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For our teachers

Inspiration, hunger: these are the qualities that drive good schools. The best we educational planners can do is to create the most likely conditions for them to flourish, and then get out of their way.

—Ted Sizer





Introduction

This is a book of different people's stories.

Some are about teachers who changed their students’ lives. Some describe the moment when a person first discovered how to ask the right questions, or found what they were most passionate about. Others are about making art, or going on a challenging hike, or studying everything from Morse code to Macbeth to kung fu. But all of the stories in this collection are about one central thing—learning— and what it feels like to discover one's purpose, passion, and capacity for greatness.

The fifty stories gathered here were submitted, along with hundreds of others, as part of a national grassroots effort to change the tenor of our national conversation about schooling by shifting it from a culture of testing—in which we overvalue basic-skills reading and math scores and undervalue just about everything else—to a culture of learning, in which we restore our collective focus on the core conditions of a powerful learning environment. Our goal is to help people define what makes for powerful learning experiences, and work backward from there to decide how best to evaluate and improve our schools, our educators, and the progress of our nation's schoolchildren.

In sharing their stories, our authors—who range from students to social workers to the Secretary of Education himself—were responding to one of two simple prompts:


1. What was your most powerful personal experience in a learning community—regardless of whether that experience took place inside or outside of school?

2. Who was your most effective teacher, and what was it about that person that made him or her so effective?



The purpose in asking these questions was twofold: first, to give people an opportunity to reflect on what they already know to be true about powerful learning and teaching (rather than telling them what some “expert” thinks it is); and, second, to use the insights from these stories to help people see more clearly what a powerful learning environment actually looks like—and what it requires.

Based on those insights, the stories in this book are divided into five sections: Challenging, Engaging, Supportive, Relevant, and Experiential. As you read them, you'll see that most of the stories could have been listed in several categories. I hope you'll also imagine how the insights they provide can be used to strengthen the learning cultures of the schools in your neighborhood. Rather than viewing each story as a “best practice” that should be replicated and scaled up, I encourage you to think instead of how these authors’ collective wisdom clarifies a “best question” we should ask whenever we want to improve our schools: How can we make schools that are more challenging, engaging, supportive, relevant, and experiential?

Now, more than ever, our country needs these sorts of schools. Unlike any other pillar of our society, public education is the only institution that reaches 90 percent of every new generation, is governed by public authority, and was founded with the explicit mission of preparing young people to be thoughtful and active participants in a democratic society. And, as these stories illuminate, the good news is that the business of improving our schools doesn't need to be a tiresome, desperate, and futile task; it can be a collaborative, risky, and deeply fulfilling journey that results in us better understanding ourselves—and each other.

I hope you enjoy the stories that follow. Consider putting some of the recommendations we provide at the end of each chapter into action in your life and in your community. And please take the time to share your own story, and read the stories of others at www.facesoflearning.net.





Chapter One

[image: 1.1]

A summer art class. The United States Army. The halls of an urban elementary school. A colored high school in Apartheid-era South Africa. The streets of Philadelphia. A church basement. And three separate classrooms where it was impossible to hide.

As these stories remind us, the best learning experiences are never the easy ones. It's only when we're challenged beyond our usual limits that we have the possibility of discovering something new about ourselves, each other, and the larger world.

Meaningful learning can be risky, difficult, and sometimes painful. It can also be the moment when we first discover what we're capable of, and why we can never go back to the way we were before.

Jenna Fournel
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Hometown: Castro Valley, California

Job title: director of communications and outreach, Center for Inspired Teaching

Current home: Alexandria, Virginia

My ideal school is a place where: children's imaginations are revered and their individuality is honored

My personal heroes: my parents, who were my first teachers; my husband, who is a teacher; and my two-year-old son, who is my current teacher

My personal motto: No doubt the universe is unfolding as it should.

