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somebody’s got to be the first penguin. That’s the penguin who is highly motivated and has the
courage to take the risk.” Those are qualities that he tried to promote in his technology students.
Professor Pausch gave a big stuffed penguin to the team of his students which “took the biggest
gamble in trying new ideas, while failing to achieve their stated goals.” In essence it was a reward
for “glorious failure, and it celebrated out-of-the-box thinking and using imagination in a daring
way.” The concept gave his students the freedom to be creative and to try something new even it
if may likely lead to failure. He said, “Experience is what you get when you don’t get what you
wanted. And experience is often the most valuable thing you have to offer.”

In my 42.5 years as a classroom teacher, I have never heard of anything remotely like a
“First Penguin Award” being granted to anyone for a major effort to bring about significant
improvement in education and having failed at it.... or not. In my mind, educational institutions
are not generally characterized as being highly innovative, at least not nearly as much as
industrial, commercial, or scientific organizations are. In education, genuine innovation, like real
leadership, is relatively rare, with enormous glaciers blocking changes, especially those proposed
by low-level sources which are “outside the box.” The glaciers even discourage thinking about
innovation. I know bright, professional people who think it is just plain foolish and a waste of time
to even try promoting changes. That’s not a healthy mindset within any organization. In my many
years in education, I haven’t seen many, “First Penguins” either.

“No child left behind” is a great concept, but the fact is, that in our community more than
half of local students are indeed left behind. They do not graduate. The solution is not to “dumb
down” and make it unnecessary for students to turn in work, or take tests, or even attend classes.
The solution is not to spend millions of dollars on buildings or to switch from a semester to a
term schedule. Such changes may appear dramatic and significant to some shallow observers, but
they do not address the core reasons why so many students drop out of school. We must address
the root causes, which are the lack of hope and motivation and guidance that is the early-life
experience of so many children. The Great Expectation concept is designed to make hope for a
better future a real possibility. Without hope a child is indeed limited. It’s way past time for some
bold and courageous new thinking and action. It needs to happen here.

Hopefully, soon we will have a more favorable set of economic and other conditions so
some “First Penguin,” or a group of them, can sweep away the dust from the Great Expectations
concept and use or improve it, so many local kids can benefit from it. That is my hope. We can’t
afford to wait until all conditions are ideal. The college and its foundation now have a well-
articulated and valuable plan on the table that it didn’t have before. It offers a bold, comprehensive
approach that has never been tried in this community. By offering this plan, I have tried to do
something important and significant in my community, and I have no reservations or regrets for
having done so.
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The Reading Room

Recommended by Phil Jung:

1434 — by Gavin Menzies

Subtitled “The Year a Magnificent Chinese Fleet Sailed to Italy and Ignited the Renaissance,”
this book is a follow-up to /421: The Year the Chinese Discovered America. Menzies, a retired
Admiral in the British navy, has made it his life’s work to promote the Chinese influence on
the world as a whole, but especially the Western half, and in this book he uses extensive and
sometimes tedious, but very scholarly, research to back up his claims. What he claims is that the
Chinese had contact with the Romans and with Europe during the Middle Ages and especially at
the beginning of the Renaissance, imparting to our Western forebears knowledge of mathematics,
astronomy, physics, explosives, mechanics, and even the technique of perspective in art. In fact,
according to Menzies’ research, representatives from Zhengh He’s enormous fleet, provided
not only maps of the world, including details of North and South America and Australia, but
also drawings of cannons, helicopters, balloons, and most other inventions usually attributed
to Leonardo DaVinci. It seems that part of the well-known Chinese fleet, huge even by today’s
standards, stopped in Venice in 1434 and gave much knowledge to the Pope himself, who gave it
to his assistant, from whom it filtered down from genius to genius before DaVinci got hold of it,
improved the drawings, applied the principles, and in general passed it on as his own work. If that
seems controversial, even preposterous, then you might check out his abundant sources before
pronouncing a final judgment. It’s always exciting to read something not even thought of before,
but Menzies makes reading his work an adventure.

Counselor: a Life at the Edge of History — Ted Sorensen

This fine book is a memoir by one of the closest advisers to President Kennedy and one of the
most distinguished persons I've ever read about. I have to say that it’s difficult to think of another
person who has lived a more remarkable life. Maybe Ben Franklin, but I doubt it. Neither Ben
Franklin nor anyone else I know drafted the letter to the Soviet Premier Kruschev that brought an
end to the Cuban missile crisis and its potential for all-out nuclear warfare. Few people have met
with, advised, and litigated in behalf of as many world leaders and governments for as long a time
as has Sorensen, or participated — though always in the background — in as many major historical
processes and events.

