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    Foreword


    Ashley Bryan


    Professor Mary Evelyn Hollowell has had an extensive career in education. She brings her experience to bear in this journal, a documentation of her year in a rural alternative school in Georgia. It is a gripping account. One is moved by the courage with which Professor Hollowell faced the daily challenges that are described in this journal.


    Wherever Prof. Hollowell has taught, she has invited me to share my work with her students. She arranged my visit to this school. I came prepared, as always, to reach the audience through my program of Black American poets, Black American spirituals, and African tales. I engaged the students in an active participation by leading them in chanting lines of poems after me. This opened the students to the vocal play evoked by the printed words of the poem. This led to my retelling of African tales in which I use the devices of poetry. The students helped with the story by call and response interaction. I closed with the music of Black American spirituals.


    The program was warmly received. I felt I had elicited as helpful and warm a response from the students as I had from any other audience. I was not aware of the possibility of disruption, as described as an on-going challenge to the teachers of this school. Prof. Hollowell describes the teachers’ handling of difficult situations as they arose. She recognized the caring approach of the teachers. She observed them in class and noted their strategies for moving forward with the required subject matter. On occasions when she substituted, she followed the example of the best of the sessions she had observed or in which she had taken part. She held steadily to her belief that the nonconfrontational approach would lead to positive changes in the students’ growth.


    In the midfifties, I taught in an alternative school. The Wiltwyck School for Boys, 9-13 years old, was in upstate Esopus, New York. These students had been in trouble that had brought them into court. The judge then ass igned them to this school setting for rehabilitation. The midfifties posed less of a problem to a teacher in an alternative school than what a teacher faces today. There was not the same concern of guns, knives, security checks, or the level of violence that is common in our society today.


    I worked in the art studio, directed by the art therapist, Edith Kramer. Her book Art Therapy in a Children's Community has become a basic book for educators and art teachers. In conference with the staff, Ms. Kramer would contribute insights into possible forthcoming changes in the student that she noted the art predicted. When Ms. Kramer saw how well I worked with the students, she left me in midyear to devote her time to completing her book. I had no training in interpreting students’ art work. I worked only to open the esthetic challenge of whatever the student was painting. Problems were minor, although I had been advised that I would have help in removing a disruptive student from the setting, if necessary. I was able to follow Ms. Kramer's lead and get fine artwork from the students.


    Like the Wiltwyck staff, Professor Hollowell believes in the constructive outreach to all students. She was completely unprepared for the shock of discovering that there was a solitary confinement cell located in the rural alternative school she was documenting. It was hard for her to grasp that the teachers whose compassion and restraint she had noted in their dealing with the students would allow for such a practice.


    Since then, Professor Hollowell has become active with other educators and parents in condemning these solitary confinement cells. They have joined together in working toward the elimination of these confinement cells in public schools, wherever they exist in states across the country.


    Clearly, Prof. Hollowell believes in educational reform and the ongoing efforts to reach students with problems. It is her hope that these students will also become contributors to our society.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    AUGUST


    AUGUST 5


    “These are tough kids,” the principal told me three times on the phone and, again, during my job interview. Students were sent to Peachtree Alternative School for assaulting teachers, sexually harassing peers, bringing weapons to school, and making terroristic threats. They had also dealt drugs, committed burglary and vandalism, and were chronically disruptive. Most of the students were boys, and most were on parole. Half were black, and half were white.


    I was interviewing for the middle school science teacher position. I had just moved to Georgia and was anxious for a job. Midsummer was a bad time to begin looking for a teaching spot since most new teachers had already been hired. Peachtree Alternative was the only school left that had an opening in my field.


    One of my friends taught at an alternative school in Milwaukee, and I had visited her classes. Her alternative school was unusual in that it had a relaxed atmosphere and a lot of student input into the curriculum. Students chose their own books and projects. They even graded their teacher's performance.


    My friend's school was hardly a boot camp. Teachers, there, viewed themselves more as therapists than jailers. They wore blue jeans, and students called them by their first names. Teachers barely even raised their voices. The Milwaukee students, some of the toughest kids in the city, did community service, participated in school governance, and received academic credit for work-study opportunities. Many of them graduated.


    I wondered if this nonpunitive philosophy of alternative schooling would extend to a rural community in the Deep South.


    Mary Henderson, the principal of Peachtree Alternative, peered at me over the top of her bifocals, which were secured by a chain around her neck. She wore a teeshirt that said “Grandma” beneath a blue-jean jumper that, as experienced teachers know, is a practical school uniform. Jumpers let you to bend and stretch without exposing skin, and they provide good ventilation on hot summer afternoons.
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    Figure 1. The Front Entrance to the School.


    My other interviewer was Louise Bates, the high school English teacher. She was an attractive woman with a big smile and snow white hair. The two women looked at me expectantly. “What do you think of the building?" Ms. Henderson asked.


    “Well,” I stammered, getting ready to confess that I thought it was pretty grim. The two women started laughing. Ms. Henderson, herself, had indicated during our phone conversation that the building was a dump.


    It was a decrepit structure from the 1950s that had been abandoned for a while, before it was reopened in the late nineties as an alternative school. The paint was peeling, the walls were crumbling, and floor tiles were missing. Broken windows were either boarded up or the cracks were patched with duct tape. A blue dumpster beside the front door welcomed visitors. The gutters were rusted and collapsing, and rust streaked the sides of the building. Weeds grew along the base of the building, and the parking lot had huge potholes.


    Across the street, a graffiti-covered gymnasium had a front lawn strewn with bits of paper, broken glass, and crushed beer cans. A few chickens pecked around in the red dirt.


    I had visited dilapidated schools in American inner cities and schools in rural Kenya with no electricity or running water. Even by those standards, Peachtree Alternative School was shoddy. Apparently, Ms. Henderson and Ms. Bates agreed. The principal told me about her struggle to maintain the building. “This old building is expensive,” she said. “The roof leaks, and we've probably had to repair the air conditioner about fifty times. I do have a fully staffed cafeteria."


    The interview began in earnest. “We have kids who'll spit at you, swear at you, knock you down,” said Ms. Bates. “How would you handle these students?"


    I was shocked. “Do they really spit at you?” I asked. Spitting was an ultimate form of disrespect.


    “Well, not that much,” Ms. Bates conceded.


    I answered the question by babbling about the importance of being over-prepared. “Always have a backup plan,” I said. “Use a variety of methods to teach a diversity of learners."


    I remembered the advice that Martin Haberman gave in his 1995 book Star Teachers of Children in Poverty. Haberman was one of my heroes. I'd read all of his books and heard him speak on several occasions. I knew that Peachtree Alternative students, in that rural community, were likely to be poor. I echoed Haberman, saying that being flexible, admitting my own mistakes, and having respect for parents were other means of handling students.


    “What would you do,” asked Ms. Henderson, “on day one when you were faced with fifteen hyperactive children? What would your classroom management strategy be?"


    The term “classroom management” threw me for a loop for a few seconds. I knew that many alternative students had lives so punishing, so filled with poverty, crime, abuse, and addiction, that they were almost immune to punishment. Few punishments that teachers gave would make a difference. A system of rewards would be more useful, as would role modeling good behavior, circulating around the room, and ignoring minor misbehaviors until they extinguished themselves.


    “It's important to know students’ names, right away,” I told the women. “Get to know as much about their lives as you can. The more you know about them, the better your discipline will be. It'd be ideal if we could visit every student at home, get to know parents, although I know that's not possible."


    I paused to catch my breath. “Incorporate your own interests into teaching," I added. “Let them see you outside the classroom, in different contexts."