My idea of perfect happiness: watching my son discover the world; through him I am learning about it all over again

My present state of mind: agitated by the slow pace of progress

My greatest achievement: raising a kind and gentle human being

Quotable: “The teacher who is indeed wise does not bid you to enter the house of his wisdom but rather leads you to the threshold of your mind.”—Kahlil Gibran



When I was seventeen, I went to the Rhode Island School of Design for a summer pre-college program. I went there to see what it would be like to be an art student and to experience life away from my family for the first time. I was a fairly sheltered child, a do-gooder who thrived on pleasing the adults in my life. As a strong student, I was unaccustomed to failure or, really, even challenge. So, understandably, many things happened that summer that would qualify as powerful learning experiences. But the one that sticks with me to this day happened in the drawing class of Bo Joseph.

Bo was an almost stereotypical artist-teacher, with his exclusively black wardrobe, passionate but sparse speech, and infuriatingly mysterious instructional style. He would give us enigmatic assignments like: “Go outside. Find something. Make a drawing with it.” In my quest to please my instructor I would stress over the specifics of each direction, vacillating between thinking I was supposed to take them literally and searching for the higher symbolic meaning in his words. My peers did not seem so encumbered. They'd return in minutes with dog feces and popsicle sticks, creating bizarre abstract pieces that always seemed to get Bo's nodding approval. I would sit in a corner trying to draw a bird's nest with a broken twig and he would hardly give me the time of day. “That's not quite it,” he would frequently say of my pieces. “I'm not seeing your inspiration yet. Keep looking.”

My anxiety about his class grew and grew with each assignment as I agonized over how to create what he wanted—and fell flat every time. I was baffled by the ease with which it seemed my colleagues were grasping Bo's ideas and my apparent inability to create anything that would warrant event a grunt of approval.

Finally the last day of class came, and we were to work with a live model for the first time. Bo's instructions were predictably vague: “Create.” Nearly in tears, I gave up. I found my favorite corner; pulled out a large sheet of paper, a jar of gesso, and some crusty watercolor paints; looked at the model for a few moments; and started to move the paint around the paper. For the first time all summer I lost track of the students around me, lost track of time, lost track of that tall figure in black for whom I'd failed in every artistic performance. It was just me, the model, the paint, and something in my head that was telling me what to do. “Finally,” said a voice out of nowhere. I awoke from my reverie to see a familiar shadow across the page. I looked up at Bo and cowered in anticipation of his critique. He lowered himself to my level and looked straight into my eyes. “You've heard your inner voice,” he said. “Now don't you ever, ever, stop listening.”

Years later, after being a teacher myself, I know that Bo took on a brave experiment with me. I like to believe he knew it would work, but I shudder to think what I would have become without the breakthrough he inspired. He saw that my desire to please was hampering my ability to create and he pushed and pushed and pushed until I got past the quest for outside approval and found my inner self. The picture is nothing outstanding. It's a reclining nude made of thick gesso with green and blue watercolor paint that has fallen into various scratches and recesses along the form. But I consider it the first piece of art I ever created.

Mark Rockeymoore
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Hometown: Paducah, Texas

Job title: consultant, Earth Node GIS

Current home: Montreal, Quebec

 My ideal school is a place where: learning is emphasized as a lifelong process, and the skills for living a life of curiosity and exploration are fostered from the earliest ages

My personal heroes: my parents, sacrificial avatars, children from abusive backgrounds

My personal motto: life in the now

My idea of perfect happiness: perfect peace

My present state of mind: manifesting innate potential

My greatest achievement: fatherhood

Quotable: If you feel what I'm saying, it means that somewhere within you, you already know it as truth.



In 1987, when I was a very young man, I joined the army and went to basic training at Fort Jackson in Columbia, South Carolina, and then advanced individual training at the signal center in Augusta, Georgia. I did well on the Army Services Vocational Aptitude Battery and chose to train as a single-channel radio operator, which was a combat military occupational specialty that also gave me access to both the GI Bill and the Army College Fund. I was also chosen to learn International Morse Code (IMC), which was an additional skill identifier. That course was one month long and consisted of sitting at a desk wearing headphones and armed with a Morse code tapper of Vietnam War vintage. I proceeded to embark upon an amazing inner journey.

