
FIRES IN THE MIND

“When kids are fi nally given 
a voice, it’s always amazing 
to me how on target their 
perceptions of schools are!” 

—BOB MACKIN, director, 
America’s Choice High Schools

WHAT DOES IT TAKE for young people to

get really good at something? Teenagers 

from diverse backgrounds explore that 

game-changing question in Fires in the 

Mind. As they describe what fuels their in-

terest and effort, they offer teachers exciting 

new perspectives on why students choose 

to engage and persist with challenging 

work. Kathleen Cushman—whose landmark 

book Fires in the Bathroom brought youth 

voices to the national stage—here asks 

adolescents and their teachers to think 

more deeply about how we develop mas-

tery, both in and out of school.

Starting with what youth already know and 

do well, Fires in the Mind uses the latest 

research on cognition to help students 

and teachers together address motivation, 

practice, and the need for high standards. 

Filled with thought-provoking exercises 

and resources, this book lights new fi res in 

the minds of both teachers and students, 

and galvanizes them toward more powerful 

learning for all.

KATHLEEN CUSHMAN writes, speaks, and 

consults to a national audience of educators.

A journalist and documentarian, she cofounded 

the nonprofi t What Kids Can Do, which col-

laborates with diverse youth in the United States 

and abroad, bringing their voices to bear on the 

complex challenges that affect their lives and 

learning. She is also author of Fires in the

Bathroom and coauthor, with Laura Rogers,

of Fires in the Middle School Bathroom. 

Praise for Fires in the Mind
“This book offers a unique window into what all educators ought to consider as 
vastly important: igniting the passion for learning inherent in us all.”

—RONALD J. NEWELL, author of Passion for Learning
 

“What a refreshing book ! Rather than asking the timeworn question ‘How can we 
motivate these kids?’ Kathleen Cushman performs a lovely act of conceptual 
Jujutsu and instead asks ‘What can the kids tell us about motivation?’ The 
answers are smart and thoughtful and brimming with good advice.”

—MIKE ROSE, author of Why School? Reclaiming Education for All of Us
 

“Every educator would like for students to develop a passion, but many are unsure 
of how to light that fi re. Kathleen Cushman had the wisdom to ask students, and 
they tell us with clarity what motivates them and how school might be made more 
inspiring. Anyone who cares about schooling or children should read this book.” 

—DANIEL T. WILLINGHAM, author of Why Don’t Students Like School?
 

“The best school reform creates schools that kids want to go to—where learning is 
meaningful and engaging. This wonderful book builds on the concept that educa-
tion should be ‘asset based’—not based on telling kids what they don’t know and 
can’t do. Read Fires in the Mind and connect to the voices of students about how 
they learn most eagerly.”

—PAUL HOUSTON, executive director, emeritus, American Association of School 
Administrators

“This is a wonderful book for both practitioners and policymakers to use in making 
school more sensible, meaningful, and productive for students and their teachers.”

—ELLIOT WASHOR, co-director, Big Picture Learning
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PRAISE FOR KATHLEEN CUSHMAN’S BOOKS WITH STUDENTS

When kids are finally given a voice, it’s always amazing to me how on target

their perceptions of schools are! —Bob Mackin, Director, America’s Choice

High Schools

Fires in the Bathroom tells it like it is. . . . All educators should read this book.

Parents too. There is much wisdom here. —Linda Darling-Hammond, Stan-

ford University

Wonderful and painful to read. . . . Fires in the Bathroom gives me so many

ideas about what we could do differently tomorrow. —Deborah Meier,

author, The Power of Their Ideas

The minds of students seem so mysterious to most adults. Fires in the Middle

School Bathroom lets the students tell their own stories in their own voices.