    I told the women that I had a lot of practical experience in science, ranging from working in a museum to a zoo to a marine biology lab. “I have a lot of stories that enliven my teaching,” I told them. I also felt compelled to explain why I'd had so many different jobs over the years, “My husband was in television news, so we moved around a lot. Now, we're more settled."


    After hearing about my previous employers, Ms. Henderson asked, “Why would someone like you, with your museum background, be interested in this job?"


    I'd anticipated the question. According to my guru, Haberman, saying that I liked children wouldn't be good enough, so I told them, “I love science, and I like challenges.” It was true. I did love science, and I did want to see if I could hack it teaching alternative students, like my friend in Milwaukee. Plus, I'd already checked the pay scale, and I could earn more teaching in a public school than I had at any of my “fun jobs” that paid a pittance.


    To demonstrate my love of teaching, I told them about some museum science courses I had taught in Cincinnati. One course, inside a natural history museum, was called The Geological Wonders of Africa, and we handled fluorescent rocks. “I have good ideas leftover from teaching in museums,” I said, hoping to entice the women.


    Ms. Bates tried to entice me right back. “Ms. Henderson lets us do creative things,” she said, which was good news to hear about a principal.


    Ms. Henderson told me some about her own background. She was an English teacher, then a counselor, then an administrator at an alternative school in Ohio. “That school was nothing like this one. We had vocational education there,” she said, clearly missing her old school. “We can't save every child, but we can save some of them, and we can save some of them through vocational education. Not everyone's meant to go to college."


    She had moved to the South, after a divorce, to be closer to her daughter and grandson. Ms. Henderson had been a substitute administrator for a while, then an assistant principal at Peachtree Alternative School for a year before becoming principal. This was her second year as principal. She thought that Ohio public schools were light years ahead of Georgia's in terms of school resources.


    Ms. Bates had been in journalism for almost twenty years before becoming an English teacher. She had worked at a newspaper in Arkansas. Her own daughter had been an alternative school student. That was part of her reason for teaching at Peachtree Alternative, and she loved it. “I wouldn't teach anywhere else,” she said.


    In fact, most of the twelve teachers at Peachtree Alternative were mid-career teachers who had come to alternative schooling from other fields. The wealth of older, veteran teachers was rare. Most alternative schools had young inexperienced teachers and high teacher turnover. Some Peachtree Alternative teachers had been in the military, and others had been in counseling. One teacher had been in gifted education and wanted to apply the same high standards to at-risk youth. Teachers at Peachtree Alternative School were also unusual in that many had taught at the school for three or more years. Some had been teaching there as many as seven, eight, or nine years.


    The actual curriculum at Peachtree Alternative School sounded daunting. “These kids need life skills,” Ms. Bates told me. “Some of them don't even know how to look you in the eye when they're speaking.” I tried to imagine practicing greetings with students.


    “Especially those middle schoolers,” Ms. Henderson added. “They really don't know how to act in the classroom. They're so jumpy. It takes them until October to settle down."


    “Your other classes would be earth science for sixth graders, life science for seventh, and physics for eighth,” said Ms. Bates. The three different science courses would take a lot of planning, and I wondered if I could get away with varying each class only slightly.


    “What's the class size?” I asked.


    “The cap is fifteen,” said Ms. Henderson. That was larger than the six to eight students per class she had quoted on the phone.


    I shook hands with the women and headed out the door. It was the middle of summer, and there were only a few cars in the parking lot. Georgia red clay was everywhere, in large bare patches on the ground and in streaks on the asphalt. It even hung in the air in a reddish haze.


    Peachtree Alternative was surrounded by low-rise housing projects and a handful of homes. Some of the homes were made of unpainted concrete. They had boarded-up windows but were still occupied. Other homes were wooden. They had broken steps, sagging front porches, and torn screens. Side lots contained old furniture, rusted appliances, and abandoned cars resting on concrete blocks.


    The main road, a block away from the school, had a filling station across from a fried chicken franchise. Beside the filling station was an abandoned restaurant, and beside the fried chicken franchise was a boarded-up building with the words “no loitering” spray painted in big red letters.


    As I headed down Rural Route 14, the homes became statelier. Franklin had a town square with a historic brick courthouse, constructed in 1845. Farther down the road was a quaint town called Great Oaks. Its homes had the distinct feel of the Old South with long porches, tall white columns, and yards filled with towering oak trees. I treated myself to lunch at the famed Black Stallion Inn in Great Oaks. As I rocked on the wide front porch and waited for a table, a girl in a hoop skirt and wide-brimmed hat served me lemonade. My lunch was fried chicken, collard greens, and black-eyed peas, but I passed on the pecan pie dessert.


    AUGUST 26


    I didn't hear about the job until weeks later when I called the school. Ms. Henderson told me that she'd planned to hire me, but the position hadbeen canceled, at the last minute. She apologized profusely. “I'm sorry I didn't call,” she said. “We've just been so busy."


    The county school budget had been slashed by 3 5 million dollars, and the first thing to go was salaries. Peachtree Alternative School lost five staff members over the summer. The assistant principal, secretary, librarian, full-time nurse, and in-school suspension officer all lost their jobs. It also lost its high school art and physical education programs.


    Ms. Henderson said that she almost cried when she heard about the job cuts. “I told the teachers I have left, ‘Now, don't be too good or they'll think we don't need any more people.'


    She urged me to be a regular substitute teacher at the school. “I can't get substitutes to come to this school,” she said. “They won't set foot in the door, and some of them only have GEDs.


    “It's stressful, here,” she said, “but I have to laugh or else I'd go crazy. There's a lot of humor around here."


    “We're more expensive than other schools,” Ms. Henderson said. “We spend twice as much per pupil, and we're only allowed 120 students. We're supposed to have a low student-to-teacher ratio, but this year, our classes are going to be about fifteen to eighteen students. We'll have chronic discipline problems and no room for disaffected youth."


    I knew that “disaffected” was a term for quieter students who were more lonely and withdrawn than disruptive. They didn't fare well in large American public schools that had harried teachers and anonymous student bodies.


    “I don't think this board really knows the meaning of alternative education," Ms. Henderson said. “When I first came here, we took high school students on field trips to Stone Mountain, but they didn't understand why we were doing that. They really don't know what alternative education is all about."


    Clearly, she had an obstacle to overcome. She had to convince the board of education of the value of therapeutic as opposed to punitive alternative schooling. With her background in counseling, she naturally leaned toward more therapeutic measures.


    The task was daunting. “I once gave a presentation before the board," Ms. Henderson told me, “and I knew it was hopeless when they wouldn't even look at me."


    Therapeutic alternative educators preferred gentleness over harshness. They taught by example, praised often, and prided themselves on nontraditional classrooms. They maintained their tempers, were unfailingly polite, and did not retaliate against chronically disruptive students.


    Punitive alternative educators, on the other hand, were more common, as evidenced by the preponderance of boot camps, scared straight, and tough love programs. Joe Clark, a much-lauded principal in the late 1980s, waswell-known for raising test scores at the impoverished East Side High School in New Jersey. He also exemplified tough love by berating teachers, using a bull horn, and wielding a baseball bat. Clark appeared on the cover of Time magazine in 1988 and was depicted by actor Morgan Freeman in the popular film Lean on Me.


    I knew that the general public was more supportive of punitive measures for chronically disruptive students than therapeutic ones. For one thing, adults were more familiar with punitive programs. If they'd heard of therapeutic alternative schooling at all, people often wondered, Why reward bad kids?


    Ms. Henderson's task of edifying the school board was urgent because the board might close Peachtree Alternative at the end of the year. The school's academic counselor had received a phone call from the wife of a board member, giving her a heads up. Peachtree Alternative was in its tenth and, possibly, final year.