The training regime was relaxed. In the first week, we were responsible for tapping out and being able to interpret three groups, repeating what we heard in our headphones. Each group consisted of five dits and dashes (didadadittydadadittyda) that represented numbers and letters. The second week we were responsible for three more, and so on, until the final group of ten that we had to learn in order to pass the course and become certified in IMC.

The first week was simple enough. I was, along with everyone else, progressing normally, and we made our quota. Then, late in the second week, something happened: I progressed from three to twelve groups in the space of fifteen minutes. The sergeant, who had been teaching there for twelve years, could not—would not—believe I'd never learned Morse code before. I remember the room was dark, our desks were side by side, and the groups blended together like a song. One moment I was listening and tapping code, understanding some and having to think to get the meanings of other letters and numbers, engaging in the reminiscence and recognition pattern that typifies all rote memorization learning methods. And then at some point I entered a mode of reverie, where the dits and dashes were only audible as echoes, as my mind blurred the distinction and what had been aural became graphical—there was an actual, physical bending of mental space as if I'd flexed a previously unknown muscle and switched over to another mode where, suddenly, there appeared a depiction of Morse code in a perfect pattern of resonance and harmonics. It was as if I'd entered a hidden space that was infinite in nature.

I remember the sensation of openness, impossibly deep within my mind, and of texture and depth beyond my current needs available and waiting for input. As I was listening and experiencing this, my fingers moved faster and I instantly knew the code, could see the code, and could utilize this precious insight to cement my understanding. Coming out of it, that unknown muscle flexed once again, leaving me drained but utterly clear, and excited beyond belief.

Watching the instructor walk over to me with a confused expression was confirmation that something strange had indeed just occurred. I've never returned to that space since. I've also never been challenged like that since. But knowing that it exists, having experienced it, is like a tantalizing glimpse into possibility, into the potential of the human mind to access capabilities that normally lie dormant and unused.

It is like this for us all, in every situation that leads to learning. Our ability to concentrate and utilize our innate gifts is either challenged or left unused, depending upon our desire. Whether it is in our secondary, postsecondary, community-oriented or personal educations, the choice to learn is always a choice, and our minds are often an underutilized resource, subject to distractions that engage our egocentric tendencies to the detriment of our inherent capabilities. A classroom setting can be either helpful or not, but real learning originates and comes, always, from within.

Jan Resseger

[image: 1.1]


Hometown: Cleveland, Ohio

Job title: minister for public education and witness, United Church of Christ Justice & Witness Ministries

Quotable: “I said to my children, '…I don't ever want you to forget that there are millions of God's children who will not and cannot get a good education, and I don't want you feeling that you are better than they are. For you will never be what you ought to be until they are what they ought to be.'”—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.



My primary school in an upwardly mobile neighborhood of a small western town in the early 1950s was new and clean. The floor was vinyl, the walls a pale pastel. Dim round ceiling lights produced what was said to be the correct amount of light without glare. With our desks in rows, we were arranged in alphabetical order. Paragraph by paragraph, we read aloud from basic textbooks cleaned of excitement and controversy. Work completed, we were allowed to read the faded orange biographies on a shelf at the back of the room—Louisa May Alcott, Clara Barton, Daniel Boone, George Washington Carver, Henry Clay. School was one of the places I learned the virtues of compliance and obedience, what most families expected of white, middle-class American girls in that era. My classrooms represented the values of my town. Maybe this is the reason I pay a lot of attention to the physical space in the schools I visit.

At one time I assumed that school buildings that appealed to the imagination, that sparked curiosity and intellectual rigor, were settings for the education of the wealthy, but I now know that is not true.

