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UNLOCKING THE
MAGIC OF
LANGUAGE:
EXPLORING
BECAUSE OF MR.
TERUPT DOLLAR
WORDS

In  the  landscape  of
modern  middle-grade
literature,  few  books
have  resonated  as
d e e p l y  w i t h  b o t h
educators  and  young
readers as Rob Buyea's
debut  novel,  Because
of  Mr.  Terupt .  This
compelling  story,  told
from  the  perspectives
o f  seven  d i s t i nc t
s e v e n t h - g r a d e
students,  explores

themes of redemption,
friendship,  loss,  and
the  transformative
p o w e r  o f  a  g r e a t
teacher. At the heart of
M r .  T e r u p t ' s
u n c o n v e n t i o n a l
classroom lies a simple
yet  profound linguistic
exercise:  the  Dollar
Words  project.  This
activity, far from being
a  mere  vocabulary
d r i l l ,  b e c o m e s  a
d y n a m i c  t o o l  f o r
t e a c h i n g  m a t h ,
l a n g u a g e  a r t s ,
e m p a t h y ,  a n d
perseverance.  When
we  discuss  Because
of Mr. Terupt Dollar
Words, we are not just
t a l k i n g  a b o u t  a
classroom assignment;
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we  are  discussing  a
catalyst for intellectual
and emotional growth.

WHAT EXACTLY
ARE DOLLAR
WORDS?

To fully appreciate the
significance  of  the
Dollar  Words  project
within  the  novel,  one
must  first  understand
i t s  m e c h a n i c s .  A
"Dollar Word" is a word
where  the  sum  of  its
letters  equals  exactly
one  dollar  when  each
letter  is  assigned  a
cent value. The system
is straightforward: A is
wor th  1  cent ,  B  i s
worth  2  cents,  C  is
worth 3 cents, and so
on all the way up to Z,
wh ich  i s  wor th  26
cents.  A  true  Dollar
Word  is  one  whose
total value is precisely
100  cents—or  one
dollar.
For  example,  consider

t h e  w o r d
"bookkeeping."  Let's
calculate it: B (2) + O
(15) + O (15) + K (11)
+ K (11) + E (5) + E (5)
+ P (16) + I  (9)  + N
(14) + G (7). The sum
i s
2+15+15+11+11+5+
5+16+9+14+7,  which
equals 110 cents. That
is  not  a  dollar  word.
However, "facetious" is
often cited as a classic
example: F (6) + A (1)
+ C (3) + E (5) + T (20)
+ I (9) + O (15) + U
(21)  +  S  (19)  =  99
cents.  Close,  but  not
q u i t e  a  d o l l a r .  A
genu ine  examp le
might be "sensible": S
(19) + E (5) + N (14) +
S (19) + I (9) + B (2) +
L  (12)  +  E  (5)  =  85
cents. You can see the
challenge.  Finding  a
perfect  100-cent  word
requires  patience,
creativity, and a bit of
mathematical  luck.  In
t h e  c o n t e x t  o f
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B e c a u s e  o f  M r .
Terupt Dollar Words,
this  exercise  becomes
a  brilliant  pedagogical
strategy that blurs the
lines between subjects.

THE PEDAGOGICAL
GENIUS OF THE
DOLLAR WORDS
PROJECT

Integratin
g
Mathema
tics and
Literacy
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
striking aspects of the
Dollar Words activity is
h o w  n a t u r a l l y  i t
integrates two subjects
that  students  often
view as separate silos:
math and reading. In a

traditional  school  day,
students  spend  forty-
five  minutes  on
arithmetic and another
forty-five  on
vocabulary. Mr. Terupt
collapses this distance
in  a  s i ng le  game .
Students  must  spell
c o r r e c t l y  w h i l e
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y
performing  addition.
They  a re  no t  j u s t
memorizing definitions;
they  are  interacting
with  the  numerical
structure  of  language.
This  cross-curricular
approach is a hallmark
of  effective  modern
teaching,  and  it  is  a
primary  reason  why
t h e  c o n c e p t  o f
B e c a u s e  o f  M r .
Terupt Dollar Words
has become so popular
in  classrooms  beyond
the pages of the book.
This activity reinforces
foundational  math
s k i l l s .  S t u d e n t s
practice addition, often
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working  with  larger
numbers  and  carrying
over  values.  It  also
encourages  mental
math  and  the  use  of
estimation.  A  student
might  look  at  a  long
word  and  qu i ck l y
estimate whether  it  is
l ikely  to  be  over  or
under 100 cents before
even committing to the
ful l  addit ion.  This
mathematical intuition,
developed  through  a
game,  i s  fa r  more
e n g a g i n g  t h a n  a
worksheet  of  addition
problems.