    The signs were ominous. Neglect of the school buildings, dramatic staff cuts, and overcrowding pointed toward looming closure of Peachtree Alternative School. The fact that it had lasted almost ten years was amazing. It was a virtual dinosaur, as far as alternative schools went.


    “I wrote the assistant superintendent,” Ms. Henderson said, “asking her to please give me plenty of notice if they're going to close the school. I don't want my teachers to have to scramble for jobs at the last minute."


    By this time, I was so interested in Peachtree Alternative School that I decided to stay and write a book. There were few books on alternative schooling and none on southern alternative schooling. I planned to explore the punitive—nonpunitive tension in a public school system and wondered if alternative schooling could succeed if the philosophical issue was not resolved.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    September


    SEPTEMBER 3


    Ms. Henderson had urged me to visit the academic counselor, so I sat on a sagging couch in the counselor's office. “You could write a whole book on this place in just one week,” she told me. Her name was Ms. Wilkins. She had a kind face and wore standard teacher attire, a denim jumper.


    The counselor told me she wore many hats. “I've been the school resource director, the link between the school and community,” she said. “At one point, I wrote grants. I got a big grant to start a Boys and Girls Club in town, and it's still going strong. One year, we started a service learning project and built a park, right here in Franklin. It took a whole year. Kids rode dump trucks, backhoes, things like that."


    Another environmental project, led by the counselor, involved a nearby wastewater treatment plant. Students helped collect samples of creek water and tested them for pollution. Both of the environmental projects showed students career options. The counselor had also taken students before a judge, not to be sentenced, but to learn what being a judge entailed. While at the courthouse, students also learned about the careers of bailiffs, court reporters, and lawyers. The counselor had arranged for other local business leaders, such as a golf shop owner and a restaurant owner, to speak to students about their careers.


    In previous years, Ms. Wilkins had taken students to lobby legislators in Atlanta on behalf of alternative schooling. The activity helped teens develop communications skills. I spotted a photo of the counselor wearing a hard hat and rappelling equipment and learned that she and students had taken a ropes courses to develop leadership skills. During November, studentseven developed citizenship skills by doing something called Poll Patrol.They assisted voters, particularly senior citizens, to the polls. Students heldumbrellas over voters’ heads when it was raining as they entered and leftthe polls.
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    Figure 2. The Side Entrance to the School.


    Speaking of umbrellas, the counselor said that she was one of the original founders of the school, and in the old days, the school building was in even worse condition. She used to have to sit with an umbrella propped over her computer to repel rainwater because the roof leaked so much. One teacher had as many as nine buckets in her classroom to collect rainwater. When a male teacher accidentally punctured a ceiling tile with his umbrella and the whole ceiling collapsed, the central office finally fixed the roof.


    That year, Ms. Wilkins was not only the academic counselor, she was also acting assistant principal, at least unofficially, because the school no longer had one. She would be heavily involved in student discipline.


    My next stop was Ms. Bates's high school English classroom. I found her reading The Crucible aloud. “Someone's here,” a boy said. Ms. Bates waved, and the kids kept reading.


    Half of Ms. Bates's classroom was filled with desks. The other half was divided into a reading center and a small computer center. The reading center had a couch, comfortable chairs, and a rack of magazines. Two stacked suitcases served as a makeshift coffee table. Ms. Bates's bookshelves held many young adult novels. I browsed the titles and spotted some of my favorites: the Prydain Chronicles by Lloyd Alexander, the fantasy books of Madeleine L'Engle, and historical novels by Christopher Paul Curtis.


    The room was bright and eclectic. A large kite hung from the ceiling, ridden by a toy monkey. The couch had colorful throw pillows, and behind it, were shelves holding various art collections: vases, ceramic cats, and brightly painted miniature chairs. Ms. Bates had many photographs displayed around the room. In one, she hugged her two teenaged children. Another photo, from her days in Arkansas, showed her shaking hands with Governor Bill Clinton.


    Several of the students were asleep at their desks, but Ms. Bates didn't wake them. In a college classroom or prep school, sleeping wouldn't be allowed, but things were different, here. When it was time for a sleeping student to read, Ms. Bates just shook him.


    In some alternative schools, female teachers wore pants to deter sexual harassment. Some even wore sneakers so they could run. At Peachtree Alternative, however, Ms. Bates wore a pretty blue dress and heels.


    “I'm tired of reading,” a girl said about the play.


    “I know,” said Ms. Bates. “You have a long part, today. There's not much more."


    One boy read his lines with dramatic flair. When the period ended, he slammed his book shut and declared, “I read the whole fucking thing!"


    Just before school ended, the high school history teacher, Mr. Owens, invited me to his classroom, where I peered at his photos. One photo showed him on a family canoe trip. He also had photos of the submarine he had served on and mock battles that he had participated in as a Civil War reenactor. “The students like that I was in the navy,” he said. Mr. Owens and I discussed the Tony Horwitz book, Confederates in the Attic, about Civil War reenacting taken to the extreme, and Mr. Owens was quick to say, “I'm not that hard core.


    “How long are you going to be here?” he asked.


    “All year,” I told him.


    “Well, good,” said Mr. Owens. He was glad I wasn't going to be one of those visitors who swept in and swept out and then wrote something based on cursory observations. He headed out to bus duty then to graduate school at a distant university. He was taking extra courses so he could add a certification area to his teaching license. Ms. Bates was in graduate school, too, for a master's degree. At least she didn't have to drive far; hers was an online university. Not only were they alternative school teachers and parents, they were also graduate students. They both had a lot on their plates.


    School was over, and the high school hall was eerily empty. I decided to check out a parallel hall, 200 Hall, which was for middle school and special education students. Special education students at Peachtree Alternative School were in self-contained, not integrated, classrooms.


    On 200 Hall, I met more teachers who were decompressing together in a classroom. Ms. Henderson joined us, and we all perched in student desks. The teachers were friendly and invited me to visit their rooms. Mr. Martin, a new special education teacher, was the lone male on 200 Hall, and Ms. Singh, a tiny woman from India, taught a small class of special education students who were severely disruptive.


    “Tell Ms. Hollowell about your students,” Ms. Henderson told a middle school teacher.


    The woman didn't hesitate. “Oh, they're awful,” she said. “I love them, but they're awful."


    A special ed. paraprofessional named Ms. Hackett was enthusiastic about a recent guest speaker. A naturalist from Sandy Bottom Nature Center had brought a hawk to school. “Next time, he'll bring snakes,” she said then glanced at the principal for approval. “They're nonvenomous,” she added. Ms. Henderson expressed concern about the snakes but didn't veto the visit.


    Ms. Hackett had also brought a goat to stay at Peachtree Alternative. It lived in the enclosed grassy quadrangle in the middle of the school. Ms. Hackett thought it was good for students to experience caring for an animal. It taught them responsibility, helped them develop empathy, and paved the way for building relationships with others. I peered out the window and saw a small white goat tethered to a tree beside a pail of water.


    “Her name is Trixie,” Ms. Henderson told me. “Trixie is our school mascot"


    “Does she get lonely out there?” I asked Ms. Hackett, which had occurred to her, too.


    “I'm thinking of bringing in another one,” she said and teased the principal. “If we have a fundraiser, will you kiss one of the goats?"


    “I may pet it, but I won't kiss it,” said Ms. Henderson.


    Speaking of fundraisers, another special educator had a suggestion. She wore a black leather belt with metal studs that was at odds with her slender frame and long brown hair. She was the chair of the special education department at Peachtree Alternative School. “At my son's school in Tucker,” the chair said, “the principal stood on the roof and did hula dances in a grass skirt. She also let students throw pie pans of shaving cream at her."