At Chicago's Harold Washington Elementary School, hallways display collections of prints and lithographs. Along the primary wing hallway, “Harold Washington Boulevard,” the late Chicago mayor's polished black Cadillac sits parked against a wall mural of a police station, fire station, and the city hall. The old building, not an up-to-date space by any means, is Principal Dr. Sandra Lewis's canvas for displaying the school's values and painting high expectations. One stairwell displays framed photographs of every one of the school's families. As the old staircases turn up three floors, the “dead” spaces are filled with dioramas, the most memorable a tribute to the black cowboy and filled with a real, though somewhat wrinkled, cactus and a mangy stuffed coyote. A prominent marquee hangs over the entrance of the Margaret Burroughs Performing Arts Theatre, the old-fashioned, two-story auditorium filled with the original 1915 black varnished wood seats screwed to the floor. It is painted pink with life-size panels of black performers lining the walls—Duke Ellington, Aretha Franklin, Andre Watts. Dr. Lewis announces, “Our school's band, orchestra, vocal group, and dance troupe perform here.” At monthly assemblies in this same space, all students posting perfect attendance enter a lottery for a new bicycle.

Even though control and order are paramount at this school—students walking to the gym or the library in straight rows, students reciting in unison a memorized creed about values, respect, and expectations—Dr. Lewis announces, “At our school we have fun.” The working jukebox in the principal's office makes me believe she is right. Sometimes when I'm awake in the night or driving in traffic, my mind wanders to Harold Washington Elementary School. How would I be different if I had been lucky enough to be part of such a place? How will their time at this school shape the lives of the children there? What seems sure to me is that Dr. Lewis knows that to transform the lives of her school's children, she must fill their days with much more than basic reading and math and the drilled-down test prep that is being driven by the federal No Child Left Behind Act. At Harold Washington Elementary School, education is an act of joy.

Gloria Ladson-Billings

[image: 1.1]


Hometown: Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Job title: professor, University of Wisconsin at Madison

Current home: Madison, Wisconsin

My ideal school is a place where: learning is valued, culture is celebrated, and social justice is fostered

My personal heroes: W.E.B. DuBois, Fannie Lou Hamer, Myles Horton, Septima Clark

My personal motto: It may very well be that you have achieved royal status for such a time as this!

My idea of perfect happiness: where disagreeing with me does not mean vilifying me; where having your own opinion does not mean that mine does not exist

My present state of mind: peace in the midst of chaos

My greatest achievement: Raising strong, confident African American children



My most memorable learning experience came as a result of being a student in Mrs. Benn's fifth-grade classroom. Despite being in a de facto segregated school overcrowded with baby boomers, Mrs. Benn was a no-nonsense, challenging teacher who wanted students to know that they were capable of learning any- and everything because they came from a nation of people who had overcome immeasurable odds.

In Mrs. Benn's class, we learned to sing in Latin, Italian, French, and German. She took our ragtag group of poor and working-class African American students all around the city of Philadelphia to sing concerts at nursing homes, community centers, and churches. However, more significant than the singing opportunities was Mrs. Benn's focus on the history of our people.

Most of us thought she must have been making things up. How was it possible that a black man had earned a PhD from Harvard? How could it be that a black man had performed open-heart surgery? Who on earth would believe in a black explorer?

Mrs. Benn assured us that these were aspects of our history that we needed to know. They were powerful reminders of who we were called to be.

Loretta Goodwin
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Hometown: Cape Town, South Africa

Job title: senior director, American Youth Policy Forum

Current home: Washington, D.C.

My ideal school is a place where: teaching and learning are collaborative, creative, ongoing, and engaging

My personal heroes: my parents and Nelson Mandela

My personal motto: Do your best.

My idea of perfect happiness: taking time out each year to relax and rejuvenate at a yoga retreat

My present state of mind: reflective

My greatest achievement: …raising a son who is kind and caring, loves to learn, and takes joy in what he does

Quotable: “Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure…”—Marianne Williamson



In a Cape Town colored high school rife with the inequalities of apartheid, Mrs. Hilda Levin, my English teacher, represented a beacon of hope and encouragement. She was a white teacher venturing each day into the colored neighborhood where I lived (apartheid's success was evident in our tendency to think in terms of racial categories)—a courageous act in the volatile 1980s, when such teachers were compensated with danger pay.