One of the pleasures I received in reading the extensive section on JFK was in recalling that in
my lifetime there actually was a period of political idealism as well as realism, a period of hope
for a better and more peaceful world, a time of great energy, creativity, and ethical responsibility.
Sorensen, raised a liberal by a Republican Nebraska scholar. Lawyer, and public servant, joined
JFK’s staff at the age of 24 and remained his most trusted adviser, apart from his brother Robert,
until his assassination, then remained for a time to advise LBJ, whom he didn’t much like. He
was convinced that JFK would not have gotten us into the Vietnam morass; on the contrary, the
president regretted having increased the number of advisers to South Vietnam and was preparing
to significantly reduce it. One of the qualities he admired most in all three of the political
Kennedy brothers was their ability to constantly grow intellectually, morally, and politically. I
haven’t seen much evidence of such growth in any administration since that time.

This is a wonderful book. It’s a great read, written in precise and elegant prose — the kind of
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beauty in language that was heard in so many of the old speeches — and with amazing insight and
80 years of accumulated wisdom. It took this master craftsman — no, artist — of prose six years to
write this book after suffering a serious stroke in his early 70s, and it’s reflective of his strength of
character that he was determined to finish it, weakened and nearly blind but still clear thinking.
His object was twofold: to inform history of this important figures role in it and to finally say all
that he needed to say about JFK’s greatness to enable him to close the long chapter of his grief at
the loss of his president and friend. His object was more than satisfactorily accomplished.

The Classical World: an Epic History from Homer to Hadrian — by Robin Lane Fox

At least once a year I like to read some history on the classical age, and this book by a
distinguished Oxford scholar is one of the best I’ve come across. Most of the time those histories
that deal with the endless warfare of that time become exhausting to me, but Fox intersperses
the wars and endless murders with abundant material on cultural developments, social affairs
and customs, and individual biographical sketches to more than offset the incipient tedium. For
example, he’s not afraid to mention the adult Greek aristocratic male’s sexual appetite for young
boys or their committed relationships to male lovers — from Achilles to Alexander to Caesar
Augustus. The book is written with the Emperor Hadrian as the central character or image, history
seen through his eyes, since he presided over the final important stage of the classical era. Fox’s
prose is very readable, his sources are abundant, and his insights and opinions informed and wise.

Touch and Go - Studs Terkel

Having read most of Terkel’s books, I’'ve wondered if he’d ever get to writing an autobiography
or memoir. When it finally came out, I rushed to buy it. As with all his work, I found it a good
read. But I don’t think it’ll stay with me the way most of his work does. Being a die-hard left-
winger myself, I've always sympathized with his perspective, so I enjoyed reading about his
own development in New York City and his move to Chicago, where he eventually found his
broadcasting career periodically threatened and even interrupted by the blacklisting gangs
of the late 40s and 50s. Terkel graduated fro Columbia Law School but preferred community
work, acting, and radio broadcasting to the practice of law, and he built up quite a following in
Chicago and beyond. I think his oral histories on the Great Depression, work, music, death, and
so many other vital topics will endure, so it’s good to know more about the man. And his prose is
wonderfully readable.

Recommended by Keith Longberg:

Dark Star Safari; Overland From Cairo to Cape Town, by Paul Theroux © 2003, 485 pp.

This book will give you information about Africa and many of its countries that you are
unlikely to get anywhere else. If you have taken a trip to Africa and have been in the bush to see
the fuzzy or colorful animals, you are very unlikely to have seen the real Africa and its people, its
problems, the corruption, etc., as they are clearly described in this fascinating book. The author’s
observational and descriptive skills are extraordinarily sharp, his background knowledge from
having lived and taught there thirty-some years earlier, and his friendships from those days, as
well as his contacts with other writers and leaders give him the ability to provide a uniquely rich
account of his experience through the heart of the African continent.
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Paul Theroux has written thirteen non-fiction books detailing his travels in many countries.
He is my favorite adventure writer. He is not a travel writer. He doesn’t tell you where to go, how
to get there, where to stay or eat, what to see, etc. He doesn’t have a lot of respect for tourists
who visit African countries to see the animals (or especially to hunt them) and have no interest
or seek no knowledge of the people and the conditions under which they live. He is also serious
reservations about entrenched donor agencies, whose programs supposedly offer aid to poor
countries, as he believes that much of such aid causes more problems and prevents locally initiated
solutions. The funds of such agencies are routinely confiscated or siphoned off by corrupt local
officials, and the benefits have little of their intended impact, the goods often sold to enrich the few
local officials at the top, undercutting the need for self-reliance. The aid flowing for many years
has little lasting impact on the ground. If you have a serious interest in countries on the African
continent, their governments, their social conditions, or have taken a trip there as a tourist, or if
you just want to read a remarkable true adventure story, I highly recommend this book.

The Last Lecture, Randy Pausch, ©2008, 206 pp.

