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“Create classes that will have kids knocking down the walls to get in.” 
 
What is Teach LIke a PIRATE? 

● Nothing to do with wanting teachers to attack and rob ships at sea! 
● Everything to do with spirit of a pirate and not the dictionary definition. 
● Add hooks to your class to draw students in. 

 
From Dave’s own social studies class: 

● Preheating the grill. You don’t put a steak down on a cold grill … you heat it and it 
sizzles. We want to use mystery curiosity buzz anticipation. What do you say the day 
before to make them want to come the next day? 

● Technology works to preheat the grill! Use a QR code to lead students on an adventure. 
They won’t know where they’re headed next! 
 

Making an emotional attachment to content: 
● The origami cranes lesson, based on a World War II unit and the moral implications of 

dropping the atomic bomb. Students have to grapple with, “Was it OK to drop the 
bomb?” They saw images, heard survivor interviews and eyewitness accounts. 

● Culminating activity: He tells them about Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes. This 
girl had leukemia from the radiation from the atomic bomb. She’s hospitalized, and a 
friend shows her how to fold a paper crane. Japanese legend says that if she folds 1,000 
of them that she’ll be healed. Eventually, she dies short of creating 1,000 cranes. Her 
classmates bury her with the cranes. They build a monument for her in memory of 
innocent victims of war. 

● Students learn how to fold cranes in class. Class is somber, unlike most days in Dave’s 
classes.  

● On that day, someone from a state accreditation team comes in the door. He asks the 
students, “What does this have to do with U.S. History?” “My brain almost exploded!” 
Dave said when the students told him. This was a powerful moment and he passed 
judgment on it. You will be criticized and people will judge your teaching, often 
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unfairly. You have to teach in the way that’s most powerful for kids even in the 
face of criticism. 

● They walk out with something they created with their own hands, a memento of the 
lesson. Some students have gotten obsessed with origami after that lesson. 

 
The teacher down the hall might be the critic! 

● Dave’s students created paper airplanes as a culminating activity about the Berlin airlift 
for the last few minutes of class. Students took their paper airplanes with them and some 
didn’t make the best decisions with them. 

● For any teachers who caught them with the paper airplanes, did they talk about how it 
reinforced the entire lesson? Probably not. That’s the information that teacher got. They 
don’t get the context. 

● We work in a really weird profession. We work in a profession where we don’t get to see 
what other people do even if they work in the same building as us.  

 
Homework is a chance to explore. It’s a chance to do something of self interest. It’s a chance to 
go deeper on something you want to go deeper on. What I call them is “challenges.” 
 
The Graveyard Challenge: 

● While learning about the gold rush … Sam Brannon bought the picks, shovels and tools 
of the gold rush but didn’t search for gold himself. Everyone had to go to Sam Brannon 
to be able to get the gold. 

● Dave tells his students … Sam Brannon is buried in San Diego (where he taught). Bring 
me a picture of you and his tombstone.  

● This “challenge” encourages students to research where he is and find him. Dave has 
tons of student photos in his filing cabinet! 

 
The Automobile 1920s unit challenge, “Mr. Burgess’s Walk to the Sea”: 

● Dave tells students: We’re going to the beach to an automobile museum, but we’re 
walking! Students say, no way! I don’t think it’s even possible! Dave tells students: Let’s 
find out. I challenge you! This is Mr. Burgess’s Walk to the Sea. 

● The challenge: Students show up on a weekend. They touch Dave’s classroom door. 
Then they walk to the beach … to see if it’s possible. 

● First group of students took 10-11 hours. Dave met them at the end and bought them 
pizza. 

● Word started to spread the next year. They formed teams and made t-shirts. Groups 
would be as big as 20 people. Sometimes, Dave would meet them in the morning with 
donuts. Students would time themselves. 

● I taught a tough group of kids. These aren’t the kids who were typically giving graduation 
speeches at the end of the year. These are kids that typically they don’t like school. But 
yet, if you create the kind of environment where they feel part of something, part of the 
community … they don’t want to come to school on Monday through Friday, but they’ll 



show up at 6am on a Saturday. … That’s the kind of thing you get from kids when you 
build that community and challenge them. 

 
“School is so forgettable for kids, but you can create stuff that is amazing for them.” 
 
We can bring our own personal passions to the classroom, too. 

● We’re not passionate about everything that we teach. You can bring in other passions -- 
your professional passions and your personal passions. They come to see you as a 
human being and not as a test-preparing automaton.  

● Dave loves magic, hip-hop and rap, coaching, marketing and success literature, and he 
brings those passions to the classroom. 

● Dave’s background in magic helps him in staging his classroom. His background in 
marketing helps him create buzz for what happens in class. His background in coaching 
helps him develop a more inspirational message and feedback as a teacher.  

● Look at the world and say, “How can I use that?” 
 
For three years of Dave’s life, he was convinced that he was going to be a rapper! Turntables, 
mixer, microphone, drum machine … he made tapes and did parties! 

● His background as an emcee has influenced how he leads professional development. 
 
Sometimes, teachers will tell Dave that they tried a new lesson and will be discouraged and feel 
like a failure because there was a student that wasn’t engaged or was messing around or made 
a comment about it being bored. 

● Life is not 100 percent or fail. That’s not how it’s set up. 
● “If you have to have every lesson go perfectly, then you’ve entered a profession 

where you’re going to have a lifetime of disappointment.” 
● Butler University made the Final Four in basketball two years in a row, a small school 

defying the odds. People on social media called them choke artists because they lost 
two years in a row. You can’t define success as one team having a successful season 
and everyone else had a failed season. 

● Society: “Either you’re a winner or a loser.” You see it in education, too, but that’s not the 
way it is. 

● We’ll tell kids, “You’re not good at it … yet.” Growth mindset. We have to put that same 
focus on ourselves as well. Progress is outside your comfort zone.  

● “Life is messy. School is messy. Lessons are messy. But I wouldn’t want to be 
doing it if it wasn’t that way.” 

● “Perfectionism will stifle you. Perfectionism will crush you. If you think something has to 
be perfect before you put it out into the world, you’re never going to put it out into the 
world.” 


