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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
CHARM OF
SIDEWAY STORY
FROM WAYSIDE
SCHOOL

In  the  vast  landscape
of children's literature,
f e w  s e r i e s  h a v e
managed  to  capture
t h e  h e a r t s  a n d
imaginations  of  young
readers  quite  like  the
books that began with
a simple, yet brilliantly
absurd premise. At the
center  of  this  beloved
un ive r se  l i e s  t he
delightful  and  often
bewildering  Sideway
Story From Wayside

School, a tale that has
become a cornerstone
o f  h u m o r o u s  a n d
u n c o n v e n t i o n a l
s t o r y t e l l i n g  f o r
generations.  For  those
u n f a m i l i a r ,  t h e
Wayside School series,
p e n n e d  b y  t h e
ingenious Louis Sachar,
started  not  wi th  a
typical school building,
but with a thirty-story-
high  school  that  was
accidental ly  bui l t
sideways.  Instead  of
o n e  h u n d r e d
classrooms  spread
across  a  single  floor,
the  architect  made  a
te r r ib le  m is take ,
resulting in a towering
s t r u c t u r e  w h e r e
classes  are  stacked
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o n e  o n  t o p  o f  t h e
o t h e r .  T h i s
foundational  error  is
the  perfect  metaphor
for  the series  itself:  a
world  where rules  are
bent,  logic  is  playful,
a n d  e v e r y  s i n g l e
c h a r a c t e r  i s
w o n d e r f u l l y ,
m e m o r a b l y  o d d .
Whether  you  are  a
n o s t a l g i c  a d u l t
rediscovering  these
stories or a new reader
about to step into the
sideways world for the
first time, the magic of
a  Sideway  Story
F r o m  W a y s i d e
School is that it never
grows old. It challenges
the  very  concept  of
what a school story can
be, replacing mundane
lessons with lessons in
kindness,  creativity,
and  the  h i l a r i ous
consequences of taking
things too literally.
T h e  i n i t i a l  b o o k ,
Sideways  Stories  from

W a y s i d e  S c h o o l ,
published  in  1978,
introduced readers to a
cast of characters that
f e l t  r e f r e sh ing l y
different  from  the
archetypes  found  in
other children's books.
E a c h  c h a p t e r  i s
dedicated to a different
student on the thirtieth
floor,  from  the
impossibly  fast  runner
Bebe  Gunn  to  the
perpetually  crying
Kathy.  Yet,  the  true
genius of the series lies
not just in its individual
t a l e s ,  b u t  i n  t h e
cumulative  effect  they
have on the reader. As
you progress through a
Sideway Story From
Wayside School,  you
begin to notice that the
a b s u r d i t y  i s  n o t
r a n d o m ;  i t  i s  a
carefully  constructed
mirror  reflecting  the
often illogical nature of
childhood  itself.  The
str ictest  rules  are
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enforced by a teacher
who turns children into
a p p l e s ,  a n d  t h e
deepest friendships are
formed over  a  shared
hatred  of  a  particular
type  of  potato.  This
unique  blend  of  the
surreal and the deeply
relatable  is  what  has
cemented the series as
a  classic.  It  does  not
t a l k  d o w n  t o  i t s
audience;  instead,  it
t rusts  ch i ldren  to
u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t
sometimes,  the silliest
stories carry the most
profound truths.

THE UNIQUE
ARCHITECTURE OF
THE WAYSIDE
WORLD

Building a
School

Sideways
: The
Perfect
Premise
for Chaos
To truly appreciate any
Sideway Story From
Wayside School,  one
must  first  understand
t h e  p h y s i c a l  a n d
metaphorical  space  in
which  these  stories
take place. The school
is  thirty  stories  high,
but  it  has  only  one
classroom  per  floor.
This  means  the  19th
floor  is,  literally,
missing,  a  fact  that
becomes  a  running
joke  throughout  the
s e r i e s .  T h e
architectural  error  is
not just a gimmick; it is
the engine that drives
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the  narrative.  This
vertical  layout  creates
a  wor ld  where  the
normal flow of a school
day  is  fundamentally
disrupted.  There is  no
sprawling  campus,  no
gymnas ium  in  the
standard  sense,  and
the  basement  i s  a
terrifying,  endless
abyss.  This  setting  is
the  perfect  breeding
ground for the kind of
chaos  that  defines  a
Sideway Story From
Wayside  School.  It
al lows  for  isolated
pockets  of  rea l i ty
where  different
teachers  can  enforce
wildly  different  rules
without interference. It
also creates a sense of
i n t i m a c y  a n d
claustrophobia;  these
thirty  children  and
their  teachers  are
stuck  together  in  this
vertical  tower,  forced
to  dea l  w i th  each
other's  quirks  day  in