    The idea did not appeal to Ms. Henderson. “You've got to remember our population,” she said. “If our students threw pans of shaving cream at me, it would hurt. I've had to suspend eight kids, today, and did it alone because I don't have an assistant principal. I'm not very popular."


    SEPTEMBER 5


    “You missed all the excitement,” a teacher told me at 8:15 on Friday morning. “It could have been a book in itself.” Two boys had gotten into a fight at breakfast. (The cafeteria served two meals per day, and most students qualified for free breakfast and lunch.)


    One boy had assaulted another and scraped his face, dislocated his shoulder, and tried to stomp on him. “I predicted William would blow,” the principal said about the assailant. “I predicted it from day one, during orientation, when he sat with his feet on the table. When I told him to put them down, he said, ‘You can't make me.'


    “Who stopped the fight?” I asked.


    “Not me. I wouldn't get in there and break it up,” said the principal, implying it was too dangerous. “The security officer pinned William down and cuffed him. We had to call an ambulance for the other boy."


    I decided to observe special education and middle school, so I headed for 200 Hall. I passed a high school special ed. classroom and saw an Ashley Bryan illustration taped to a teacher's desk. Ashley Bryan was an award-winning children's illustrator who'd published more than thirty books. He was the winner of a Virginia Hamilton Award, a Coretta Scott King Award, and the Arbuthnot Prize for lifetime contributions to children's literature.


    Ashley was also a family friend. My mother, a retired reading teacher, had met him when he visited her school, and they had been firm friends ever since. Ashley lived on an island in Maine but came to Georgia to visit his sister. I had one of his paintings in my living room and had even sponsored an exhibit of his handmade puppets when I worked at a children's museum. They were marvelous puppets made of driftwood, seashells, and beach glass.


    I stopped to talk to the paraprofessional behind the desk, whose name was Ms. Pearl. She was holding down the fort until the special ed. department chair returned from an errand. “I found that in the library and really liked it,” Ms. Pearl said about the Ashley Bryan picture. I told her about Ashley and said I'd try to bring him to the school the next time he was in town.


    Ms. Pearl was very gentle with the older special education students. She had spent twenty years in the navy as a communications specialist before becoming a paraprofessional. “First, I was in San Diego then Pensacola," she told me. “I also lived in South America and Mexico. Naval bases were good places to raise kids. I have eight of them."


    “Eight kids? Wow,” I said.


    “When we came back to Franklin, they didn't like it here. There's not much to do, but I wanted to be near family."


    “Is this your hometown?"


    “Right,” said Ms. Pearl, “and a lot of my family still lives here. My parents and grandmother are here. I knew my great-grandmother, and I wanted my kids to know theirs.'


    “Things have sure changed, around here,” she said. “When I was growing up, there were a lot of dirt roads."


    Ms. Pearl looked pensive. “There are so many pregnant teens, these days. I was young when I had my first kid, but at least, I was twenty. I've been married twenty-two years.


    “Why don't you give Ms. Hollowell a tour of the room?” Ms. Pearl suggested to a boy, who led me in a wide circle. The fringes of the room were divided into centers. The reading center had young adult novels and comfortable chairs, the math center had board games, and the science center had a wall-mounted deer head that someone had donated. The boy lingered under the deer to tell me a hunting story.


    I studied the daily schedule that was posted in front of the room. It was fast-paced, the exact opposite of high school block scheduling. Special education students wrote in their journals, read newspapers, and had math and language arts in quick succession. Lunch was followed by team work that took place outdoors, if it wasn't raining. An example of team work was relays. At the end of the day, special education students had an activity called “group.” I understood that group was when they sat in a circle and reviewed their behavior.


    My student guide led me over to a tall behavior chart that was taped to a wall. It was divided into zones. All students began in the lower zone and progressed upward. When a student's behavior improved dramatically, he reached the top of the chart, and it was time for him to return to regular school.


    Removing students temporarily from mainstream schools and having them earn their way back was controversial. Many alternative school teachers doubted that troubled teens’ problems could be solved in one semester. A common academic problem found in alternative schools was poor literacy skills, and correcting that took time.


    Experienced alternative educators sometimes wondered if students should be returned to regular schools, at all. In some cases, regular schools contributed to problems by being too large to fulfill the needs of troubled teens, who needed smaller classes and more one-on-one attention.


    “Do students want to go back to regular schools?” I asked Ms. Pearl, but my tour guide answered.


    “Some do and some don't,” he said.


    I learned, later, that if Peachtree Alternative students opposed returning to regular schools, teachers sometimes wrote waivers for them to stay. In fact, some students had been at the school for several years, and some even graduated from the alternative school.


    We headed to lunch. The cafeteria was freezing, and many students shivered in their shorts. In the South, old school buildings were often freezing in warm months and sweltering in the winter due to overactive air conditioning and heating.


    I ate tacos with a retired school superintendent who was now volunteering at the school. He tutored students and sat in on classes when teachers needed a break. He was on familiar turf because he had once been a principal at Peachtree Alternative before becoming a superintendent.


    Ms. Henderson dropped by our table. She asked the volunteer if he wouldn't mind looking in on a substitute teacher who was having trouble. I had spotted the substitute in the library earlier that day. He was elderly and had my utmost sympathy.


    “It's been a stressful day,” Ms. Henderson told us. “Fridays are always the worst."


    She turned to me. “I have a title for your book,” she said. “I think it should be called ‘Thank God It's Monday.’ Mondays are always better in alternative schools."


    The volunteer explained. “It's because more kids are absent on Mondays, and the ones that are here are tired from partying all weekend."


    “I'm exhausted by the end of the week,” Ms. Henderson said. She suggested that I attend a disciplinary meeting she was holding. Five students had committed dress code violations. “There may be fireworks,” she warned.


    The principal passed by later, trailed by the high school history teacher, a parole officer, and five boys. We all went to the library, and Ms. Henderson directed the boys to some tables. They grinned as she scolded them for wearing baggy pants.


    Each boy was called forward individually and told to lift his shirt. Three boys revealed pants that were hanging far below their boxers. Two others had added belts on the way over.


    “Now, I'm giving you a second warning,” said Ms. Henderson, “and if you come to school like this again, I'll cite you for failure to comply with the code of conduct. You'll go before a discipline committee. Peachtree County says you can't come to school like this."


    One boy panicked and thought he was going to jail, but Ms. Henderson quickly reassured him, “It'll be a school hearing, not a legal proceeding."


    The boys’ parole officer, a handsome black man, spoke up. He told the boys they couldn't get jobs, dressed as they were. “Who's going to hire you with your pants falling off?” he asked.


    Afterward, the adults had their own meeting. “The kids’ attitudes are worse these days,” the principal said. She mentioned an earlier incident when a girl started to walk right between her and a female parole officer while they were having a conversation.


    “It was incredibly rude,” said Ms. Henderson. “I pulled her back to stop her, and she said, ‘Get your damn hand off me.'"


    The principal shook her head. “I don't want to have to do this . . . discipline students for dress code violations. It's a waste of my time, but Peachtree County says I have to. Do you have any suggestions?” she asked us.


    Some therapeutic alternative schools had eliminated dress codes altogether, but it wasn't an option in conservative, rural Peachtree County. No one had any suggestions, but the history teacher observed wryly, “Sometimes their pants even fall off."


    One of the students who had just left was frustrating the history teacher in another way. “Justin won't even look at me,” Mr. Owens said. “He talks constantly, and when I try to talk to him, he turns away. When I ask him in the hall if he can hear me, he says ‘yes', but he can't focus. He needs Ritalin."


    “I know,” said the principal. “He asked me if he could please have his medicine, but the school can't afford it.” She turned to me. “Last year, we'd give it to him first thing in the morning. Our nurse would hand it to him right away when he walked in the door, but he went off it this summer."