Randy Pausch was a professor of computer technology at Carnegie Mellon University, married,
and the father of three children, who was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. The prognosis gave
him just a few months to live. The book is, in my opinion, a celebration of the present, of life and
love and family. It’s a story of his and his wife’s work to make every moment memorable and
precious and meaningful for the entire family as well as for their friends and for the people who
would one day read this account of Randy’s heroic, and uncomplaining, remarkable fulfillment
of all that was possible in the time he had left. There was none of the “why me” or “how unfair”
groveling, or reaching for divine intervention that one might expect from a person facing an early
death. It’s a book about having a healthy attitude and living, accepting life as it is and enjoying it,
being productive, and instructive while you can. This is a short book you can read in one setting.
I will surely read this book again and again. I have loaned my copy to close friends and have
given some copies to others.

Who’s Afraid of a Large Black Man, Charles Barkley, © 2005, 236 pp.

Charles Barkley was the winner of two Olympic gold medals as a member of the USA men’s
basketball team (in 1992 in Barcelona, and in 1996 in Atlanta), also a stand-out NBA player and
winner of the MVP designation in the NBA in 1993. He was a professional basketball player
with the Philadelphia 76ers, the Phoenix Suns, and the Houston Rockets. The game has evolved
into an entirely different game today from the game that I knew and loved to play as a young
student, and I no longer have the same interest in the game. But this book isn’t primarily about
basketball. It’s about having healthy social attitudes, helping others, especially young people,
being honest, and showing respect for self and others, and being a good citizen. Barkley is now
45 years old. He acknowledges mistakes he has made and shows how they have helped him learn
and grow to become a better person. He is very frank and demonstrates a lot of self-confidence
and integrity. He was a winner of an Emmy Award as a color commentator on basketball and has
been a studio pundit for Turner Network Television for its coverage of NBA games. This book
should be required reading for all high school and college athletes and their coaches as well.
Charles Barkley is a person I respect a lot, and he has a message for young people that is helpful,
compelling and most credible.
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Now the Hell Will Start; One Soldier’s Flight from the Greatest Manhunt of World War II,
Brendan I Koerner, © 2008, 331 pp. plus notes and index.

I bought this book expecting to read an exciting personal adventure tale, something I always
enjoy, regardless of the motivation for the adventure. I did find that story here, but there was
in addition something I like just as much, probably more; historical facts and stories that have
been over looked in the historical record for most of us. If something is embarrassing to some
entrenched geo-political perspective, it has a good chance of not making it into the history books.
This book tells of the efforts of a segregated US Army battalion that was sent to Burma (now
Myanmar) to build the Ledo Road across the mountains of Northern East India, and across
jungles in Burma for hundreds of miles as a way of appeasing Chinese dictator Chiang Kai-shek,
who is described in this book as a “peanut” for both his physical and mental characteristics and a
dictator and appeaser of Chinese communists. This is an image of Chiang Kai-shek I have never
encountered before, I must say.

Once the Ledo Road was well underway at a huge cost in material and lives of black American
soldiers, it became obvious that the road was both unnecessary and impossible to maintain. It
became unnecessary because strategic airstrips made it obsolete and the jungle rapidly reclaimed
the right of way, nearly as quickly as the road was constructed. Nevertheless, once the decision
to build the road had been made, the US government was unable to concede that it had made a
serious blunder and continued to pour funds, material and lives into the project anyway beyond all
reason. Sound familiar? The clear implication presented here is that the army troops engaged in
the labor were blacks, and it was better to have them in the jungle of Burma working under brutal
conditions than having them on the battlefront with live ammunition. I doubt if this story turns up
in school history books in this country. Traces of the Ledo Road are now difficult to find as it has
been reclaimed by the jungles. I found this book to be an informative and interesting historical
account of a pathetic chapter in American history.

King Leopold’s Ghost: A Story of Greed, Terror, and Heroism in Colonial Africa—
By Adam Hochschild ©1999; 400 pp.

I was reminded of this book, which I read several years ago, as it was mentioned in the book
Dark Star Safari (see above). This book details the incredible story of the exploitation, subjugation
mutilation and slaughter of as many as ten million Africans in the Belgian Congo in the late
1880’s because of the greed and brutality of Belgian’s King Leopold II. He had laid claim to the
entire territory of the Congo as his own private property, which even the US government officially
recognized it as such! One has to wonder how could such brutality and mass slaughter could go
unreported, and unknown to most of the world for many years? Local Congo individuals, men,
women, even small children were treated worse than slaves for the sole purpose of exploiting the
ivory, rubber and other products that were shipped back to enrich Kind Leopold. If they didn’t
produce enough, they would be beaten or have a hand or foot cut off, or just killed. Certainly I had
never read of any of this in history books in high school or college. How could history be so silent
on such an astonishing events? Could it be because the victims of the crimes were only minority
people? Is that being cynical or just factual? This book details events of state sponsored and
sanctioned mass murder, enforced labor and brutality that is hard to imagine in a civilized world.

We should not be ignorant of historical events, or they could be repeated again. I recommend
reading this book, although it is a very upsetting account, and it may get your blood boiling.

That would be good.
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