Fostering
a Growth
Mindset
Through

Persisten
ce
I n  t h e  n o v e l ,  t h e
students  do  not  find
success  immediately.
They  struggle.  They
find  words  that  are
close—99 cents or 101
cents—but never quite
perfect. This struggle is
intentional.  Through
t h e  D o l l a r  W o r d s
project,  Mr.  Terupt
teaches  his  students
t h e  v a l u e  o f
p e r s i s t e n c e  a n d
iteration.  A  fixed
mindset  would  say,  "I
can't  find  any  words,
so  I  am  not  good  at
t h i s . "  A  g r o w t h
mindset,  which  Mr.
Terupt cultivates, says,
" I  haven' t  found  a
dollar  word  yet.  What
can I try next?"
This  process  of  trial
a n d  e r r o r  i s
f u n d a m e n t a l  t o
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learning.  Students
learn that failure is not
a stop sign but a data
point.  When  a  word
sums to 97 cents, they
learn to tweak it. Could
"smarter"  become
"smartest"?  The  letter
change  sh i f t s  the
value.  This  kind  of
experimental  thinking
i s  e x a c t l y  w h a t
s tuden t s  need  t o
develop  for  complex
problem-solving in  the
future.  The  beauty  of
B e c a u s e  o f  M r .
Terupt Dollar Words
is  that  it  makes  this
abstract  concept  of  a
g r o w t h  m i n d s e t
tangible  and  fun.

CHARACTER
DEVELOPMENT
THROUGH A
SIMPLE GAME

Competiti

on and
Collabora
tion
I n  Because  o f  Mr .
Terupt ,  the  seven
narrators each come to
t h e  D o l l a r  W o r d s
challenge  with  their
own  personality  and
baggage.  Jessica,  the
new  girl  and  a  math
whiz, approaches it as
a logical  puzzle.  Luke,
the class brain, sees it
a s  a  c o m p e t i t i v e
c h a l l e n g e  t o  b e
conquered. Alexia,  the
popular  girl,  initially
dismisses  it  as  silly.
Y e t ,  a s  t h e  y e a r
progresses, the project
brings  them  together.
They  begin  sharing
discoveries,  helping
e a c h  o t h e r  w i t h
ca lcu la t ions ,  and
ce leb ra t ing  each
other's successes. The
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dollar words become a
common  language,  a
s h a r e d  g o a l  t h a t
transcends their social
cliques.
Th is  i s  a  power fu l
lesson  for  readers.
Learning is  not meant
t o  b e  a  s o l i t a r y
endeavor.  The  most
effective  problem-
solving  often  involves
col laborat ion.  Mr.
Terupt's genius is that
he designs an activity
that  i s  inherent ly
individual—you  must
find  your  own
w o r d — b u t  t h e
classroom  culture  he
bui lds  encourages
sharing.  When  one
student  finds  a  dollar
word, it inspires others
to  keep  looking.  The
pursuit of Because of
Mr.  Terupt  Dollar
Words  becomes  a
collective adventure.

Building
Self-
Esteem
and
Belonging
For  some  students,
finding a dollar word is
a huge victory.  In the
novel,  we  see  how  a
qu ie t ,  s t rugg l ing
student  can  have  a
moment of triumph by
discovering a word that
evaded  the  class  star
student.  This  leveling
of  the  playing  field  is
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
valuable aspects of the
project.  Success  does
not  depend  on  being
the best reader or the
best mathematician. It
d e p e n d s  o n  a
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
vocabulary knowledge,
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n u m e r i c a l  s k i l l ,
perseverance,  and
sometimes  just  plain
luck.
When a student finds a
dollar word, it validates
their  effort.  It  tells
them, "You are smart.
You can do this." This
boost to self-esteem is
c ruc i a l  i n  m idd le
school,  a  time  when
students  often  feel
insecure.  The  Dollar
W o r d s  p r o j e c t ,
therefore, is not just an
academic exercise; it is
a  t o o l  f o r  s o c i a l -
emotional  learning.
The memories created
by  brainstorming  and
calculating  Because
of Mr. Terupt Dollar
Words often become a
highlight of a student's
school  year,  providing
a  sense  of  belonging
a n d  s h a r e d
achievement.

PRACTICAL

APPLICATIONS FOR
TEACHERS AND
PARENTS

How to
Introduce
Dollar
Words in
Your
Classroo
m or
Home
Inspired  by  the  book,
many  educators  have
adopted  the  Dollar
Words  project.  If  you
want  to  br ing  th is
magic  into  your  own
learning  environment,
here  is  how  to  start:
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Establish the
Value System:
Clearly show the
A=1, B=2, C=3...
Z=26 chart. You
can create a
poster or a
printable
handout for
students to
reference.
Set a Target:
The goal is to
find words that
total exactly 100
cents. Clarify
that using a
dictionary is
encouraged, as is
working with a
partner.
Provide
Examples: Show
a few examples
of words that are
close but miss
the mark (99 or
101 cents) and at
least one true
dollar word to
demonstrate that
it is possible.