    I knew that many parents stopped giving their children Ritalin in the sum mertime to give them a break from the medicine or to save money.


    “I told his mother he needs more me dicine,” the principal said. “She made an appointment for him, but they never went.” We sat in glum silence then went our ways.


    I walked Mr. Owens back to history class and asked him more about his teaching. “Ms. Bates says I have a presence with kids,” he told me, without conceit. “I don't know why. I just do."


    I agreed, to myself, that the man had natural authority. He also had enthu siasm and compassion.


    “I understand these kids because I used to be one of them,” Mr. Owens said. “I used to have a white Mohawk and wear combat boots. Other kids used to beat me up. I didn't care about school and didn't want to graduate.


    “Don't hesitate to give me advice. Ms. Bates and I are tight,” he said, crossing his fingers, “but we're open to suggestions.” I left Mr. Owens to discipline some loud students in the substitute teacher's room.


    My day ended with a visit to the front office. The room was empty because the school no longer had a secretary, although a rare temp sometimes sat at the desk for a few hours. That afternoon, I walked directly into the principal's office.


    Ms. Henderson filled me in on the opening days of school that I'd missed. The paramedics had come to school with their sirens wailing three times in August to treat a special education student with epilepsy. The paramedics found, while the student really did have epilepsy, he was just faking seizures.


    The fourth time the student lay on the ground, the teachers could detect his eyes fluttering and suspected faking. The paraprofessional named Ms. Hackett stood over him and said she'd be scared to take him on field trips if he kept having attacks. The student popped up, and there had been no more episodes.


    SEPTEMBER 12


    “A substitute!” some kids yelled when they spotted me. Their tone was gleeful. A lot of kids enjoyed having a substitute teacher, which they interpreted as being able to goof off. Their bubble burst, though, when Mr. Owens walked into the room.


    “You can sit at my desk,” he told me and rolled out a new orthopedic office chair.


    “Nice chair,” I observed, and he agreed.


    “Ms. Henderson didn't want me sitting in that other one.” He pointed to a dingy, tilting chair in the corner.


    There were twelve students in the high school history class, and only three of them were girls. Mr. Owens gave us all a handout. “This came off the Internet,” he told me. “I also get stuff from an AP Web site. I don't want to dumb down the material."


    Some of the kids did a measure of seatwork. Two boys were preparing to take the high school exit exam, and Mr. Owens had exit exam prep books for them. I browsed a dry prep book and pitied the kids for having to take exit exams.


    Three kids slept and two read magazines while Mr. Owens taught those who were paying attention. It was triage education. He had to pick his battles, and keeping kids awake and constantly on task wasn't one of them.


    Mr. Owens role modeled courtesy. He frequently said “sir,” “ma'am,” and “please.” He also exuded calmness. “I never raise my voice,” he told me later.


    John Kellmayer, author of How to Establish an Alternative School, never raised his voice either. Kellmayer wrote that maintaining one's temper was vital in alternative schools. Alternative students were masters of confrontation, and if you engaged in an argument with them, students would invariably win. Also, Kellmayer thought that students would be more likely to turn to him in times of trouble if they could count on him to remain calm.


    A boy named Mike, in a yellow tee shirt, stood out as a troublemaker. He whined and shouted until Mr. Owens took him into the hall. The rest of thestudents quieted down to listen and stared at the doorway. The pair returned, and Mike was quieter afterward.


    Danita was a big, cheerful girl who kept taking swigs of grape juice from a clear jug with wads of chewing gum in the bottom. One boy sported a diamond earring, and I had trouble distinguishing between two girls who wore identical hairstyles and blue-jean miniskirts.


    All three girls were tough. A miniskirted girl punched Mike in the arm while Mr. Owens had his back turned, and Danita told someone to “shut up" then looked sheepishly in the teacher's direction. Saying “shut up” was one of his pet peeves.


    “Mr. Owens, are you leaving?” a boy asked.


    “No, what makes you say that?"


    “Well, she's here,” the boy pointed at me.


    “I'm not leaving,” Mr. Owens assured him.


    “We're getting a new teacher, though,” the boy reported. “I was at a school board meeting, and they were deciding on an application."


    “I don't think so,” said Mr. Owens. “They must have been approving substitute teachers. No one wants to teach here.” He was half joking, but the kids were immediately defensive.


    “I ain't bad!” three kids said in unison.


    “Of course not,” said Mr. Owens. “Now, we're going to play a game." The class was divided in half to answer a series of questions. Each time they answered correctly, they'd earn a point, and the winning team could deduct the total number of points they earned from their next quiz. “I've given as many as seventeen extra points,” said Mr. Owens.


    The game didn't go well, though. The kids resisted and were lethargic. In fact, they were so unenthusiastic that Mr. Owens gave up. “I don't think I'm going to do this again,” he announced.


    “Fine, then don't. I don't care,” said Danita, who clearly did.


    Mr. Owens let it slide, and the ninety-minute period drew to a close. He moved to the back of the room and told me that he didn't like block scheduling. “I'm an adult, and it's hard to maintain my attention for ninety minutes. I'm taking graduate classes that are three hours long. We're wearing out toward the end there."


    “What are you taking?” I asked him.


    “Oh, just stuff for certification,” he said, without elaborating. “I wanted to be a teacher so I could spend more time with my family. But I'm not spending more time with my family. If I'm not planning or grading papers, then I'm in graduate school."


    “Did I hear your wife was a teacher, too?"


    “She teaches at Holly Springs Elementary. She's been there fifteen years. Last year, she was teacher of the year there, and I was teacher of the year here. We were the first married couple to both be teacher of the year."


    Ms. Bates came by with a list of names. On Fridays, students with good behavior could go with Mr. Owens to the gym to play basketball. Good behavior included not sleeping.


    Some kids left the room, and others replaced them. A girl with blonde streaks sat in the desk beside me and began browsing a photo album. She wrote notes that she carefully shielded with a sheet of paper then practiced some calligraphy. Three kids slept in a corner. One boy slumped in a chair and propped his feet in another. He pulled his head, turtle-like, inside his shirt. Another boy hid beneath his sweatshirt hood.


    A boy stuck out his tongue to show Mr. Owens the newly pierced tip. “Keep it in there,” said the teacher. “If I don't see it, it's not breaking the rules."


    Mr. Owens sat poised on a stool in the front of the room. Danita finished her juice, decided to participate, and answered most of Mr. Owens’ questions. She wanted to know more about Thomas Jefferson. “I have a ruler with all of the presidents on it,” she said. “What's so special about Thomas Jefferson?"


    “Some people think he was a hero, but he did own slaves,” Mr. Owens pointed out. “George Washington owned slaves, too.” That was important information since many high school students still graduated not knowing that the two presidents had been slave owners.


    James Loewen, who wrote Lies My Teacher Told Me, blamed whitewashed history textbooks for the widespread lack of knowledge about the Founding Fathers’ misdeeds. He thought the authors of history textbooks were prone to hero worshipping and feared portraying the Founding Fathers in a bad light.


    “Didn't George Washington chop down a cherry tree or something?" asked Danita.


    “It's a myth that he chopped down a cherry tree then said, ‘I cannot tell a lie,"' said Mr. Owens. “It's a story told to little kids to make them more honest"


    Danita was indignant. “Then why do they tell us that in school?"


    “My point,” said Mr. Owens, “is not everything you're told in school is true. It's better to question and research things than accept them unconditionally. Remember what we learned about Columbus? He's considered a hero, but he did some bad things, like enslaving Indians “


    Mr. Owens told Danita more about Thomas Jefferson. “He was a farmer and a politician and an architect who designed his own home. It was called Monticello, and it had a dome. Look at a nickel, and you can see it.” Several kids pulled out nickels and examined them. “He was an inventor,” Mr. Owens said and described some of Jefferson's inventions.