The book sheds welcome new light on what middle school students really

care about and how they experience their days in school. —William Damon,

Director, Stanford Center on Adolescence

Sent to the Principal should be read by every high school principal in the

country. The book eloquently uses the words of students in a powerful way

that no one can ignore. It will provide tremendous grist for the important

conversations that need to take place to transform our high schools. —

Joseph DiMartino, Education Alliance, Brown University

Through the ears, eyes, voices, tastes, and hands of students, Sent to the Prin-

cipal gives us student insights that are frank, honest, simply delivered, and

valuable for changing schools. —Elliot Washor, Ed.D., Co-director, Big Pic-

ture Company

I couldn’t put this book down. Sent to the Principal gently leads the school

leader to change his or her personal style of leading, but also encourages

institutionalized responses. —Robert McCarthy, thirty-year principal and

mentor, Colorado Small Schools Initiative

Parents, teachers, and just plain adults would do well to listen to the young

men and women in What We Can’t Tell You, if the creation of a truly humane

society is still our goal. —Thomas J. Cottle, author of Mind Fields: Adoles-

cent Consciousness in a Culture of Distraction, professor of education, Boston

University

ffirs.qxd:Getting Good book  4/8/10  2:45 PM  Page ii



Fires in the Mind
What Kids Can Tell Us 

About Motivation and Mastery

Kathleen Cushman

and the students of What Kids Can Do

ffirs.qxd:Getting Good book  4/8/10  2:45 PM  Page iii



Copyright © 2010 by What Kids Can Do, Inc. All rights reserved.

Published by Jossey-Bass
A Wiley Imprint
989 Market Street, San Francisco, CA 94103-1741—www.josseybass.com

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmit-
ted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scan-
ning, or otherwise, except as permitted under Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 United
States Copyright Act, without either the prior written permission of the publisher, or
authorization through payment of the appropriate per-copy fee to the Copyright Clear-
ance Center, Inc., 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923, 978-750-8400, fax 978-646-
8600, or on the Web at www.copyright.com. Requests to the publisher for permission
should be addressed to the Permissions Department, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River
Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, 201-748-6011, fax 201-748-6008, or online at
www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

Readers should be aware that Internet Web sites offered as citations and/or sources for
further information may have changed or disappeared between the time this was written
and when it is read.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: While the publisher and author have used their
best efforts in preparing this book, they make no representations or warranties with
respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this book and specifically dis-
claim any implied warranties of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose. No
warranty may be created or extended by sales representatives or written sales materials.
The advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable for your situation. You
should consult with a professional where appropriate. Neither the publisher nor author
shall be liable for any loss of profit or any other commercial damages, including but not
limited to special, incidental, consequential, or other damages.

Jossey-Bass books and products are available through most bookstores. To contact Jossey-
Bass directly call our Customer Care Department within the U.S. at 800-956-7739, 
outside the U.S. at 317-572-3986, or fax 317-572-4002.

Jossey-Bass also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that
appears in print may not be available in electronic books.

Type design by Sandra Delany.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.

ISBN 978–0–470–64603–8

Printed in the United States of America.
FIRST EDITION

HB Printing 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

ffirs.qxd:Getting Good book  4/8/10  2:45 PM  Page iv

http://www.josseybass.com
http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions
http://www.copyright.com


This book is dedicated

to all the students waiting to catch fire

and all the teachers 

who notice and cherish the sparks
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Foreword

SKING STUDENTS TO TALK ABOUT their education is so simple

that—whether we are teachers, parents, researchers, or poli-

cymakers—we inevitably forget to do it. Yet when we do

invite them to the table with adults, the youth in our classrooms and

communities will shed surprising new light on our most intransi-

gent educational dilemmas. What makes young people catch fire,

work hard, and persist despite difficulties? What supports and struc-

tures do they need in order to thrive and contribute, in both school

and society?

Those are the questions that this book addresses, and for over a

quarter-century at MetLife and MetLife Foundation, we have put the

same questions at the center of our work with education. The Metlife

Survey of the American Teacher—which each year gathers the views of a

broad and representative sample of those closest to the classroom—

teachers, principals, parents, students—consistently highlights the

beliefs, practices, and experiences of young people as well as their

teachers. As Fires in the Mind goes to press, MetLife is just releasing

our twenty-sixth such report, based on our 2009 survey and titled

“Collaborating for Student Success.” Its findings go to the heart of

the issues raised here by the students of What Kids Can Do.

Merely asking young people about their learning will not by itself

foster their ambitious goals and high expectations, their motivation

ix

A
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x foreword

and mastery. We need also to listen closely, and to collaborate with

youth on analyzing the disparities between their experiences and

what their elders report.

