
Elf Control

Although now and then he went head-to-head with complexities found inside the English 
language, one of the hardest working substitute teachers in our building – and by far everyone’s 
favorite – was a lively and always-smiling man named Mr. Nantu.  I didn’t know much about Mr. 
Nantu’s cultural or personal history; what I did know, however, was that he was friendly, 
extremely reliable, and – most wonderfully?  He always managed to get a surprising amount of 
work out of the kids.  

One afternoon I came upon Mr. Nantu as he stood staring up at a wall. 
To help students find classrooms, the hallways in our building had been color-coded; to 

inspire motivation, each hallway had additionally been labeled with a corresponding value word.  
The list of words encouraged positive personality traits: 

Generosity.  Courage.  Kindness.  Perseverance.  Responsibility. 
Staring intently, Mr. Nantu stood just where a particular value word had been inscribed as 

the heading for our purple hallway.  With great care, an enterprising student had managed to 
remove the letter S, so that what had started out to be Self-control?

Now stated, more bluntly: elf-control.
	
 Perplexed, Mr. Nantu stood gazing up at the paired words.  A question had registered 
upon his face when he turned to me, and asked: 
	
 “What is the meaning?”  

Pointing up to the altered word, I explained about the missing letter “S.”   After grasping 
the joke, Mr. Nantu smiled broadly, and together we laughed, shaking our heads at the inventive 
imagination of children.

The entertaining assumption of elf-control, however, held my attention; in days of an ever 
more aggressive and apparently never-ending reform, it seemed, in fact, an exceptionally fitting 
description.  As year upon year of the abruptly implemented quick-fix solutions progressed, it 
was becoming increasingly obvious that the complicit magic of helpful little elves would 
evidently be a necessary component for the so many out-of-the-blue, no-job-too-big, fix-
everybody educational expectations now flying in unchecked and unregulated on the wings of a 
whimsically conceived and ever changing innovation. 

Seated alongside other largely dominant-culture children, as a child I had heard the story 
of The Shoemaker: a poor, aging man who had labored alone.  Finding himself unable to 
complete what felt to be a mountain of work, sad, worn out and defeated, one evening the 
cobbler had taken himself to bed.  Magically, then, at the mystical hour of midnight, an 
accommodating troop of industriously happy little elves had snuck cheerfully into his workshop.  
Tap, tap tap, they had started to work; tap, tap, tap, their little hammers had rung out in a happy 
camaraderie.  Toiling to take on the old man’s labor, staying true to their task they had finished 
their work and left, just before dawn – just as the shoemaker woke up to find row upon row of 
beautifully assembled shoes.

Ah, the wonder of magically happy little elves.  
Willing to do all of the work.  
After midnight.
As a never-ending string of reforms bullied their way into low-income schools, teachers 

expected to implement the ongoing parade of innovation struggled to take on an abruptly 
appended labor.  Learning, too often the hard way, that there was to be no alternative save 
integration of invasive change into already complicated days, educators quickly discovered that 



those who initially created, and then imperiously promoted, this unfettered cycle of 
“transformative” change?  Apparently spent little time contemplating the additional toil which 
their magical reforms (each proposed as being yet another silver bullet capable of generating 
truly miraculous results) would actually entail.

Lack of forethought on the part of loudly professed educational “experts” wasn’t, really, 
all that surprising; as self-proclaimed, poverty-and-culture-detached authorities, they, certainly, 
wouldn’t be doing any of the work.  Oh my, no; much more imperatively, as the arms-length 
instigators of our truly modern nation’s no-excuses educational transformation – well, quite 
plainly?  

Their task was simply to think up and throw out brusquely immovable orders.  
“Of course I support school reform!”  
A full decade after the origination of a high-stakes testing, yet another presidential 

hopeful made it emphatically clear that – well, should he be elected?  Oh, as an education-
minded candidate, certainly he would be man enough, he would be strong enough, he would be 
forceful enough, to take on and continue the mantel of a modern-day accountability hero.  As the 
leader of an ultra-conservative state, he was, or so he now told the nation, more than ready to 
mandate yet more of that no-excuses test-based reform.  More than ready to step up and 
commandingly throw out an additional fusillade of uncompromising school reform directives. 

Taking care, however; cautious in days of an impetuous change to make clear the exact 
boundaries around his particular stance on education, judiciously he then thought to add:“I just 
don’t get caught up in the minutiae.”

Really, now.  
Well, you couldn’t expect a politically powerful, aggressively pro-reform “expert” to 

worry about the minutiae. 
Those irritatingly trivial details of an actual implementation. 
Oh my, no.  
Leave that to those so many irrelevantly unimportant, lowest-level employees.  
Like, well – all those teachers. 
And if, in response, those selfishly resistant educators – as the employees most 

assertively mandated to not only magically comprehend, but then cheerfully implement, the 
endless backlog of minutiae which kept flying in on the tails of reform after reform after reform 
– well, if unappreciative educators like these argued that they couldn’t, actually, keep up?  And, 
oh-so-ridiculously, never stopped fussing?

Well: Fire every single one of them.  
And, then?

	
 Call in those magically marvelous elves.  
Those complicity happy, über-industrious little elves who never complained; who never 

resisted; and who, as the modern-day prototype for a good employee?
Completed their work quietly and submissively – after midnight.