    “He also slept with Sally Hemings,” Danita pointed out.


    “That's right,” said Mr. Owens, “and he fathered many children."


    “You must like history,“ I whispered to Danita.


    “I do,” she whispered back. Later, I learned that Danita was one of the students who was at the school, not for chronic disruption, but for falling behindacademically. She had dropped out of school to give birth to twins.


    “Do you have any questions?” Mr. Owens asked me as we headed for lunch.


    “I wondered about the sleeping,” I said.


    Mr. Owens told me that one student in the last class was on medication that made him very sleepy. “I could go around rapping on desks all day or I can teach the kids who want to learn. We do have a reward system for kids who don't sleep.


    “It's hard having eighteen kids in that class,” Mr. Owens said. “I used to have five, and we could just sit at my desk and talk. It's a different bunch of kids this year."


    Ms. Bates had a planning period after lunch, but she was going to tutor a small group of boys and said I was welcome to join them. “I'm going to teach `Gilgamesh.’ I haven't taught it before, so this ought to be interesting."


    Three boys sat in the reading section of her room with lunch trays perched on their knees. Ms. Bates had brought food back from the cafeteria. She put the containers in a small refrigerator and explained, “I take extra food home for dinner."


    Four more kids jostled into the room. “Mr. Wilson sent us over to cool off,” said Danita. Mr. Wilson was the high school math teacher.


    Ms. Bates sighed. “Okay,” she said, “but I'm going to have to talk with him.” I gathered that Mr. Wilson was using Ms. Bates as an interclass suspension officer. The school no longer had an in-school suspension officer so teachers had to come up with other options. Either they controlled their own kids or engaged in intraclass suspension (i.e., isolating students within their own classrooms.) An alternative consequence was interclass suspension (i.e., isolating students in someone else's classroom). Interclass suspension only worked, though, if the other class was filled with much younger or much older students.


    “If you're here during my planning period,” Ms. Bates told the additions, “the rule is you don't say anything.” The extra kids sat at the computers and played games.


    Ms. Bates ate apple crumble from a paper cup and studied her “Gilgamesh" notes. She handed me a printout. “I have to supplement the text with research of my own,” she said. “Some of it's from the Internet. It takes a long time to find, and some of it's not so good."


    “Gilgamesh” was a fun word to say, but the story didn't grab the boys. Only one kid responded to Ms. Bates's probes. She tried to elicit parallels between “Gilgamesh” and the Noah's Ark story but a lot of her questions hung in the air.


    Students arrived for fourth period, and they weren't happy to learn they were going to have a test. Many alternative school students had a history of bad experiences with tests; therefore, some alternative schools, such as my friend's in Milwaukee, eliminated tests altogether, despite adult arguments that there were tests in the real world. At the Milwaukee alternative school, kids just compiled portfolios of their best work. Peachtree Alternative School was not that radical.


    “How long is the test?” asked a student.


    “Eight pages,” said Ms. Bates.


    “Eight pages!” whined several kids.


    They had read The Crucible and had even seen the film version starring Wynona Rider. I thought that, surely, it wouldn't hurt them to buckle down. One boy tried to look at another's paper until Ms. Bates moved to a prominent position in front of the room. Most kids finished the test in under forty-five minutes and had free time until the end of the day. They read magazines, slept, or surfed the Internet.


    Mr. Wilson, the math teacher, sent in yet another boy for interclass suspension. Mike, the boy in the yellow tee shirt, who had also been disruptive in Mr. Owens's class, flounced in. He flopped on a sofa and stewed and then pinched a girl's crotch when Ms. Bates wasn't looking. Mike bragged to another boy about waking up on the floor of his pickup truck clutching a whisky bottle and a .38 Special.


    SEPTEMBER 15


    A custodian spotted me. “You're here more than the regular teachers,” she said.


    The principal led me down the hall and introduced me to Ms. Cox, the middle school art teacher. She welcomed me into a colorful room. Bird mobiles hung from the ceiling. The walls were covered with papier-mâché masks and handmade ceramic tiles, and a life-size cardboard robot stood in a corner with its arms raised.


    Ms. Cox was a striking woman with long, flowing blonde hair. She wore all black and sported a silver ring on every finger.


    Four boys and four girls sat at tables around the room. One girl had an ugly black eye, and the white of her eye was bloody. Two plump girls named Heather and Brandy formed a gang of two in the middle of the room. Both girls wore round, wire-framed glasses. They threw out quips and mimicked Ms. Cox, but she ignored them. They especially liked to mimic Ms. Cox’ s enthusiastic tone as she gushed over students’ artwork. She praised them generously. I thought that praise wasn't such a bad thing to echo. If you had to listen to something two or three times, why not have it be good? The alternative students might not receive much praise at home.


    Ms. Cox also used frequent endearments. She called the kids “hon” and “honey” in a paradoxically gruff voice.


    Heather and Brandy made a lot of unnecessary noise. They slammed their books shut and slapped their papers around. Brandy even banged on the table with the palm of her hand.


    Despite their antics, I could see that they admired their teacher. The students had made collages, using images from magazines, and Heather's collage was all rings. She had glued pictures of different rings all over her construction paper. Ms. Cox's own ten rings glittered whenever she raised her hands.


    The students moved from one activity to another, in quick succession. Ms. Cox was demonstrating successful teaching: being overprepared and keeping students busy with relevant projects. She avoided downtime.


    The teacher showed me a CD. “I play symphonies,” she said. “I have a bunch of them. I pop them in, and they're good background music. They're soothing."


    Ms. Cox's organization was as good as her pacing. All of her boxes were clearly labeled. Laminated instructions for projects were posted all around the room, and computers were in a neat row with all of the screens visible. Large plastic cups were filled with sharpened pencils. A whole week's worth of assignments was written on the board.


    The next activity was a drawing assignment. Kids were told to illustrate adjectives. They drew a total of twenty faces with expressions such as sad, angry, or scared. “I'm drawing you,” Heather told Ms. Cox.


    “Good,” said Ms. Cox, in passing.


    “I'm drawing her as funny,” said Heather.


    “How about crazy or stupid?” suggested Brandy.


    Ms. Cox showed an art film. “Here's what they have to answer,” she said, handing me a list of thought questions. “They're not just watching.” The list of questions was long. Ms. Cox was challenging her students like Mr. Owens with his advanced placement materials and Ms. Bates with “Gilgamesh." They all had high expectations.


    Ms. Cox sat beside me for a minute. “I try to give them plenty of choices," she said. “I like to have choices myself. I had some teachers that just bored me to death. You probably did, too. I give homework about three times a week and none on weekends, unless it's makeup work.


    “I have a good storeroom and a kiln next door. I wrote a grant for it when I first got here. I don't have a sink, but we make do with a bucket."


    She looked around the room. “These are good kids,” she said, loudly enough for them to hear. “They're good kids. They just haven't made good choices.


    “What's your story?” she asked me bluntly, and I told her about myself.


    In turn, Ms. Cox said she'd been teaching for twenty-six years. Seven of them had been at Peachtree Alternative. We talked about ineffective punitive programs such as boot camps.


    “I've been to boot camp,” Heather piped up.


    Ms. Cox nodded. “Heather's been here three years,” she said. She pushed back her chair. “I don't know what I'm doing sitting down. I never sit down." Her regular circulating was another hallmark of good teaching.


    “Remember to hand in your twenty faces,” she told the kids. “That's your ticket out the door.” She turned to me. “Come back any time."


