
“NEW FRIENDS” TEXT

Every four years around the time of the Olympics, the Department of Education would put 
on a Middle School Olympics where kids from around the world would come together to 
showcase their talents. The event lasted three weeks.

Every participating school could send five students. But each student had to have a different 
talent or interest. Joe felt fortunate to be selected to represent the athletes from his school. 
The other students who were going were Marcy, who played the cello; Zack, who was really 
into manga; Sharon, who starred in all the school plays; and Ed, who was a complete braniac.

Once the kids were selected, they had to get together for lots and lots of orientation. Joe 
never would have hung out with any of the other kids who were going. Not that he had 
anything against them. At his school, though, athletes stuck with athletes pretty much. Well, 
really basketball players stuck with basketball players. That was the big sport. He knew some 
of the other kids resented basketball and he could see why. Some of his teachers even seemed 
to favor him because he was the star. His mom, though, always kept his head from getting too 
big. She seemed to get along with everyone. Sometimes she took him to the African American 
neighborhood where some of the guys on his AAU team played pickup games. Besides 
Joe, she was the only White person there, but she seemed comfortable. More comfortable 
even than he was. Joe wasn’t used to being in the minority. His school was all White. That 
doesn’t mean everybody was the same, though. Some of the kids, like Marcy and Ed, came 
from families who had lots of money. Some, like Joe, were from families who had a hard time 
making it, especially now with the unemployment rate so high. Joe didn’t want to go to the 
pickup games at first, but his mom convinced him that it was good to get out of his comfort 
zone and try something new.

The orientation activities were kind of boring, but Joe had to admit it was kind of cool to talk 
with people that he didn’t usually hang out with. That’s why Joe was a bit surprised at how 
much he enjoyed the conversations with the other students from his school who were going to 
the Olympics. Sure it was a little hard to get the conversation started the first few times they 
got together. Some of the basketball players had bullied Ed during the year, and he especially 
seemed edgy when Joe went up to him, but by the time they took the school van on the three-
hour trip to Washington, D.C., they talked easily together. Ed really cracked Joe up. He knew 
more than the teachers who were chaperoning, and he wasn’t afraid to let them know it. And 
Marcy, even though she played classical music, loved to listen to Lupe Fiasco, Joe’s favorite 
rapper. Joe even started to appreciate manga a bit, and he promised himself that he’d go to 
the plays next year.
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“NEW FRIENDS” TEXT (Continued)

Once Joe arrived at the Olympics, he had to say good-bye to his new school friends. Each kid 
went off to a different dorm at the college where they were staying. Joe and all the athletes 
were in a dorm set off from everyone else behind a small wood. Some of the other kids were 
in apartment style rooms that held eight people. But Joe’s dorm only had doubles.

The athletes were an amazing collection of people. His roommate Aban was a soccer player from 
Iraq. Joe thought that maybe they put an Iraqi kid and an American kid in the same room on 
purpose, just to show that sports was a way to bring people together. It was pretty interesting to 
room with Aban. Aban was Muslim. He prayed five times every day. And he had lots of amazing 
stories to tell about the war. Sometimes American soldiers were the heroes. But sometime they 
were the villains. Aban didn’t seem to hold that against Joe, though Aban tended to hang out 
with the other Muslim kids. But after a few days, they were comfortable with each other, and they 
started to share their hopes and dreams in quiet whispers after lights out in the dorm. It didn’t 
seem so odd to be talking with someone so different. Everyone at the camp was doing it.

But Joe did have a chance to hang out with basketball players too. He and this Nigerian kid 
Chinedu had great one-on-one games. The both played small forward. Both were already 
6’2” and were still growing. Both liked to drive to the basket but could use more practice on 
their outside shot. After their games, they’d talk. Joe found out that Chinedu’s family was 
really rich because his dad was in the oil business. His life was so different from Joe’s on that 
end. Joe had never even gone to the movies because his mom couldn’t afford it. Sometimes 
at dinner he and Sharon would talk about how unfair it seemed that some of the kids they 
were meeting had so much when the two of them had single moms who had to struggle.

And then there was the dorm counselor, Enrique, a 45-year-old teacher from Venezuela. Joe 
had never met anyone like him. And he didn’t know much about Venezuela except something 
that his social studies teacher had said about the fact that Venezuela had a president who 
hated the United States. Enrique didn’t know a thing about sports, at least not about 
basketball. But he sure was willing to learn. Joe had never met an adult who listened so hard 
to kids. Enrique mostly listened, but when he talked it was really worth paying attention to. 
He seemed so wise about so many things: friends, girls, school, you name it. Most nights 
everyone would gather around Enrique, talking about anything and everything, from what 
happened on the courts or fields to what was happening at home.

Joe was really sorry when the three weeks were over. The whole experience was a life-
changing one. The last days there everyone exchanged e-mail addresses and promised to add 
each other as Myspace friends.

Source: Smith and Wilhelm (2010).

Retrieved from the companion website for Uncommon Core: Where the Authors of the Standards Go Wrong About Instruction—and How You 
Can Get It Right by Michael W. Smith, Deborah Appleman, and Jeffrey D. Wilhelm. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin, www.corwin.com. Reproduction 
authorized only for the local school site or nonprofit organization that has purchased this book. 