Four out of five teachers and principals in our 2009 survey told

us that they believe connecting classroom instruction to the real

world would have a major impact on student achievement. They also

held that addressing the individual needs of diverse students is nec-

essary to student success. A school culture where students feel

responsible and accountable for their own education, they said,

would greatly affect student achievement.

In that same survey, however, a majority of students reported

that their teachers very rarely—or never—speak to them personally

about things that matter to the students. Over a quarter of second-

ary school students said their teachers do not connect the school

curriculum to its applications in the outside world. And only one in

four students felt strongly that school let them use their abilities

and their creativity.

What should we conclude from such disparate perspectives?

In Fires in the Mind, What Kids Can Do asks us to join young people

in investigating the answers. Students here recount the conditions

that ignite their curiosity and inspire them to strive for excellence,

in very different contexts including school, home, and community.

They point out which practices successfully coach them through the

necessary hardships of learning, and which sap their desire to keep

up the struggle. They interview adults who have attained mastery in

their fields, and analyze the habits that got them to that point. They

consider the cognitive research about developing expertise, and

then they look at various school experiences, such as homework,

through that lens.
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foreword xi

The students’ voices in this book start a vital conversation

about “what it takes to get really good at something.” For all our

young people to develop to their full potential, that conversation

must now continue among adults and youth in our schools, homes,

and communities. I urge each reader to contribute your perspective,

your voice, and the rich details of your experiences to the dialogue

ahead. As we construct a common understanding among youth and

adults, we will also be developing mastery for the future we are shap-

ing every day.

Dennis White

President and CEO, MetLife Foundation
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CHAPTER ONE

What Does It Take to Get Good?

n a big public high school on

the west side of Chicago, a ninth-

grade boy named Joshua is describ-

ing the thing he does best in life. We

sit in his reading and writing class-

room, twenty-eight students in a cir-

cle, me with an audio recorder. “I’m

real good at architecture,” Joshua says

matter-of-factly.

I am startled, even skeptical. Architecture in ninth grade? How?

Joshua goes on. His interest started when he was about eleven,

he says, as he watched his uncle, a building contractor, draw up plans

on a computer.

I was, like, “Can I do it?” And once I tried it, I liked it. I can draw

out the layout of a building, make electrical wires in the layout,

stuff like that. It was hard learning how to use the software,

because it was something I’d never used before. It took me a

couple months—it was real frustrating. I remember trying to find

out how to make a wall longer, and my uncle, he wasn’t there to

help me. I had to go to “Help” to read how to do it. I don’t like

reading, but I was determined to learn how to use this software.

– joshua f.

1

I ‘‘WHAT KIDS TELL US

Everything takes practice.

It’s not like one day you can

just get up and say, “I’m

going to do something.”

You got to practice at it.

– darrius
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2 fires  in  the mind

All of us in the room believe him now, because Joshua is talking

about a situation most of us know well: trying to master something

hard. We recognize his frustration as he goes after what he wants that

is just beyond his reach. We hear how his resolve and confidence

increase as he pushes past obstacles. And when Joshua tells us the

result, we hear his pride and purpose. Last summer one of his neigh-

bors was planning to put up a small strip mall nearby. The neighbor

couldn’t afford to pay a designer, so he asked Joshua—a reluctant

reader who was just about to enter ninth grade—to draw up the plans.

THE PRACTICE PROJECT

What does it take, I asked the students speaking with me that day, to

get really good at something?

A simple question, it reverberates at many levels. It matters

equally to youth and adults, rich and poor, professional, artist, and

tradesperson. Its answers have the potential to transform our schools

and communities. And exciting research on the question of develop-

ing expertise has emerged in recent decades from the field of cogni-

tive psychology.

Powerful new evidence shows that opportunity and practice

have far more impact on high performance than does innate talent.

We all have heard by now that ten thousand hours of practice—that’s

three hours a day, six days a week, for ten years—goes into making

someone an expert.

To understand what this means for everyday teaching and

learning, I asked adolescents themselves in an initiative sponsored

by the national nonprofit What Kids Can Do. Reaching out to schools

and youth organizations, I looked not for prodigies but for ordinary

teenagers willing to talk with me about their lives and learning. The

net we cast drew in 160 students from diverse backgrounds around
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what does  it  take  to get  good? 3

the United States, ranging from cities to rural communities. Togeth-

er we explored how young people acquire the knowledge, skills, and

habits that help them rise to mastery in a field.