    I followed Heather and Brandy to their next class and introduced myself to Sara Woods-Jones, the physical education teacher, who had been forced to teach science at the last minute when the science position was frozen. I'd also heard that Ms. W-J, as she was called, was a champion weightlifter, so kids ought to think twice before messing with her.


    We headed down 200 Hall, and it was a long, awkward walk. Some kids pushed, while others straggled. I had plenty of time to study the floor tiles, many of which were missing.


    When we reached Ms. W-J's classroom at the end of the hall, it was obvious why she was wearing a thick woolen sweater. Her room was closest to the building's air-conditioning unit, and it was freezing. Some kids’ lips were turning blue. They started shivering, and some clustered their chairs in a small patch of sunlight. Others put on jackets or just slipped their arms inside cotton tee shirts. Brandy wrapped herself in the one blanket in the room.


    Ms. W-J opened all of the windows in an attempt to let in warm air, but that only increased the noise from the nearby air-conditioning unit. The rusted contraption absolutely roared. My own fingertips began to turn white.


    Brandy called Heather a name. “Excuse me!” said Ms. W-J, who had super hearing. “That's not her name."


    “It is, too,” said Brandy. “It's Heather Honkey."


    “I don't see that in my roll book,” said Ms. W-J. I had noticed that Peachtree Alternative teachers were quick to admonish kids for racist remarks.


    The kids watched a video on earthquakes then had free time. Two kids played a game of checkers while others talked quietly or drew pictures. It was a peaceful setting.


    At 10:15, the room began to empty. “Is this a bathroom break?” I asked.


    “We're going to lunch,” Ms. W-J told me.



    “So early?"


    With the overcrowding and a relatively small lunchroom, lunches had to be widely staggered. Plus, preschoolers in a building, next door, used the lunchroom, too. Lunch began early and ended late.


    Brandy shoved Heather, who was in front of her in line, and Ms. W-J shook her head. “These girls are something else,” she said.


    “They're pretty tough,” I observed.


    Ms. W-J corrected me. “They think they're tough."


    Lunch was the three Cs: corn dogs, corn, and coleslaw. A visitor's plate cost $2.50. Ms. Henderson, who monitored the lunch periods, sat at a table just inside the door. Two round teachers’ tables were placed near the cash register. The cafeteria staff had made them look nice with lacy tablecloths and plastic flower centerpieces. “No take out, today?” Ms. Henderson called to the teachers.


    “No, we like corn dogs,” a teacher said, waving hers in the air.


    “It's quiet today,” Ms. W-J observed.


    “That's because Samantha has gone to prison,” said another teacher.


    Ms. W-J ate her lunch, quickly. “Time to go,” she announced to her twenty students. “You need to wear a longer skirt,” she whispered to a girl in a blue jean miniskirt.


    We went back to the frigid classroom and had more free time. “Pull your shirt down,” Ms. W-J told another girl, who was exposing her midriff. The girl pulled her shirt down, briefly.


    Ms. W-J's fmal class was gym. She took students across the road to the gymnasium that was even more decrepit than the school building. Inside, the wooden bleachers were broken and the floor, beneath them, was littered with trash. Much of the paint was peeling from the walls, and a basketball hoop was missing a net.


    All of the girls sat on the bleachers while most of the boys played basketball. Ms. W-J was the only female on the court until she sprained a finger.


    The air inside the gym was stale, and the toilets didn't work. A frayed rope dangled from the ceiling, the scoreboards were broken, and a clock was missing. Some parallel bars listed in a corner. The gymnasium epitomized a neglected building and sent a strong message that the county didn't care about troubled teens.


    SEPTEMBER 16


    A community meeting took place in a large conferenceroom across the hallfrom Mr. Owens’ room. Normally, the conference room was locked, buttoday, it was filled with a dozen adults. The room smelled of coffee and biscuits, and tables were arranged in a large U shape.


    The group was called Save Our Students (SOS). The director opened the meeting by saying, “We invite anyone who cares about children and youth in Peachtree County to participate.” I sat beside Ms. Henderson, who identified others in the room. They included substance abuse counselors from a residential treatment facility, a deputy sheriff, and a nurse from a local health agency. The nurse was planning a health fair with blood pressure screenings and car seat safety checks. A local college professor, in charge of family literacy, was also in attendance. Her program provided picture books to new mothers in hospitals, encouraging them to read to babies. A foster father, who had several foster children in the school, sat directly across from me.


    “Ms. Henderson, would you like to introduce your guest?” asked the director.


    The principal stood up. “This is Mary Hollowell, and she's writing about our school. She's seen some very good teaching."


    I agreed and told the group what I'd seen.


    A substance abuse counselor added, “I work with a Peachtree Alternative students at the rehab center, and they love it here. They learn more here than they ever did at their old schools."


    The foster father spoke next. “My son, Malcolm, goes here. He's the biggest kid in school."


    “He certainly is,” said Ms. Henderson.


    “He wants to play varsity basketball but still go here,” the man said. It was another testament to good teaching.


    Ms. Henderson was still standing, and she rode the wave. “We have some good people helping us.” She mentioned the former principal and superintendent, who was now volunteering.


    She turned to the bad news. “We're hurting, though, because I've had to cut six staff positions.” She named the losses. “We may even close."


    “Now is the time to have some good PR,” said a woman.


    “Would it help if we wrote letters to the school board?” asked another.


    “Absolutely,” said Ms. Henderson.


    After the meeting, the director approached the principal. “Is it really that bad?” she asked.


    “We're going to be hit with more budget cuts in January,” said Ms. Henderson. “That's going to affect everyone. I hear they may even cut paraprofessionals, although not in special education. They're talking about cutting programs, next, and we're one of them.


    “What the board needs to realize,” said the principal, “is this county is growing. We'll have more of these kids, and if they aren't in school with me, they'll be out on the streets. They'll be breaking into homes and starting fires.


    “There's talk of putting the alternative students behind regular schools in trailers but that won't work,” Ms. Henderson said.


    I, myself, knew from reading How to Establish an Alternative School that nearby trailers wouldn't work because there would be mutual hostility between alternative and regular students. The two schools, in close proximity, would likely have two principals and two sets of rules, which would just be confusing. Over time, the alternative school would become more like the regular school with the anonymity that may have contributed to students' problems in the first place.


    In How to Establish an Alternative School, John Kellmayer wrote that stand alone alternative schools were a better option than attached ones, although stand alone alternative schools in very remote areas bred violence. Remote alternative schools isolated students from society, and their students failed to interact with and learn from upstanding citizens. Peachtree Alternative School was somewhat isolated but not remote.


    “There's some talk about building a new football stadium behind the high school,” said Ms. Henderson. “We can either do that or educate these kids. We have to get our priorities straight."


    After the meeting, I ran a guest speaker idea by Ms. Henderson. I suggested bringing author Ashley Bryan to visit, the next time he was in town, and she agreed.


    “Where are you going, next?” she asked.


    “To visit the new special ed. teacher."


    “Mr. Martin?"


    “He's invited me a couple of times, already,” I said.


    “Well, he's having some problems. Maybe you can give him some advice."


    Seven boys and one girl were doing worksheets in Mr. Martin's special education classroom or, at least, they were sitting with worksheets in front of them. Two walls of the room were partitioned into cubicles. Each cubicle or cubby contained a desk facing the center of the room. Three boys sat in cubbies but the rest were at desks in the middle of the room. I didn't know what to make of the giant cubbies. Were they a prehistoric method of special education or a practical way to reduce distractions?


    One student, who'd been especially disruptive, sat at a desk in the hall. Only two boys did any work. The rest just wandered around. They talked, shouted, and distracted their neighbors. Mr. Martin said “sit down” repeatedly but they ignored him.


