about joining the debate 
team or the Mathletes, like me?” 
“Splendid idea,” their father boomed. 
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“I’m going to scope out the types of clubs your school offers at Parent’s 
Night.” Damon just groaned and didn’t answer.  
When Parent’s Night rolled around a few days later, Damon shuffled after 
his mother and father as they entered his math classroom. Mr. Mayhew 
welcomed them, smiling proudly at Damon. 
“I understand you are the head of the Mathletes,” Damon’s father said. 
“That I am.” 
“Do you think that Damon here would be a good member of the club? 
Math is one of his best subjects, after Physical Education.” 
Mr. Mayhew contemplated for a moment, then pulled Damon’s father 
over near the window. They were still close enough to Damon that he 
could hear every word.  
“He’s a very fine student,” Mr. Mayhew said, “but he’s not exactly 
exceptional. If we arranged for some tutoring…” 
Damon’s stomach began to churn uncomfortably. He wasn’t exceptional 
at math, so what? He wasn’t exceptional at English, either, or science or 
history. Why did he have to be exceptional? Couldn’t he just be average, 
regular Damon? 
His father had every reason why not ready when Damon asked him. “If 
you don’t stand out from all the rest of the students, you’ll never get into a 
prestigious college,” he said. “Jarrett is near the top of his class, and has 
loads of extracurricular activities on his transcript. You should be as 
ambitious as him.” 
“Yeah, you have to take advantage of every chance you have to 
advance in front of the rest of the pack,” Jarrett admonished. Damon 
frowned as his parents praised Jarrett for having such wise words. They 
didn’t sound all that wise to him. He just desired to live his life, not be in a 
competition to outdo others all the time. 
Although, as he scrolled through his social media accounts, Damon found 
that most of his classmates were all trying to advance and be 
exceptional at something. Most of their posts were of their ribbons or 
trophies, their excellent grade reports, and certificates of achievements. 
He began to question if he really was doing enough.
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Therefore, he surprised both himself and his parents when he asked for a 
math tutor. They found a college student named Laurel right away, and 
three afternoons a week, Damon struggled through his tutoring sessions. 
He found it incredibly difficult to focus on the complex equations, 
although he impressed the tutor with his knack for geometry and 
measurements. 
After a few weeks of this, Laurel closed the book they had been working 
on and asked him if he wanted to go into a math-related industry when 
he was older. 
“Not really,” Damon said. “But I like building things.” He told Laurel that he 
thought he would like carpentry or construction as a major, or perhaps 
even learning auto mechanics. To his pleasant surprise, she smiled 
broadly. 
“I think one of those jobs would suit you brilliantly,” she said. “You’re very 
astute when it comes to geometry.” 
“If only I could convince my father of that,” Damon said.  
Laurel patted his shoulder. “Leave that to me,” she said. 
That night, Laurel stayed to have dinner with the family. After she had 
praised Jarrett sufficiently for all of his accomplishments of the week, she 
changed the subject. “You know, Damon has the potential for an 
admirable future career.” 
“I do?” Damon asked. 
“He does?” Damon’s father asked. 
“Yes. In fact, I wonder if we can maybe change our tutoring a little bit. I’d 
like to teach him about running a business.” 
Damon’s parents blinked. Jarrett scoffed. But Damon beamed. Running a 
business sounded awesome to him, much more interesting than complex 
equations. 
“I think that would be fine,” Damon’s mother finally said.  
“It might be a useful skill to put on his college transcript,” Damon’s father 
mused. 
“Well,” said Laurel, “he might not have to go to college if he learns a
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trade and opens his own business.” 
Damon couldn’t believe that his parents were even considering such a 
thing, but neither of them looked put off by the idea. It might take some 
convincing, but he was more determined than ever to show them that he 
didn’t need to be exceptional in school subjects and better than anyone 
else; he only needed to be exceptional at being himself. 
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