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 Break the Box is a chapter excerpt from Stop Teaching Now: the secrets to great teaching. 
 
“As soon as you open your mind to doing things 
differently, the doors of opportunity practically fly 

off the hinges” –Jay Abraham 
 
e all have a box.  A little section of 
our minds that defines how we think 
things should be.  Usually developed 

throughout childhood, we all come to the 
proverbial table with fixed ideals based on our 
upbringing.  This can be very dangerous as a 
teacher.  Even though we strive to believe that 
everyone is created equal, none of us are cut 
from the exact same cloth.   Just because we 
see things a certain way, does not mean 
everyone can see through our lenses.  What 
do you think of when you think of a perfect 
student or a perfect classroom?  Are all 
students compliantly facing front, silently 
hanging on to your every word as their 
teacher?  Do you get flashes of “Oh captain 
my captain” from 1989’s Dead Poet’s Society? 
Does the teacher know all and work to 
transfer that knowledge to others?  Are the 
students hard workers in your eyes because 
they do what you tell them without question?  
Is this what you see?  It’s OK, I used to see 
the same thing, and then I broke my box. 
 

This is the fifth secret.   

Break the Box 

 
Just because it doesn’t fit the box you have 
created as the definition of education in your 
mind, doesn’t mean it is not credible. Let’s 
face it, many of us grew up in suburban 
schools where children worked hard, listened 
to their teachers, and didn’t question 
authority, which is probably why we were 
confident when we said:  
 
“I Should Be A Teacher!” 
 
Therefore we, rightfully so, expect to see the 
same thing when we enter the classroom as a 
teacher.  Why shouldn’t we, that’s what school 
looked like when we were …No…don’t say it!  
(Remember Secret #2 Don’t Repeat History). 
 
Often we are all of a sudden faced with a 
situation that doesn’t compute in our precious 
and traditional suburban minds.  Don’t get me 
wrong, this isn’t a bad thing, but it is definitely 
a thing.  So we must prepare ourselves for a 
situation that may not look like the box that 
surrounds our expectations.  And we can’t be 
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afraid.  So it looks different than what we 
were thinking, that’s ok, exciting even! 
 
Much of this boils down to cultural 
responsiveness.  This is different from cultural 
appropriation (or misappropriation if we are 
going to be truthful), or cultural diffusion, or 
even cultural diversity.  I personally like the 
term cultural relativism, as long as we don’t go 
too deep into the philosophical beliefs of 
relativism; and I also like the term cultural 
literacy.  Either way, when discussing culture, 
know that is does NOT mean race.  This is 
not a race card that you can pull in February 
for Black History Month, or in September for 
Hispanic Heritage, or during the new moon 
phase for Chinese New Year.   
 
Merriam-Webster defines culture as the 
“beliefs, customs, arts, etc. of a particular 
society, group, place, or time,” notice that race 
isn’t even mentioned.  Culture is community.  
In order to truly understand your students’ 
culture you must step out of your box and 
into their community. 
 
We must take the time to become literate our 
students’ community norms.  Take a soulful 
southern black church, for example.  It is 
completely normal to jump out of your seat 
and exclaim Amen!  Or a street corner rap or 
dance battle, it is totally the norm to circle 
around them and encourage them with loud 
vocal sounds.  Some of our Kama’aina (native 
Hawaiians) are taught at a young age to be 
seen not heard, and to refrain from 
questioning.  In many Hispanic communities 
it is completely acceptable to live with family 
for your whole life, which defeats the question 
“do you want to live with your mom 
forever?”  Even simple cultural norms are 
sometimes far from our “box.”  In Vietnam, 
you must point with your whole hand not just 
one finger.  In Germany, you must always use 
utensils, you are never supposed to use your 

hands.  In Afghanistan you are supposed to 
eat only with your right hand because your left 
hand is considered unclean.  In Kenya, you 
must finish everything on your plate, but in 
China that would be considered rude. 
 
Becoming literate in the cultural norms of 
your students will shed light on much of what 
they do within the classroom.  So, when 
learning about your students’ cultures and 
communities, go beyond the superficial 
Culture Fest that brings in food and shares 
native dances.  Encourage students to share 
their cultural norms and teach your class with 
these norms in mind. 
 
Many of our personal biases are housed in our 
“box.”  We don’t talk about them, or share 
them with others, yet we immediately get 
offended when people don’t know them.  For 
example, I can’t stand when someone doesn’t 
look me in the eye when we are speaking (one 
of the personal biases in my box) yet in East 
Asia or Nigeria, it is disrespectful to look 
directly in they eye of the dominant person. 

 

So before you write off a student as being 
disrespectful, open their box.  You can 
incorporate some cultural questions into your 
beginning of the year icebreakers/get-to-
know-you activities, and take a quick glimpse 
into their cultural boxes. 

 

Finally, as educators we arrive at the scene 
carrying our own personal “box,” but many 
times we also try to fit into the traditional 
teacher “box.”  But just as we must try not to 
force students into our personal box, we too 
must try not to cram ourselves into the 
traditional “teacher box.” As educators, we 
need to find our own personalities and 
style.  Try everything, but always put your 
own spin on it.  There is no one right way of 
running a classroom because we are working 



Break the Box 3 

with multiple human beings with their own 
personalities, character traits, and a multitude 
of variables that occur outside our rooms, so 
we must be flexible and find what works best 
for us and be ready to modify along the way.  
Above all, we just have to be ourselves.  
Don’t hide your uniqueness, be honest and 
genuine with who you are, and share this with 
your students.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Break the Box Recap 
Secret 5: Break the Box 

Recognize your Box Acknowledge the biases you hold in your personal box. 

Acknowledge your 
students boxes 

Take the time to learn about the communities your students grow up in.  
Recognize their cultural norms and all the things that fill their personal boxes. 

Break the 
Educational Box 

Step away from the traditional means of education and welcome new experiences 
that will speak to your students. 

Don’t try to fit the 
teacher box 

Don’t attempt to be what you think a teacher is supposed to be, be the teacher 
you want to be. 
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The more I bring my personality into my 
teaching style the more comfortable I feel and 
the more my teaching skills improve. 
Sometimes I see what another teacher is doing 
and I think “Oh I have to do that!” But then 
I try it and it falls completely flat. I’m slowly 
realizing that I can’t force myself to fit into a 
box of what a teacher “should be.”  I have to 
make the box fit me.  

-M.K. Theatre 

 