and day out.
The "sideways" nature
o f  t he  s choo l  i s  a
bri l l iant  narrat ive
device. It signals to the
reader  from  the  very
first  page  that  this  is
not  a  place  governed
by  the  laws  o f  the
ordinary  world.  The
building itself becomes
a  character.  I t  has
mysterious  doors  that
lead  to  nowhere,  a
boiler room that seems
to  contain  an  entire
ecosystem,  and  a
playground  that  is,
improbably,  on  the
roof. The sideway story
from  Wayside  School
thrives on this setting.
It allows for stories that
would be impossible in
a  normal  school.  How
do  you  play  kickball
when  your  field  is  a
rooftop? What happens
when  the  wind  is  too
strong? These logistical
absurdities  are  never
hand-waved  away;
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they are explored with
a  s t r a i g h t - f a c e d
seriousness that makes
them even funnier. The
a r c h i t e c t u r e  o f
Wayside  School  is  a
statement: the world is
s t r a n g e ,  a n d  t h e
sooner  you  accept
that, the more fun you
will have.

MEMORABLE
CHARACTERS: THE
HEART OF EVERY
SIDEWAY STORY
FROM WAYSIDE
SCHOOL

From Mrs.
Gorf to
Mrs.
Jewls:

The
Teachers
Who
Define
the Floors
The true heart  of  any
Sideway Story From
Wayside  School  lies
in  its  unforgettable
cast of characters. The
t e a c h e r s  a r e  a
particularly  motley
crew.  There  is  Mrs.
Gor f ,  the  or ig ina l
teacher on the thirtieth
floor,  whose  favorite
p u n i s h m e n t  w a s
turning  children  into
apples.  She  was  so
mean that the students
eventually  tricked  her
into turning herself into
an  apple,  which  they
then  ate.  This  dark,
dark  humor  sets  the
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tone  for  the  series.
Then  there  is  Mrs.
Jewls, the replacement
teacher,  who  is  kind,
well-meaning,  and
utterly  chaotic.  She
teaches  spelling  by
having  children  jump
out  o f  w indows  or
count  the  number  of
dead rats found in the
utility closet. She is the
benevolent  dictator  of
the  thirtieth  floor,  and
h e r  l o g i c  i s  b o t h
i n f a l l i b l e  a n d
completely insane. The
other  teachers  are
equally  memorable.
Mr.  Kidswatter,  the
principal,  is  obsessed
w i t h  m o n e y  a n d
dislikes  children  as  a
general  ru le.  Miss
Zarves, the teacher on
t h e  n o n e x i s t e n t
nineteenth  floor,  does
not  exist,  though  a
book  was  published
about her class. These
adult  characters  are
not  just  author i ty

figures; they are just as
flawed,  confused,  and
silly  as  the  students.
This is a key part of the
appeal  of  a  Sideway
Story From Wayside
School—the adults are
not  always  right,  and
they  are  certainly  not
boring.

The
Students:
A Gallery
of Quirks
and
Genius
T h e  s t u d e n t s
themselves  are  the
beating  heart  of  the
n a r r a t i v e ,  a n d  a
Sideway Story From
Wayside  School  is
n e v e r  c o m p l e t e
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without  highlighting
their  peculiar  talents
a n d  c h a l l e n g e s .
Consider  Louis,  the
yard  teacher,  who  is
the  on ly  "normal"
person  in  the  school.
He  functions  as  the
r e a d e r ' s  a v a t a r ,
reacting with confusion
to the madness around
him.  Then  there  are
characters like Deedee,
w h o  c a n n o t  s t o p
writing  the  letter  "D,"
resulting  in  a  police
standoff  with  the
mysterious  D.J.  from
the basement. There is
Sharie,  who feels  it  is
her  duty  to  keep  the
classroom from falling
out of the window. And
w h o  c o u l d  f o r g e t
Myron,  a  third-grade
boy  with  a  mustache
and  a  full-time  job?
These  characters  are
not just funny; they are
deeply  human.  They
r e p r e s e n t  t h e
anxieties,  joys,  and