Barely five feet tall, she made great demands on me and my classmates. She urged me to write creatively and often. She proposed thought-provoking topics—or no topic at all. Once she got to know my interests and abilities, she offered suggestions of books to read. She taught me the rules of English grammar and assorted writing styles—all of which stood me in good stead when, three years later, I entered an American university and was able to edit papers for fellow students.

Mrs. Levin's support extended beyond the boundaries of the classroom. Amidst the many disruptions generated by student boycotts, she remained at school late into the day to assist us with our lessons. Other times she would load a bunch of us into her car and drive us to the University of Cape Town to get a sense of campus life. From her we clearly got the message: higher education was possible for all of us if we kept working hard. She also took us to the hospital where her husband worked as a neurosurgeon to give us a taste of career possibilities. By the time I left high school, I was ready to enter university, armed not only with the skills to read, write, and analyze, but also the conviction that I could succeed.

The oppressive political regime had worked hard to convince many of us that we were second-class citizens. Mrs. Levin's words, actions, and support provided a different lens through which to view our world, one that stressed achievement, possibility, and hope. It is that vision that continues to sustain me and inform my continued involvement in the world of education reform. And whenever I return to Cape Town and reconnect with old high school friends, within moments we are recalling something Mrs. Levin taught us or said. Her voice lives on in my head, and her actions and caring attitude remain my yardstick for what a true educator really is.

Bruce Deitrick Price
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Hometown: Norfolk, Virginia

Job title: founder, Improve-Education.org

Current home: Virginia Beach, Virginia

My ideal school is a place where: happy, engaged kids learn a lot

My personal heroes: artists and inventors

My personal motto: Make it new.

My idea of perfect happiness: being creative

My present state of mind: mostly optimistic

My greatest achievement: writing five books and a long poem called “Theoryland”

Quotable: The great sadness of American education is that so many of the people at the top don't care about education as transmission of knowledge. They care about education as indoctrination.



I tell this story because I think you won't want to use it, but you should. I went to one of the country's best private schools and one of the best colleges. Then two years in the army. Classes in the army were the only ones I ever took that were actually designed to be effective. It's amazing how much you can teach, and how quickly you can teach it, if you just say, “Here's the right way to do this; follow me.”

So much of modern educational theory ends up being mere sophistry, positing as it does reasons for delay, reasons for different approaches, reasons for divisions in the class.

In my experience, it's better to decide what students need to know and then tell them. Respectfully, for sure. Entertainingly, if possible.

Arne Duncan
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Hometown: Chicago, Illinois

Job title: secretary of education, U.S. Department of Education

Current home: Washington, D.C.

My personal hero: my mother

My ideal school is a place where: we combine passionate, caring adults, teams of students learning together by helping each other and pushing each other, and the highest expectations for everyone



I grew up going to my mother's after-school tutoring program in a church basement on the South Side of Chicago. It is the best learning community I've ever been a part of and the best learning experience I've ever had. That is high praise, because I have been lucky enough to attend extraordinary schools and to have great professional development and learning experiences as an adult.

My mother created a unique culture. Everyone was challenged to do their best, every single day. It was the ultimate in high expectations, both for individuals and the group as a whole. There were no shortcuts or excuses. We did lots of things in teams and groups. These collaborations created positive peer pressure where we encouraged one another. Folks who were strong in one thing were helping ones who were weak in something else. We had a sense of camaraderie. We were all in it together.

Everybody was both teaching and learning. Ten-year-olds taught five-year-olds, and fifteen-year-olds taught ten-year-olds. At every stage, you were expected to continue to learn and improve, but you also were expected to help others. The older students took great ownership for how the younger children were doing. At a very young age, children felt like leaders, role models, and teachers. It also had the benefit of helping students understand what they were learning because one of the best ways to learn something is to teach it or explain it to someone else.

Because everyone was both a teacher and a learner, we were constantly pushing each other's limits. There was no valid excuse for not working hard or for misbehaving. We had clear rewards for working hard, and there was a sense of teamwork and support across age groups. Finally, there were adults in students’ lives who would stay with them for the long haul. They were there day after day, week after week, year after year, through good times and bad.

