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Welcome to the Thirty-Story
Classroom: An Introduction to

Sideways Stories From Wayside
School

There are few children’s books as delightfully
absurd, structurally inventive, and genuinely
heartfelt as Sideways Stories From Wayside
School. Written by Louis Sachar and first published
in 1978, this beloved classic has captivated
generations of young readers with its offbeat humor,
unforgettable characters, and a school building that
was accidentally built sideways—thirty classrooms
stacked vertically instead of arranged in a single
row.

What makes Sideways Stories From Wayside
School so enduring is not just its whimsical
premise, but its deep understanding of childhood.
Each chapter introduces a new student from the
thirtieth story, and with each story, readers
encounter a world where logic bends, rules are

broken, and the most ordinary moments become
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extraordinary adventures. This article explores the
magic behind this book, its characters, its structure,
and why it remains a cornerstone of children's
literature after more than four decades.

The Accidental Architecture: Why
Wayside School Was Built Sideways

Before diving into the stories themselves, it is
essential to understand the foundational joke that
sets everything in motion. The builder of Wayside
School made a terrible mistake: instead of building a
school with thirty classrooms in a row, he built a
school with thirty classrooms stacked one on top of
another. The result is a towering, thirty-story
building where the thirtieth floor is, naturally, the
most chaotic.

This architectural error is the perfect metaphor for
the book's narrative style. Just as the school is
stacked vertically, the stories are stacked
thematically, each chapter building upon the last
while remaining entirely its own world. The setting
itself becomes a character—an unreliable,
mischievous, and endlessly surprising space where
reality is always slightly tilted.

The Structure of the Book: A Chapter



Sideways Stories From Wayside School

for Every Child

Sideways Stories From Wayside School is
structured with a chapter for each student on the
thirtieth story—except for one notable exception.
Each chapter functions as a self-contained short
story, focusing on a single student and their unique
encounter with the school's bizarre logic. This
structure makes the book highly accessible for
young readers who may not have the attention span
for a continuous narrative, while also rewarding
those who read it cover to cover with recurring
characters and inside jokes.

Louis Sachar masterfully uses this structure to
explore a wide range of childhood experiences: fear,
friendship, competition, embarrassment, and the
absolute joy of being understood. The episodic
nature of the book also allows for a variety of
literary devices, from absurdist humor to subtle
moral lessons that never feel preachy.

Memorable Characters of the
Thirtieth Story

One of the greatest strengths of Sideways Stories
From Wayside School is its cast of characters.
Each student is vividly drawn with a single defining
trait—but never in a way that feels reductive.
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hilarious and poignant situations.

Mrs. Jewls: The Teacher Who Makes
Everything Sideways

Mrs. Jewls is the teacher of the thirtieth story, and
she is perhaps the most iconic figure in the book.
She is a deeply earnest educator who genuinely
cares about her students, even if her methods are
unconventional. In one of the most famous chapters,
she teaches arithmetic by having her students throw
paper airplanes. In another, she uses a potato to
explain gravity. Mrs. Jewls embodies the spirit of the
book: learning is not about memorizing facts, but
about seeing the world from a different angle.

Louis: The Yard Teacher Who Belongs
Nowhere

Louis is the yard teacher—a role that exists only on
the thirtieth story. He is calm, kind, and utterly
baffled by everything happening around him. Louis
serves as a grounding presence in the chaos, often
acting as a surrogate parent or older sibling to the
students. His chapters are among the most tender in
the book, and his friendship with the children offers
a quiet counterpoint to the loud humor elsewhere.

John: The Kid Who Could Only Read
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Upside Down

John is one of the most beloved characters in
Sideways Stories From Wayside School. He is a
boy who can only read upside down—not because
he is trying to be difficult, but because that is
genuinely how his brain works. His chapter is a
beautiful meditation on neurodiversity, long before
that term was commonly used. John's struggle to fit
into a system designed for right-side-up readers is
handled with humor and empathy, and his eventual
triumph is genuinely moving.

Nanci: The Girl Who Could Only Read in
the Dark

Nanci is another student with a unique learning
style. She can only read when the lights are
completely off. This leads to a series of comic
misunderstandings as Mrs. Jewls tries to
accommodate her while also teaching the rest of the
class. Nanci's chapter is a perfect example of how
Sachar uses absurdity to explore real issues about
inclusivity and accommodation in the classroom.

