I would also like you to take a few moments to read the following article.  It was written by Trent Danella, (and is being used with Mr. Danella’s permission) former principal at West Warwick High School and current the principal at my son’s high school (Dighton-Rehoboth Regional High School.)  He often has sent this article home with the D-R newsletter and I’ve always wanted to share it with my students and parents.  But, as often happens, the day to day grind and responsibility would lead me to forget to share this theory of success. It was recently published in the Providence Journal, which reminded me to call Trent and ask if I could share it with the Lincoln Middle School community. It is never too early or too late to start preparing our kids for a successful future. It is a great life lesson and a major reason many of us have become teachers.

KEYS TO SUCCESS

It was one of those typical days.  I had worked all day and was very tired; but, as is my way, I still managed to get myself to the gym to face those mountains of iron plates that sit as a challenge to old men trying desperately to stave off the inevitable.

I was on the flat bench; attempting more weight than a man my age should even consider lifting, when I called for assistance with the lift off. In response, a young man answered my call and straddled the bar above me. I was flat on my back, hands extended to the bar, as he stood above me. I couldn’t really see his face from this position, nor did I really care. I was focused on the bar and the weights balancing on each end.

“Lift off?” he asked. I responded affirmatively and he assisted as I lifted the bar from the rack. I wish I could tell you that I had successfully completed the lift but I hadn’t. The young man assisted me as I returned the bar to the rack, and as I turned to thank him, he addressed me by name and congratulated me for my efforts.  It was then that I realized he was a former student.

I searched my memory bank for some clue as to his name, his class and which school I knew him from.  Mercifully, he quickly realized that I did not recognize him and he introduced himself, providing his name, year of graduation and that he had graduated from West Warwick High School.    We continued to make small talk, as former students and teachers often do at a chance meeting many years after, and, as is usually the case, the student often possesses a much better recollection of people and events than the teacher.

It was nice talking with him, even though I remembered little of what we were discussing. It had been too many events, too many kids, and too many years to remember clearly, but I seemed to recollect that he had been basically a good kid, but a young man with a terrible attitude and a horrendous work ethic. It wasn’t until his parting remark that everything came back to me.

As he turned to go back to his workout he said, “You were right, Mr. D., I only have one key.” I knew instantly what he was referring to, because over the years I had told many students the “key” story.  He walked over to me and I sensed he wanted to talk. I motioned for his to sit and he began.

He recalled a “discussion” we had when he was in Grade 9. He remembered that it was after a particularly bad day and I had cornered him at his locker.  He had had several referrals that day, and I had finally caught up with him. He remembered that I had pulled him into an adjacent room and lectured him about his attitude and apathy.  He remembered what I had said, that throughout his life he would encounter locked doors, and only those with enough keys could open those doors and get to see what was on the other side. He said that I had gone on to tell him that those who had collected the most keys as they grew up had the most opportunities for success, and those with the fewest keys would be very limited in determining the direction that their lives would take. He said that I went on to tell him that at the culmination of every level of education, be it high school, a two-year degree at a community college, a four-year college or university degree, a master’s or a doctorate, he would be yet another key.  Other training programs: technical schools, trade schools or apprenticeships also earned you a key.

He went on to say that he heard me that day but and not really listened. He was a teenage kid being lectured by his principal, and he endured the lecture hoping only that it would divert me from suspending him. He didn’t care about keys then because teenage kinds don’t worry about the future and don’t listen to key stories. I knew he was right because kids with bad attitudes and bad work habits don’t live in the future. They live in and for, the present and couldn’t care less about the future.

He didn’t get suspended that day and continued on his way, listening but not hearing. He remembered graduating from high school with a meaningless piece of paper that entitled him to almost nothing, as I had told him. He saw his friends going off to college and he began, for the very first time, wondering what he was going to do.

He said he remembered that story, and thought about it often as he drifted from one dead-end job to another. He recounted the numerous times he had applied for jobs and found them all be behind the “locked doors” and how he never had a key to open any of them. He went on to say that he wished he had really listened that day, because if he had, he would not have wasted 11 years of his life.

He was married now, with two kids, and enrolled in his senior year at Bryant College. He beamed when he told me that he would soon have the keys he needed and how it is never too late to begin collecting them. He went on to say something else that impressed me. He said that he would make absolutely sure that his kids would hear him when he told them the key story.  He was determined that his kids would start their key collection much earlier than he had.

He went back to his workout, and I to mine, and I thought about Ken and I thought about 1965, when I graduated from college, when my mother told me to be less interested in making money and more interested in making a difference.  And for some reason, on this day and in that gym, those metal plates now seemed less daunting and less heavy than they had 20 minutes earlier. I knew that on my next try I would complete the lift. I had just been given the inspiration I needed to reach the next level.

