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Antique Cars to Teach 
by Cindy Kleyn-Kennedy 

  
 A collection of old cars was recently seen parked on the north side of Marshall Middle 
School, between the practice fields. An antique car show? No…in fact, it was part of a cross-
curricular lesson, organized by a group of Marshall teachers. 
 Tamera Lopez, 7th grade English teacher made time to visit with me and explain. Her 
classes have been reading “A Long Way from Chicago” by Newbery winner Richard Peck. Many 
of his novels for young people take place in the 1930s and 40s, and this one is no different. 
Described as a “novel in stories” it recalls various events of two children visiting their 
grandmother in rural Illinois during the summer months. Peck’s many novels are laced with 
humor and heartwarming stories that, particularly useful in teaching lessons of good character 
to students. 
 Lopez and her fellow teachers came up with the idea of inviting the local car club, the 
“Desert Cruisers” to come and bring to life the types of cars mentioned in the book. According to 
Mrs. Lopez, “The objective was to get the students to think about the time period that we are 
reading about in the novel. The students took it and made it their own. They saw the different 
cars and wondered how things evolved. They [students] compared and contrasted the types of 
cars to today’s cars in writing assignments. They also interviewed the car owners and analyzed 
the information to make a decision about what type of car they’d like to own.” 
 The subject of History was addressed as students looked at a historical grid of gas 
prices and how prices have changed. Students researched what was taking place historically 
that might have affected fluctuations in gas prices. Science was addressed through 
comparisons to body systems, the topic currently being studied. After students had studied the 
skeletal, muscular, and cardiovascular systems, they compared the parts of the car. For 
example, they decided the car frame was the skeletal system; the paint job was skin, and so 
forth. 
 Lopez continued, “In Math students worked with word problems that dealt with average 
speed and distance, figured gas mileage, which gave them insight of how Math fits into the real 
world. After the fact, they talked about the different eras, and students selected a car they really 
liked and why, with all aspects considered. We talked about the evolutions of history. We talked 
about euphemisms, such as “roll up the window.”  

Author Peck offered great observations about writing and how his students taught him to 
write: “They [students] taught me that a novel must entertain first before it can be anything else. 
I learned that there is no such thing as a ‘grade reading level’…that the attention span will rise 
and fall according to the degree of interest.” 
 The teachers at Marshall Middle School can be congratulated on maximizing that degree 
of interest with their introducing creative and innovative activities and events to engage 
students; also, what a great way to demonstrate the crossover of curriculum to the real world. 
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