To my surprise, every one of these youth could name some-

thing they were already good at. Many of them—not just the unusu-

ally talented—were even growing expert at it, although sometimes

the adults in their lives had not noticed. Their examples kept com-

ing: music, dance, drawing, drama, knitting, chess, video games, run-

ning, soccer, building robots, braiding hair, writing poems, skate-

boarding, cooking. So much sustained practice in pursuit of

mastery—and so much of it happening outside of school!

In days of discussion, the kids and I picked apart how they got

started at these activities, why they kept going, and what setbacks

and satisfactions they experienced as they put in the necessary prac-

tice. We discovered a great deal about why young people engage

deeply in work that challenges them. And as we analyzed their expe-

riences, we also began to think differently about what goes on in

schools. Could what these young people already understood about

practice also apply to their academic learning? Could teachers build

on kids’ strengths and affinities, coaching them in the same habits

that experts use? What did it take to light a fire in the mind of an ado-

lescent that would fuel a lifelong passion for learning?

STARTING OUT AND KEEPING GOING

These teenagers’ stories brought into vivid relief the research on

how expertise develops. Few of them started their chosen activity

because they had “natural talent.” Largely, they gravitated to some-

thing because it looked like fun, because they wanted to be with oth-

ers who were doing it, and because someone gave them a chance and

encouraged them.
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4 fires  in  the mind

Chapter Two, “Catching the Spark,” is filled with their stories

of how they caught that first spark. Joey, a nationally ranked archer at

sixteen, first picked up a bow and arrow at six, because he wanted to

“hang out with my dad in the backyard and shoot bales.” Ninoshka

learned to knit from her grandmother, who “would not be mad at

me, no matter what came out wrong, because she was trying to make

me better at it.” Kellie tried Double Dutch jump rope only when her

big sister counted her down to the first scary move.

Kids have to want something before they risk trying, said Ariel,

a young skateboarder in New York City.

If something’s very fun-looking to you, you just get right into it.

That inspiration from watching other people do new things, it

gives you the confidence in yourself where you can go out and

try it. – ariel v.

Even a small success at the start helped their initial interest

burn bright, these young people said. Not far into their learning,

however, they faced significant frustration—and what happened next

made a critical difference. To succeed, they would have to stick with

it, as they tell us in Chapter Three, “Keeping at It.”

“Everything takes practice,” said Darrius, a Chicago student

bent on becoming an artist.

It’s not like one day you can just get up and say, “I’m going to do

something.” You got to practice at it. You might be good at it when

you first start off, but you still got to practice so you can get better,

because no one’s perfect. Like me: I can draw real good. But cer-

tain things that I want to do in drawing I can’t do right now. So I

just keep working at it. – darrius

When they hit discouraging points, most students said, they

continued only if they had a strong relationship with someone who
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what does  it  take  to get  good? 5

supported them through the rough spots. “The people who sit next to

you have a big part in how you get better at something,” observed

Janiy, who studied piano.

Without them you can start getting lazy, and you want to give up if

you don’t get it right the first time. I give up on the inside, and she

tells me, “Again. Come on—once more.” – janiy

In school too these youth persisted with challenging material

only when their practice was supported. From their outside activities

they had gained a healthy respect for the base of knowledge they

needed in order to do something well. They knew that the right kind

of practice would help them recall what they had learned, just when

they needed it later.

Mike, a young drummer from Maine, told of learning the

double-stroke roll, “where your stick bounces once on the snare, like

‘buh-bum,’ and you hit the other stick and it bounces.” His teacher kept

him practicing it for weeks, until the action came to him effortlessly.

You just have to go slow, and play that forever until you understand

the movement. Then once you get comfortable with it, you just

work your way up, play a little bit faster, and then just a little bit

faster. – mike

The wrong kind of practice, however, could stop these young

learners in their tracks. If she couldn’t expect to succeed at some-

thing with a reasonable amount of effort, Iona said, she wouldn’t

even bother to try.

When people are only faced with their failures, they tend to want

to give up. They need help to see their own progress, so that they

don’t only see how bad they are doing. They need to see the fun

in it, and to see some reward in completing the task. – iona
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