confusions of childhood
in  a  magnified,
cartoonish  way.  The
genius of the series is
that  even  the  most
absurd  character—like
John,  who  can  only
read  upside  down—is
treated  with  respect.
Their  quirks  are  not
p u n c h l i n e s  t o  b e
laughed  at;  they  are
a b i l i t i e s  t o  b e
h a r n e s s e d .  T h i s
empathetic  thread
running through every
Sideway Story From
Wayside  School  is
what makes the series
so enduringly  popular.
It teaches children that
being  different  is  not
jus t  okay ;  i t  i s  an
adventure.

THEMES AND
LESSONS: MORE
THAN JUST A
FUNNY SIDEWAY
STORY FROM
WAYSIDE SCHOOL
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The
Importan
ce of
Unconven
tional
Thinking
While  the  humor  is
r e l e n t l e s s ,  t h e
thematic  depth  of  a
Sideway Story From
Wayside  School  is
substantial. One of the
m o s t  p r o m i n e n t
themes is the value of
u n c o n v e n t i o n a l
thinking.  Standard
e d u c a t i o n  o f t e n
p r i o r i t i z e s
memorizat ion  and
c o n f o r m i t y .  T h e
W a y s i d e  S c h o o l
un iverse  act ive ly
subverts  this.  In  Mrs.
Jewls ' s  c lass ,  the

correct  answer  to  a
math problem is often
less important than the
creative journey taken
to  get  there.  When  a
student asks why they
have to learn spelling,
the lesson is not about
practicality  but  about
t h e  s h e e r  j o y  o f
language.  This  is  a
powerful  message  for
young  readers.  The
series  validates  the
chi ld  who  asks  too
many  questions,  the
one  who  looks  at  a
p r o b l e m  f r o m  a
strange angle, and the
one who sees patterns
where  o thers  see
no ise .  A  Sideway
Story From Wayside
School  consistently
champions  the  idea
that  the  path  less
traveled  is  often  the
most interesting one. It
encourages  lateral
thinking  and  problem-
solving  in  a  way  that
f e e l s  l i k e  p u r e
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entertainment.  The
series  argues  that
intelligence  comes  in
many forms,  and that
the "class clown" or the
"daydreamer"  might
just  have  the  most
important  insights  of
all.

Friendshi
p,
Kindness,
and the
Sideways
Logic of
Childhood
Beneath  the  layers  of
absurdity,  the  core  of
any  Sideway  Story
F r o m  W a y s i d e
S c h o o l  i s  a b o u t
relat ionships.  The

s t u d e n t s  a r e  a
community.  They fight,
they  make  up,  and
they protect each other
f r o m  t h e  m o r e
terrifying  aspects  of
their environment—like
Mrs.  Gorf,  or  the  test
that  comes  in  a  box
marked "big, hairy, and
scary."  The  stories
frequently  explore  the
nuances  of  friendship.
There  is  the  story  of
Maurecia,  who  only
eats ice cream, and her
struggles  in  art  class.
There  is  the  tale  of
Todd ,  who  i s  sent
home every single day
for laughing. These are
stories  about  finding
your  tribe.  The  series
teaches  that  a  real
friend  will  help  you
e s c a p e  f r o m  t h e
schoo l ' s  dreadfu l
basement, and a good
friend will also let you
copy  their  homework,
even if that homework
is  about  counting  the
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gum  in  your  mouth.
This  sideways  logic  is
p e r f e c t  f o r  i t s
a u d i e n c e .  I t
acknowledges that the
world of a child is full
of  arbitrary  rules  and
s t r a n g e  p o w e r
dynamics.  A  Sideway
Story From Wayside
School provides a map
for  navigating  that
w o r l d ,  n o t  w i t h
seriousness,  but  with
humor,  resilience,  and
a  d e e p  w e l l  o f
kindness.