Schools should combine all of those things: passionate, caring adults; teams of students learning together by helping each other and pushing each other; students constantly both learning from others and teaching others, and having the highest expectations for everyone. If every child had the chance to have that kind of learning environment, education in this country would reach an entirely different level. It would change students’ lives.

Angela Valenzuela
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Hometown: San Angelo, Texas

Job title: professor, University of Texas

Current home: Austin, Texas

My ideal school is a place where: children are respected and valued for their sociocultural, linguistic and community-based identities, enabling, at minimum, fully vested bilingualism, biculturalism, and biliteracy

My personal heroes: my grandparents, who helped end Jim Crow against Mexicans in West Texas in the 1950s

My personal motto: “All things work for good for those that love the Lord and are called according to His purpose (Romans 8:28).”

My idea of perfect happiness: in the loving embrace of my ancestors before me and the generations to come after me

My present state of mind: life and career always seem to be a struggle, but I am at peace with myself, my family, my community, and my God

My greatest achievement: finding my long-lost family in Mexico only to realize that they were never lost; I was

Quotable: “I believe that the very purpose of life is to be happy…. In my own limited experience I have found that the more we care for the happiness of others, the greater is our own sense of well-being…. It is the principal source of success in life. Since we are not solely material creatures, it is a mistake to place all our hopes for happiness on external development alone. The key is to develop inner peace.”—Dalai Lama



My most life-determining learning experience happened in the eleventh grade in Mrs. Eli's class in my West Texas hometown high school. I remember the first day of the school year in her class. At first—in the brief moments before class was to start—it seemed like any other eleventh-grade class. That is, pretty normal.

Then Mrs. Eli came stomping into the classroom, angrily, did a quick visual survey, and commented that we were not the class of students she had expected. “I always teach honors!” she exclaimed, before stomping back out of the classroom while mumbling something loudly about having to leave in order to go and talk to the principal about straightening this matter out.

Perhaps we were not supposed to take her attitude toward us personally, but the chill in the air was palpable. Humiliated, we all gazed at each other through the corners of our eyes and shrunk in our chairs. I attended a large comprehensive high school, so I knew only a handful of the students in the class. It remains the most silent beginning of any class I have ever taken in my life.

Mrs. Eli's return entrance was just as startling as her exit. She walked back into the classroom huffing and puffing. With her mouth twisted in anger and frustration, she continued where she had left off fifteen minutes earlier. After stirring our deepest insecurities about whether any of us could possibly “make it” in an honors class, she loudly asserted, “Well! I am not going to teach you any differently than I teach my honors students!”

That day turned out to be a turning point in my life. I read my first novel. I wrote my first twelve-page term paper. I made my first visit to the local university library. I read and memorized extended passages of Macbeth and Hamlet and was given the opportunity to read—and fall in love with—the romantic poets, including Wordsworth, Emerson, and Thoreau.

My family, church, and community imbued me with a strong, positive sense of self. Where I was lacking was in academic self-esteem. Not only did I begin to genuinely cultivate a bona fide college-going identity, but this class also empowered me to imagine that I, too, could thrive in that environment. Mrs. Eli's class liberated me from a subterranean, subaltern fear that I would never be “college material.”

Despite our rough beginning, Mrs. Eli stood by her word. She treated us equitably, and she was a good teacher to boot. She was always well prepared; she encouraged discussion; and she shared her love of literature with us.

I have always wanted to thank you, Mrs. Eli, for helping a nondescript, small-framed Mexican girl in exactly the way she needed to be helped at a crucial point in her life. Gracias!

Carl Glickman
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Hometown: Athens, Georgia

Job title: educator and writer

My ideal school is a place where: there is a curiosity, joy, and challenge in learning across the spectrum of ages and responsibilities

My personal heroes: the unknown heroes of the Civil Rights movement

My personal motto: “They did what they could.”