Bebe Gunn: The Fastest Drawer in the
West

Bebe Gunn is a prolific artist who has created
hundreds of drawings—so many that her desk is
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creativity, productivity, and the pressure to produce.
Bebe's story is a gentle critique of the idea that
more is always better, and it offers a thoughtful
perspective on the nature of artistic expression.

Myron: The Class President Who Was
Actually a Leech

In one of the most delightfully weird chapters, the
class elects a leech as class president. Myron the
Leech is a quiet but effective leader, and his tenure
is marked by unexpected wisdom. This chapter is a
perfect example of Sachar's ability to take an absurd
premise and turn it into a genuinely insightful
commentary on leadership and representation.

Sharpe: The Boy Who Was Always
Hiding

Sharpe is a shy boy who hides in the closet to avoid
being called on. His chapter is a poignant
exploration of anxiety and the fear of public
speaking. Sharpe's eventual resolution is both
hilarious and deeply satisfying, offering a model of
courage that feels achievable for young readers.

The Humor of Sideways Stories
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The humor in this book is anything but typical. It is
absurd, deadpan, and often meta. Characters break
the fourth wall, logic is consistently subverted, and
the most mundane events spiral into surreal chaos.
This brand of humor rewards attentive reading and
encourages children to think critically about the
rules of storytelling and reality.

Wordplay and Nonsense

Sachar is a master of wordplay. He uses puns,
malapropisms, and literal interpretations of
figurative language to create laugh-out-loud
moments. For example, when a character says "I'm
going to scream my head off," the next sentence
might describe them literally screaming their head
off. This kind of humor is not only fun but also
intellectually stimulating, as it forces readers to
engage with language on multiple levels.

Cruelty with Kindness

One of the most remarkable aspects of the humor in
Sideways Stories From Wayside School is that it
is never mean-spirited. Even when children are
teased or embarrassed, there is always an
underlying warmth that prevents the humor from
feeling cruel, Sacharupderstands that childhood is
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filled with moments of genuine discomfort, and he
addresses these moments with empathy rather than
mockery.

Themes That Resonate Across
Generations

Beneath the surface of its zany stories, Sideways
Stories From Wayside School explores themes
that are universally relevant to children and adults
alike. These themes are woven so seamlessly into
the narrative that they never feel like lessons—they
are simply part of the experience.

Embracing Individuality

Every student in Wayside School is unique, and the
book celebrates these differences rather than trying
to normalize them. Whether a child can only read
upside down or only draws hearts, their quirks are
presented as strengths, not weaknesses. This
message is profoundly empowering for young
readers who may feel different from their peers.

The Absurdity of Rules

The rules at Wayside School are arbitrary, confusing,
and often contradictory. This reflects the real-world
experience of children who are constantly
navigating systems they did not design. The book



Sideways Stories From Wayside School

encourages questioning authority and thinking for
oneself—but always with a sense of humor and
without outright rebellion.

Friendship and Community

Despite the chaos, the students of the thirtieth story
form a tight-knit community. They support each
other through absurd challenges, celebrate each
other's victories, and accept each other's flaws. This
depiction of friendship is both aspirational and
deeply comforting.

The Legacy of the Book and Its
Sequels

Sideways Stories From Wayside School was
never intended to be a series, but its popularity led
to several sequels, including Wayside School Is
Falling Down, Wayside School Gets a Little Stranger,
and the more recent Wayside School Beneath the
Cloud of Doom. Each sequel expands the world while
staying true to the original spirit of absurdity and
heart.

The book has also been adapted into a television
series and a stage musical, further cementing its
place in popular culture. However, nothing quite
captures the experience of reading the original text,
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(by Dennis Hockerman) combine to create an
immersive experience.

Why It Works for Reluctant Readers

One of the reasons Sideways Stories From
Wayside School is so often recommended by
teachers and librarians is its effectiveness with
reluctant readers. The short chapters, fast pacing,
and laugh-out-loud humor make it an ideal entry
point for children who struggle with longer books.
The stories are easy to follow but rich enough to
reward multiple readings.

Conclusion

More than forty years after its initial publication,
Sideways Stories From Wayside School
continues to delight readers of all ages. Its blend of
absurdist humor, genuine emotional insight, and
respect for the intelligence of children makes it a
timeless classic. The book teaches us that it is okay
to be sideways—that sometimes, the best way to
learn, to grow, and to connect with others is to
embrace the upside-down, backwards, and
completely unexpected moments of life. Whether
you are reading it for the first time or the hundredth,
the thirtieth story of Wayside School is always ready
to welcome you, misprints and all.



