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INTRODUCTION: THE
UNFORGETTABLE EDUCATOR
BEHIND FRONT OF THE CLASS

Few stories in modern education
resonate as deeply as that of Brad
Cohen. His journey from a child
misunderstood and ridiculed for his
uncontrollable tics to a celebrated
teacher who won the Sallie Mae First
Class Teacher of the Year Award is both
heart-wrenching and uplifting. The

phrase Front Of The Class Brad
Cohen has become synonymous with
perseverance, empathy, and the power
of believing in oneself. Whether you
encountered his story through his
bestselling memoir or the acclaimed
Hallmark Hall of Fame film, Brad Cohen's
life offers invaluable lessons for
educators, parents, and anyone who has
ever felt like an outsider.

This article explores the full arc of Brad
Cohen's experience—from his early
struggles with Tourette syndrome to his
groundbreaking work as an educator. We
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will examine the cultural impact of his
story, the teaching methods he
developed, and the timeless message
that your greatest challenge can become
your greatest gift. By the end, you will
understand why Front Of The Class
Brad Cohen remains a beacon of hope
for millions around the world.

THE INSPIRING TRUE STORY OF
BRAD COHEN

Early Life and
Tourette

Syndrome
Diagnosis

Brad Cohen was born in 1973 in St.
Louis, Missouri. From a very young age,
he exhibited involuntary sounds and
movements that bewildered his parents
and teachers. He would bark, clear his
throat uncontrollably, or twist his
neck—symptoms that were often
mistaken for deliberate misbehavior. By
the time he reached elementary school,
Brad had been labeled a "class clown" or
a "disruptive student," and he was
frequently sent to the principal's office.

It was not until he was six years old that
a doctor finally diagnosed him with
Tourette syndrome (TS), a neurological
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disorder characterized by repetitive,
involuntary movements and
vocalizations called tics. The diagnosis
brought a mix of relief and confusion.
Brad finally had a name for his condition,
but he also realized that he would have
to live with it for the rest of his life. His
mother, Ellen Cohen, became his fiercest
advocate, tirelessly researching TS and
educating others about the disorder. She
once famously told a room full of
skeptical school administrators, "My son
doesn't want attention. He just wants to
be treated like everyone else."

In school, Brad faced immense social
challenges. Other children mimicked his
tics, laughed at him, and excluded him
from activities. Teachers often punished
him for sounds he could not control. One
particular moment defined his path

forward: his elementary school principal
suggested that maybe Brad should
consider a career that did not require
being around people—like a writer
working in isolation. Instead of
discouraging him, that comment ignited
a fire. Brad decided right then that he
wanted to become the kind of teacher he
had never had.

Overcoming
Stigma and
Bullying

Middle school and high school were
brutal for Brad. He was teased
relentlessly. He found some solace in



sports, particularly baseball, where he
discovered that his tics temporarily
vanished when he was completely
focused on the game. But the academic
environment remained hostile. Brad's
turning point came during a school
assembly when the principal asked him
to address the entire student body about
his condition. Nervous but determined,
Brad explained that he had Tourette
syndrome, that his sounds were not
intentional, and that he would appreciate
if everyone stopped mocking him. The
speech was a success—students began
to understand, and the bullying
decreased significantly.

This experience taught Brad the power
of education and open communication.
He realized that people often fear what
they do not understand. By sharing his

own story, he could break down barriers.
This became the foundation of his
teaching philosophy: empathy and
knowledge can transform a
classroom.

THE BOOK AND MOVIE: FRONT
OF THE CLASS

The Memoir
(2005)

Brad Cohen co-wrote his memoir Front of
the Class: How Tourette Syndrome Made
Me the Teacher | Never Had with Lisa
Wysocky. The title itself is a powerful
play on words. In a traditional classroom,
the front of the class is the teacher's
domain; Brad spent his entire childhood
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wanting to be there, not as the student
being disciplined, but as the educator
leading the lesson. The book was
published in 2005 and immediately
struck a chord with readers. It offers an
intimate, unflinching look at what it
means to live with Tourette syndrome
while chasing an ambitious dream.

The memoir covers Brad's college years,
his struggles to find a teaching job
despite his tics, and his ultimate triumph
when he was hired by Mountain View
Elementary School in Georgia. It details
the hundreds of rejection letters he
received—schools that refused to
interview him once they learned of his
condition. Yet Brad persisted, armed
with a philosophy of honesty and humor.
He also includes anecdotes from his
teaching career, showing how he used

his tics to build rapport with students
rather than create distance.

The Hallmark
Hall of Fame
Movie (2008)

In 2008, Front of the Class was adapted
into a television movie starring James
Wolk as Brad Cohen and Emmy-winning
actor Treat Williams as Brad's father.
The film aired on CBS as part of the
Hallmark Hall of Fame series. It was
praised for its sensitive portrayal of
Tourette syndrome and for not
sensationalizing the disorder. Instead, it
focused on the human story—Brad's



relationships with his family, his
mentors, and his students.