My idea of perfect happiness: no such thing

My present state of mind: finding one's imagination

My greatest achievement: no such thing; rather, all things in one's everyday life



My public life began my junior year in high school. I had a frustrating stutter. Frustrating in that I was embarrassed to speak in public and my self- consciousness made my stutter worse. It also was frustrating in that my speech was fluid when talking to my friends outside of classrooms. But inside the classroom, when called upon to speak by the teacher, my stutter would be pronounced. I was an okay academic student, fairly popular with my classmates, and even though I didn't think my classmates would make fun of me, I became almost vocally paralyzed at the thought of having to answer a question from a teacher. I am grateful for the specialists who worked with me from childhood on how to work around my stutter by learning ways to position my tongue, using easy words with soft consonants to get started, and so on. But my frustrations remained and in my first two years in high school, I found that most teachers worked out an unspoken contract with me. I would do my work, complete all my assignments, and not misbehave and they would not put me on the spot by calling on me. This held true until I had Mr. Matheson for American history.

Mr. Matheson was a handsome, smart, young teacher that the guys admired and at least some of the gals had a crush on. His way of teaching was the discussion method and he provoked students to share their perspectives about events in U.S. history. But for me, he was the one teacher I dreaded the most. Why? Because he refused to play the hidden contract game, and he frequently called on me to speak up in his class. I tried various experiments to get him not to do so, such as sitting in the furthest row, avoiding his gaze, or feebly raising my hand while everyone else was frantically waving theirs. My tactic of last resort would be to misbehave so he would send me out of the room.

None of these tactics worked. In every class, he would continue to call upon me. I kept thinking, Why doesn't he leave me alone? And then after one particularly painful response to his question when I fumbled and became red in the face, he privately asked me to stay after class for a few minutes. After the class session ended, he beckoned me to the corner and said, “Carl, I want you to know that I will continue to call upon you in class. I know it isn't easy for you, but no matter how long it takes, I and your classmates will wait until you have completed your thoughts because what you have to say is worth listening to.”

The effect of what he said made me realize that my speech disability need not interfere with what I have to offer and that I should no longer shirk speaking in class or other public settings. Shortly afterwards, I decided to run for junior class vice president and was required to give a five-minute talk to the entire junior class of four hundred students. This was my first talk to a large captive audience and, though I did have a stumble or two, my teachers and classmates gave me a nice ovation, and many individually congratulated me afterwards.

It would be a nice closing of this story to say that from that moment with Mr. Matheson I was cured from stuttering—but it isn't true. My stutter has been reduced over the years, but to some degree has stayed throughout my life, and it continues to rear up at unexpected times. But I did become a public speaker; teaching hundreds of college students, facilitating numerous school and business meetings, and presenting at large conferences to hundreds and at times thousands of attendees.

I wish that Mr. Matheson knew that his caring refusal to leave me alone was the confidence I needed to go public.

Andrew Margon

[image: 1.1]


Hometown: Brooklyn, New York

Job title: Seventh- and eighth-grade special education teacher, PS/IS 184

Current home: Brooklyn, New York

My ideal school is a place where: students are invested, challenged, well fed, and safe

My personal hero: Maurice Small, an activist and food broker in northeast Ohio

My personal motto: Be open; be present; receive love; give love; be thirsty for knowledge.

My idea of perfect happiness: when we are all free

My present state of mind: contemplative

My greatest achievement: becoming a teacher

Quotable: “Strong people don't need strong leaders.” —Ella Baker



A great teacher's lesson can give you goose bumps and, if you're lucky, mind bumps too.

Marlene was my English teacher and choir director in high school. She was everywhere. If your jacket smelled like stale cigarette smoke, she would let you have it. In the classroom, she shined some light into your lazy, dormant, misunderstood, overactive, apathetic or whatever-other-state your adolescent mind might've been in, and actually got you up in front of the class to act out a scene from George Orwell's 1984, guiding you to draw connections between your reality and Orwell's fiction. In choir, she led diaphragm-strengthening exercises and taught us songs in a dozen different languages, once again guiding us to draw connections.