THE EVOLUTION
OF THE SERIES
AND ITS CULTURAL
IMPACT

From a
Single
Book to a

Beloved
Franchise
What  s tar ted  as  a
single,  surprisingly
d a r k  b o o k  h a s
blossomed into  a  full-
fledged  franchise  that
inc ludes  mul t ip le
sequels,  a  television
series,  and  a  stage
m u s i c a l .  T h e
subsequent  books,
s u c h  a s  W a y s i d e
School Is Falling Down
and  Wayside  School
Gets a Little Stranger,
expanded the universe.
They  introduced  new
teachers and students,
explored  the  lower
floors  of  the  school,
and  deepened  the
mythology.  The  final
book  in  the  original
trilogy, Wayside School
Gets a Little Stranger,
e v e n  t a c k l e d  t h e
i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f
"normal"  substitute
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teachers as a terrifying
threat. Later additions,
like  Wayside  School
Beneath  the  Cloud  of
Doom  and  Wayside
School :  The  Worst
Years  of  My  Li fe  (a
graphic  novel),  have
continued  to  find  new
a u d i e n c e s .  T h e
durability of the series
is  a  testament  to  its
timeless  quality.  A
Sideway Story From
Wayside School does
not  rely  on  current
technology  or  topical
humor. It is built on the
bedrock  of  childhood
experiences—the  fear
of a test, the thrill of a
field  trip,  the
a n n o y a n c e  o f  a
substitute—and  these
e x p e r i e n c e s  a r e
eternal.  The  humor,
b a s e d  o n  l o g i c a l
fallacies and wordplay,
translates  perfectly
across  generations.

How
Sideways
Stories
Inspired a
Generatio
n of
Readers
The cultural  impact of
the  series  cannot  be
overstated.  For  many
children  who  grew up
i n  t h e  1 9 8 0 s  a n d
1990s,  a  Sideway
Story From Wayside
School  was  often the
first  book  they  read
that felt like it was on
their  side.  It  validated
their  sense  of  humor
and  their  frustration
with the rigid structure
of  school.  The  book's



12

12 Sideway Story From Wayside
School

2023-01-28

short chapter format is
ideal  for  reluctant
readers.  Each  chapter
is  a  self-contained
story, making the book
easy to pick up and put
down. This accessibility
i s  o n e  o f  t h e  k e y
reasons for its success.
It showed a generation
that  reading  does  not
have to be a chore. It
can be a rollercoaster
ride  of  laughter  and
suspense.  Teachers
have  long  used  the
books in classrooms to
teach literary concepts
l i k e  i r o n y ,
characterization,  and
p lot ,  because  the
examples are so clear
and  engaging.  The
influence  of  Louis
Sachar's  unique  voice
c a n  b e  s e e n  i n
countless  children's
books  that  followed,
which adopted a more
irreverent, playful tone.
The  simple  phrase  "a
Sideway Story From

Wayside School" has
become  shorthand  for
a  c e r t a i n  k i n d  o f
charming,  off-kilter
s to ry te l l i ng  tha t
r e s p e c t s  t h e
intelligence and humor
of children.

WHY YOU SHOULD
READ A SIDEWAY
STORY FROM
WAYSIDE SCHOOL
TODAY

I f  you  have  never
e x p e r i e n c e d  a
Sideway Story From
Wayside School,  you
are missing out on one
of  the  great  joys  of
modern  chi ldren's
literature.  It  is  perfect
for  reading  aloud,
because the dialogue is
s n a p p y  a n d  t h e
situations are hilarious.
I t  i s  p e r f e c t  f o r
independent  reading,
because  the  chapters
a re  shor t  and  the
engagement  is  high.
But it is also a book for
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adults. There is a layer
of  satire  in  the series
that is aimed squarely
a t  p a r e n t s  a n d
t e a c h e r s .  T h e
absurdi t ies  of  the

education  system  are
laid bare. The pressure
to conform is mocked.
The sheer weirdness of
being a human child is
celebrated. Reading a