    Most of the students were in seventh or eighth grade. Only one boy, Matthew, was in the sixth grade. Matthew was at Peachtree Alternative for tryingto strangle a teacher. I saw his eyes roll back once, and he shook his head to stop it. Later, I watched him suck his thumb. He was a dangerous adolescent and a toddler, in the same package.


    Matthew watched me taking notes. “What are you doing?” he asked.


    “I'm writing a book."


    “We bad?” he asked because someone taking notes usually meant he was in trouble.


    “You're not bad,” I told him quickly, and caught Mr. Martin's eye.


    I knew how important it was to combat negative labels. The history teacher and the art teacher had demonstrated that to me. Mr. Owens had quickly reassured defensive students that, of course, they weren't bad, and Ms. Cox had said loudly, “These are good kids. They just haven't made good choices."


    Work time was followed by free time but both periods looked the same. Few of the kids could settle down long enough to focus on one project. Ms. Hackett, Mr. Martin's paraprofessional, returned to the room. She was the enthusiastic woman who had brought a goat to school.


    A reading corner held a great set of books. I spotted Susan Cooper's fantasy The Dark is Rising and Jerry Spinelli’s book Maniac MaGee. There were many good titles, and I itched to read aloud to the kids. I loved reading aloud.


    There was so much movement going on. A big boy did nothing he was told to do and knocked over a can of soda on Ms. Hackett's desk. He did a poor job of cleaning it up. Basically, he threw all of her papers onto the floor and swabbed at a couple of sticky spots. He was the most disruptive kid in class. His pants were falling off, and he grabbed his crotch a lot. He stepped on Ms. Hackett's papers with big shoes that were unlaced.


    The grownups in charge kept their cool. Matthew expressed an interest in the book, The Hunchback of Notre Dame. “Oh!” he said, grabbing a copy.


    “You can read it, then watch the movie,” Ms. Hackett told him. She pointed to a collection of videotapes lining a windowsill. “Then you can compare the book to the movie."


    Ms. Hackett set Matthew up at a listening station. He and two other students listened to an audiotape of The Hunchback of Notre Dame and followed along in the book. They complained because the equipment was shoddy.


    “I can't help it,” Ms. Hackett said. “I have to buy it myself at garage sales because we don't have much money around here.” Matthew listened longer than the other two kids. . . . a full five minutes.


    “Remember to have your permission forms signed so you can go on the field trip,” Ms. Hackett told the group.


    “Where are you going?” I asked.


    “Stone Mountain. We're going to the plantation because it fits with the Georgia history curriculum.” I knew how important it was, in the era of accountability,to legitimize a field trip by carefully relating it to something the students were studying. There were no frivolous field trips. I suspected that Ms. Hackett was one of those highly creative educators who could make any subject relevant.


    I asked to go on the field trip but said that I didn't want to take up space meant for children. “We have plenty of room,” Ms. Hackett assured me. “We have a whole bus. The trip is for kids who've been on their best behavior. Some of them will stay here.


    The students began lining up for lunch. “So,” said Ms. Hackett, “could this class be a whole chapter in your book?"


    “It could,” I told her.


    “You should stop by more often,” Mr. Martin told me. “The kids were much better with you around."


    I was surprised. That was better?


    At the teachers’ table, the paraprofessional named Ms. Pearl was strug gling to shred her meat with two plastic forks. She explained to me that they didn't have plastic knives, anymore, because they could be used as weapons by dangerous children.


    After lunch, I followed Ms. Pearl back to her room. It was raining heavily so the class stayed in during recreation time. Several boys played Monopoly. Malcolm, the biggest boy in the room, chose to work on a jigsaw puzzle with the smallest boy. Malcolm was at Peachtree Alternative for fighting in his regular high school. He had been one of only eight black students in a school of two thousand whites.


    “Do you want to play a game?” a boy asked me. He was a tall black boy with red hair. I had watched the small teacher, Ms. Singh, shepherd him into the room with her hand on his elbow.


    “What should we play?” I asked.


    “You pick ‘cause you're the grown up."


    The boy's name was Jarrod. He'd been labeled MI for mental illness. I chose a nearby board game but couldn't find the rules. Next, Jarrod chose mancala but I couldn't remember how to play it. We settled on a jigsaw puzzle that was a map of the world and sat on the floor. The smelly carpet was ripped to shreds.


    I pointed to Africa and asked Jarrod a teacherly question, “What continent is this?"


    He didn't know, but he sure knew his Bible stories. He rambled on about David and Goliath and Daniel in the lion's den.


    The specialed. department chair stopped by and patted JarTod's dyed red hair. “Don't you like his hair?” she asked.


    “It's a good color,” I said.


    The woman hugged Jarrod. “You have a good heart, son,” she told him.


    SEPTEMBER 24


    I heard a radio crackle in the hall. “I need a resource officer immediately," the principal said. “Keep your students inside,” she told Ms. W-J then shut the classroom door. We were in Lockdown Mode.


    “What's going on?” a girl asked.


    “I don't know. Just keep working,” Ms. W-J said.


    I started to imagine bad things. In a school where my mother taught in downtown Atlanta, a teacher was shot and killed by her estranged husband in front of her students. I thought about that, and I thought about Columbine.


    The kids kept on working and didn't seem perturbed so they were faring better than the adults in the room. Ms. W-J went over to the door. “I wonder what's going on,” she whispered to me. She cracked the door open and peeked out but didn't learn anything.


    “We can't go until Ms. Henderson says we can,” Ms. W-J told the kids and let them play games. Two boys squabbled over some blocks in a bin. “Quit being hateful,” Ms. W-J said. “Can't we just love each other?"


    She peeked out, again. “Can we change classes?” she asked someone in the hall, who said we could.


    “Okay, you can go now,” Ms. W-J told the students. “It's time for the restrooms."


    Ms. Henderson sat in a chair at the far end of the hall. Some of the lights were out, and the end of the hall was dark. She was on guard. For what, exactly? It was a stark vision, the shadowy principal, sitting in the middle of the dark hall with her arms crossed. I wanted the scoop but she couldn't be bothered. Kids went to the restrooms, and I headed for the teachers’ lounge but it was cordoned off by crime scene tape. I saw that the glass in the vending machine was shattered. A police officer hurried past me and headed for 200 Hall.


    I had no choice but to use the girls’ restroom, and it was worse than I had imagined. Only two of the six stalls had doors; the rest just had hinges. Only one stall had toilet paper. The seats slid around and were barely attached, and the room reeked of urine. The concrete wall beside the sink was crumbling, and overhead pipes were rusting.


    Anxiety and depression began to weigh me down.


    I rejoined the middle school students, and we filed back to science class. Ms. Henderson was now talking to the officer. I was last in line, and I heard her tell him, “This young man has cut his hand. You'll need to wear gloves."


    Later, I learned the details of the lockdown, which was unrelated to the vandalism of the vending machine. On 200 Hall, a special education student had gone on a rampage. He was in a time-out room, alone with the chair ofspecial education, and he went ballistic. He overturned tables, threw chairs, and broke windows. The chair, who was considered to be a calm woman and an excellent educator, said it was the first time in all her years of teaching that she'd ever really been afraid.


    The student started threatening to commit suicide. The counselor arrived and was able to calm him down. They sat on the floor until help arrived.


    The boy was from a broken home and his mother was an alcoholic. After the rampage, teachers found out that, the week before, the student had broken a beer bottle and used it to cut up his little brother's face. The doctor had to put in so many stitches that he lost count. Afterwards, shockingly, the little brother was returned to the home.


    Ms. Henderson said that the student was volatile and had no business being at the school. Removing him would be difficult, though, because she must first prove his violent outburst was not a manifestation of his disability. Many authorities would be involved in making the decision: special educators, school administrators, police officers, psychologists, and social workers.
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