She tended to different spaces that allowed learning, growth, and positive escape. She had high expectations and high energy. Sometimes she could be downright mean. She cared for you and took her job of helping you grow very seriously. She taught to your complexities. She had the ability to figure out what you needed and a fine-tuned ear for hearing the beauty and potential in your particular voice; if it was a roar, she showed you the merit of a whisper; if it was a whisper, she encouraged you to roar.

Challenging: Five Things You Can Do

1. Read How People Learn

How People Learn: Brain, Mind, Experience, and School (National Academies Press, 1999) shares the findings of a two-year study conducted by the Committee on Developments in the Science of Learning. In the book, a diverse coalition of scholars report that “the revolution in the study of the mind that has occurred in the last three or four decades has important implications for education” (p. 3). In particular, the book recommends creating a challenging environment via a set of teaching practices that “help people take control of their own learning” and encourage learners to “focus on sense-making, self-assessment, and reflection on what worked and what needs improving” (p. 12). Further echoing the ideas of this book, the scholars report that “learners of all ages are more motivated when they see the usefulness of what they are learning and when they can use that information to do something that has an impact on others—especially their local community” (p. 61).

2. Strengthen Your Commitment to Educational Equity

The National Equity Project (NEP) believes every child has a right to a quality education. To that end, NEP coaches people to become the powerful leaders who make good on that promise. At its Coaching for Educational Equity Institute, held twice a year in the summer for educators from across the country, NEP provides the knowledge and skills needed to build the organizational culture, learning conditions, and professional competencies needed for ensuring excellence and equity in districts, schools, classrooms, nonprofit organizations, and communities. To learn more, visit www.bayces.org.

3. Equip Your Toolbox with Q.E.D.

The Q.E.D. Foundation is a multigenerational organization of adults and youth working together to create and sustain student-centered school communities.

Q.E.D. has developed and field-tested a set of tools that schools or community organizations can use to give students challenging, meaningful choices for how and what they learn. These practices and protocols are arranged in response to the following six questions:


1. What does quality learning look like?

2. How do we design challenging, personalized learning experiences?

3. How do we assess and evaluate learning?

4. What does it mean to be college-, work-, and life-ready?

5. How do we design a learning community culture?

6. How do we measure growth and assess readiness?



To learn more and access Q.E.D.'s resources, visit qedfoundation.org.

4. Learn How to Promote Learning and Development for Students of Color

In The Dreamkeepers (Jossey-Bass, 2009), University of Wisconsin professor Gloria Ladson-Billings integrates scholarly research with the stories of eight successful teachers in a predominantly African American school district to illustrate that the “dream” of all teachers and parents—successful learning for all children—is alive and can be emulated. Similarly, Young, Gifted, and Black (Beacon Press, 2004) coauthors Theresa Perry, Claude Steele, and Asa Hilliard argue that the unique social and cultural position that students of color occupy fundamentally shapes those students’ experiences of school, and that a proper understanding of the forces at work can lead to practical, powerful methods for promoting learning and growth at all levels. And Sonia Nieto's The Light in Their Eyes (Teachers College Press, 2009), now in its tenth edition, considers recent theories, policies, and practices about the variability in student learning and culturally responsive pedagogy and examines the importance of student and teacher voice in research and practice.

5. Become Skilled in Critical Friendship

The School Reform Initiative (SRI) supports the development of professional learning communities in schools: groups of educators with a common interest in improving educator practice in order to ensure challenging learning environments, high student achievement, and equitable outcomes for all students. They do this through the development of critical friendship focused on transformational learning and courageous conversations.

SRI members are committed to making their practice public to one another, being reflective, and holding each other accountable for meeting the needs and interests of all students. Through critical friendship, educators share resources and ideas, support each other in implementing new practices, and build relationships among colleagues characterized by mutual trust and freedom from judgment, while keeping a keen focus on issues of equity. They work most often in ongoing, collaborative groups, where they freely discuss each other's practice with the intention of improving student learning. To learn more about SRI and access its rich list of dialogue protocols, visit www.schoolreforminitiative.org.






End of sample
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