One of the most memorable scenes in
the movie shows Brad being interviewed
for a teaching position. He tells the
principal, "l have Tourette syndrome.
You'll hear noises. But I'm the best
teacher you'll ever hire." That directness
and confidence resonate with viewers.
The film continues to be shown in
teacher training programs, special
education classes, and diversity
workshops. The term Front Of The
Class Brad Cohen has become a
searchable keyword for anyone looking
for stories of inclusion and
determination.

BRAD COHEN'S TEACHING

PHILOSOPHY AND IMPACT

How He
Connects with
Students

As a teacher, Brad Cohen developed a
unique approach that combined
academic rigor with emotional support.
He taught second grade for many years,
and later moved into special education
and coaching roles. His tics—such as
neck jerks, eye blinks, and vocal
outbursts—were always present in the
classroom. Rather than hide them, Brad
used them as teaching tools. On the first
day of school, he would introduce
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himself and explain Tourette syndrome
in simple terms. He would give students
permission to ask questions, and he
often found that after the initial curiosity
wore off, the tics became background
noise.

Brad's classroom management style was
built on consistency and kindness. He
believed that every child deserves a
champion—an adult who will never give
up on them. His own childhood
memories of being misunderstood fueled
his passion for reaching the "difficult"
students. He once said, "The kids who
are hardest to love need it the most."
This belief echoes the philosophy of
many great educators, but Brad lived it
daily.

He also incorporated humor. When a tic
caused him to make an odd sound, he

might say, "That's my brain's way of
keeping me interesting." This defused
tension and taught students that
differences can be celebrated rather
than hidden.

Advocacy and
Speaking
Engagements

Brad Cohen's impact extends far beyond
his own classroom. He became a sought-
after motivational speaker, addressing
school districts, corporate audiences,
and medical conferences. He founded
the Brad Cohen Tourette Foundation,
which provides resources, scholarships,



and support for individuals with TS. He
also worked with the Tourette
Association of America, helping to train
educators on how to accommodate
students with tic disorders.

His story has been used in psychology
textbooks, diversity training modules,
and countless blog posts about
overcoming adversity. The key message
in every speech is simple: Your tics,
your stutters, your differences are
not weaknesses. In fact, they may be
the very things that make you a more
compassionate and effective teacher.

KEY LESSONS FROM BRAD
COHEN'S JOURNEY

Perseverance in
the Face of
Adversity

One of the most striking aspects of Brad
Cohen's story is his relentless
persistence. After graduating from
Bradley University with a degree in
education, he sent out at least 25 job
applications. Every single school rejected
him after learning about his Tourette
syndrome. He did not give up. He
eventually landed a job as a substitute
teacher, then as a classroom aide, and
finally convinced the principal at
Mountain View to give him a chance.
That principal, George P. Lucas, later
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said that hiring Brad was one of the best
decisions he ever made.

Brad's perseverance teaches us that
rejection is not a final verdict. It is a
detour. His example is especially
powerful for people with disabilities or
chronic conditions who face systemic
barriers. He shows that you can
acknowledge your limitations without
letting them define your potential.

The Importance
of Empathy in
Education

Brad Cohen's teaching style is rooted in
empathy. He knew what it felt like to be

laughed at, isolated, and
underestimated. As a result, he created
a classroom culture where every child
felt safe. He had a zero-tolerance policy
for bullying, but he also focused on
proactive kindness. He taught students
to celebrate differences and to support
one another.

Empathy is increasingly recognized as a
critical skill in education. Studies show
that students learn better when they feel
emotionally connected to their teachers.
Brad Cohen's story is a living case study
of this principle. He did not just teach
math and reading; he taught human
decency.

THE LEGACY OF FRONT OF THE
CLASS

More than a decade after the movie



aired, the legacy of Front Of The Class
Brad Cohen remains strong. The book
is still in print, and the film is frequently
streamed on platforms like Amazon
Prime and YouTube. Brad continues to
speak and advocate, though he now
focuses more on training future
educators. He has mentored dozens of
young teachers and continues to
challenge schools to be more inclusive.

In 2023, the Tourette Association of
America honored Brad with a lifetime
achievement award. The award
recognized not only his teaching career
but also his role in changing public
perception of Tourette syndrome. The
term "Front of the Class" has entered the
cultural lexicon as shorthand for triumph
over disability.

Moreover, Brad's story has inspired other
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teachers with disabilities to enter the
profession. There is now a small but
growing movement of educators who
come out about their own neurological
differences, citing Brad Cohen as their
inspiration. This ripple effect is perhaps
the most profound aspect of his legacy.

CONCLUSION

The journey of Front Of The Class
Brad Cohen is more than a feel-good
story—it is a blueprint for resilience.
Brad Cohen turned a diagnosis that
could have limited him into a platform
that amplified his impact. He proved that
the best teachers are not those who
present a flawless image, but those who
show up authentically, even when it
means making unexpected noises in
front of twenty curious second-graders.
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Whether you are an educator looking for
inspiration, a parent raising a child with
special needs, or someone simply
searching for a story of hope, Brad
Cohen's life offers an enduring answer.
He once said, "I cannot stop my tics. But
| can control what | do with my life." Few
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people have demonstrated that truth
more powerfully. As you close this
article, consider how you might apply
Brad's courage and compassion to your
own world. The front of the class is not
just a place—it is a mindset.