Create a "Wall
of Fame":
Dedicate a space
on a bulletin
board to display
discovered dollar
words. This
creates a sense
of pride and
accomplishment.
Incorporate
Competition: A
friendly
classroom
challenge can
motivate
students. Who
can find the most
dollar words in a
week? Who can
find the longest
or the shortest?

Tips for
Success
with the
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Project
While  the  concept  is
simple, implementing it
effectively  requires
some  thought.  Here
a re  a  f ew  t i p s  f o r
maximizing the impact
of  Because  of  Mr.
Terupt Dollar Words:

Emphasize the1.
"Why": Explain
to students why
you are doing
this. Tell them
about Mr. Terupt
and his class.
Connect the
activity to the
themes of the
book—persevera
nce, teamwork,
and curiosity.
Scaffold the2.
Difficulty: For
younger students
or those who
struggle, allow
them to use
calculators. For
advanced

students,
challenge them
to find words
without using a
calculator,
requiring mental
addition.
Encourage3.
Vocabulary
Expansion:
When a student
finds a word they
do not know the
meaning of, have
them look it up
and use it in a
sentence. This
naturally
expands their
vocabulary.
Celebrate the4.
Attempts: Do
not just reward
the successful
finds. Celebrate
the students who
tried hard, who
got close, and
who learned from
their mistakes.
The process is
more important
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than the product.

BEYOND THE
CLASSROOM: LIFE
LESSONS FROM
DOLLAR WORDS

The  lessons  imparted
by  the  Dollar  Words
project  extend  far
beyond  the  classroom
wal ls .  Learning  to
break down a complex
p r o b l e m  i n t o
m a n a g e a b l e
parts—assigning  a
value  to  each  letter,
adding  them  up,  and
checking the total—is a
foundational  skill  for
any  large  project .
Whether  a  student
grows  up  to  be  an
engineer,  a  writer,  a
nurse, or an artist, the
abi l i ty  to  analyze,
persist,  and  iterate  is
invaluable.
Fur thermore ,  the
p r o j e c t  t e a c h e s
humility.  You  can  be
the  smartest  kid  in

class and still  struggle
to find a dollar word. It
teaches  patience.  You
might spend an entire
afternoon  trying  letter
combinat ions  and
come  up  empty.  I t
teaches  the  joy  of
discovery.  When  you
finally  find that  perfect
word,  the  feeling  is
electric.  All  of  these
are lessons that shape
character.  When  we
reflect on the legacy of
this book, the concept
of  Because  of  Mr.
Terupt Dollar Words
stands out as a simple,
elegant  metaphor  for
the  entire  educational
experience: hard work,
collaboration,  and  the
thrill of a challenge.

COMMON
EXAMPLES AND
THE SEARCH FOR
THE PERFECT
WORD

Finding  true  dollar
words  is  a  delightful
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c h a l l e n g e .  M a n y
teachers  and students
have  compiled  lists
over  the  years.  While
no  official  list  from the
book exists (part of the
magic is the mystery),
some  commonly  cited
examples include:

Quizzes: Q(17)
+ U(21) + I(9) +
Z(26) + Z(26) +
E(5) + S(19) =
123 (not a dollar
word, but a good
example of how
long words can
go over)
Budget: B(2) +
U(21) + D(4) +
G(7) + E(5) +
T(20) = 59 cents
(too low)

The  actual  examples
can  be  surprisingly
simple  or  delightfully
obscure.  The  act  of
searching  is  the  true
reward. Students often
report  that  they  start
s e e i n g  n u m b e r s

everywhere,  applying
the dollar word logic to
e v e r y  w o r d  t h e y
encounter.  This hyper-
engagement  w i th
language is a teacher's
dream. It turns reading
and  writ ing  from  a
passive activity into an
act ive,  analyt ica l
pursuit. The fascination
with  Because of  Mr.
Terupt Dollar Words
often  out lasts  the
duration of the project
itself,  with  students
continuing  to  bring  in
new  discoveries  long
after  the  official
"assignment"  is  over.

CONCLUSION: THE
ENDURING LEGACY
OF A DOLLAR
WORD

In  conclus ion,  the
concept of Because of
Mr.  Terupt  Dollar
Words  is  far  more
than a clever gimmick.
It  is  a  multifaceted
educational  tool  that
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i n t e g r a t e s
mathematical  skills
with literacy, fosters a
growth mindset, builds
classroom  community,
a n d  p r o v i d e s
memorable  learning
exper iences .  Rob
Buyea,  through  the

c h a r a c t e r  o f  M r .
Terupt, showed us that
the  most  effective
teaching  often  looks
like  play.  The  Dollar
Words  project  is  a
testament  to  the idea
that with the right


