PART 3

The spirit of agency

The spirit of agency is believing at the molecular,
spiritual level that you can make a difference in the
world, not by changing others, people and things,
but by opening your spirit enough so that the light

of others can shine through you.

—Real World Dialogue



Service to others
matters

by Debby Wynne Kelly

C C addy. why are you visiting the prisoners? Mother, you are stay-
ing up so late baking for the nuns. How come? Why can't I play
with the toys before you deliver them to the children, Daddy?

Why don’t those [olks you're taking groceries to have any clectricity; Mother?

Why do the children have “outhouses™ and no paved streets - Plunkett

. q,l

town, Daddy?

An mcequity m the haves and have nots made my parents reel, and so they
dedicated themselves to helpmge out m thewr church and surrounding com-

munity. [t didn’t matter that, at times, they strugeled financially to make ends
meet; they sull reached out to others m need and shared what they had.

In the 50s and 60s, iberal thinkers were not a dime a dozen m Georgial
Maybe, even sull scarce. But, that duo made up lor the lack ol such thinkers.
Silence m the madst of racist comments was not golden. No, 1t meant con-
sent to carry on with such conversation. My parents were never silent. 'They
scemed to clearly understand MLK, Jr's message that “In the end, we will
remember not the words of our enemies, but the silence of our friends™
(1967). And so my Mother and Dad scemed to hive what I realize now was a
form ol mmistry and civics.

At some point I stopped asking “why™ and decided to [ollow thenr example
ol “domg.” Service, 1t was all about service, I realized, and then attempted to
cmulate thewr acuons. First, student council m school, Girl Scout trips to hos-
pitals, nursimg homes, and Young Democrats m college to learn how the

" An African-American neichborhood i southern Adanta, called a “slum™ in
“(Ghettoes: a change m thewr outdook,” Hindsor Star, 1969: described also in Benjamin
Lliyjah Mays, Born to Rebel: An autobwgraphy, Athens, GA: 'The University ol Georgia
Press: 1971,:p-279:
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political process works. And, then, I became a young parent and wanted to
pass the torch ol service to my children as 1t had been passed to my lour
sisters and me. Lead by example, I thought. In the ciies where we have hved,
Jackson, TN, Houston, TX, Boston, MA, Atanta, GA, and Washington,
DC. I have sought meanigtul service i my diverse communities. Whether 1t
was 1 my children’s schools, church projects, education programs, or elderly
carc, I have tried to follow my parents’ examples. Tor, my Dad, a huge
admirer of Marun Luther King, Jr. i a segregated Atlanta, many a mght at
the diner table quoted MLK's words: “Lverybody can be great . .. because
anvbody can serve. You don’t have to have a college degree to serve. You
don’t have to make vour subject and verb agree to serve. . .. You only need a
heart full of grace. A soul generated by love™ (King, 1968). Love and grace
and service seemed to be the lessons my parents hived. As my children have
orown. | have watched them take up the torch of service over the years. Now,
they are passmge the torch to my grandchildren by thewr example.

On a recent Sunday morning, 1 histened mtently to the homily ol my rector,
Rev: John Beddmefield (2015). It was all about service and ways to serve. He
spoke of Quaker author, Richard Foster, who talks about service as a spiri-
tual discipline (1968). And Foster created names for different kinds of ser-
vice. One kind, he calls “hidden service,” where there 1s only one person who
knows ol vour scrvice. Because 1t 1s hidden, Beddingheld explamed, “Over
time, there will grow withm you a quality that others will begin to sense, a
quality of a deeper love, a new compassion, almost a shght aura. People will
notice that you are different”™ (Beddigheld, 2015).

And m his book about spiritual discipline, Foster, usmg a personal story; fur-
ther explamns this kind of serving. He desceribes an event from the most hectic

and final wecek of fimishing his doctoral dissertation, when a call from a friend
who needed transportation for errands, brought him an unforeseen clarity.
Worrying about the precious time he was losing by helping this friend, Foster
reluctantly agreed to serve as driver. As Foster waited m the car, he pulled out
Dictrich Bonhocller’s little book, Life “fogether. We all know to have a book
handy while waiung! Openmg the book. Foster was struck by the words,
“The ... service one should perform for another i a Christian community 1s
active helpfulness. This means, mitially, simple assistance m trifling, external
matters. . . . Nobody 1s too good for the meanest service. One who worries
about the loss of time . . . 15 usually taking the importance ol his own carcer
too solemnly™ (loster, 1988). While histenimg to Foster’s words and experi-
cnce, an admoniuon of Pearl S. Buck came to mind. She said, *'lo serve 1s
beautful, but only 1f 1t 1s done with jov and a whole heart and a free mmd.”

One of my sisters sugeests that she has witnessed Civil Rights 1con, Bob
Moses, never too busy to perform the “trifling, meanest service” to whom-

cver 18 need, children, parents, teachers, or collecagues. My parents
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delivered medicme and food to people pushed to the margms ol a
conlederate society. My children serve m thenr neighborhoods, schools, and
communitics and somectimes global villages. Yes, service m small ways
maltters.

Whether vou are Chrisuan, of another religion or no rehigion, I do believe,
you can find meaning m Beddingfield’s homily: in others” modeling as well as
i other people’s words. But 1t 1s the small service that can fuel a grassroots
movement, which can change laws, and, therefore, change hives. Tt does not
happen i a year or even a decade, but if we keep taking those steps ol ser-
vice, we may, indeed, overcome.

T hank vou, Mother and Daddy for tcachmmg me at an carly age that service
to others matters.
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Where are the women?

by Joan T. Wynne

t's so clear that you have to cherish everyone. I think that’s what T get
from these older black women, that every soul 1s to be cherished, that
cvery flower 1s to bloom.  Alice Walker

When I perused the hist of essays for this book to organize them around pos-
sible themes of “Who speaks lor justice,” I sat stunningly silent. 1 saw not one
cssay. 1 the long list of ttles, which spoke specifically to the voices of women.
How had I not notuced that absence untl the last moment of reading and
arrangimg these essays? I had mvited students, collecagues, activists to contrib-
ute their personal stories about justice, including the voung, the clder, the
male, the female, the non-gendered. Yet until this moment, did I even notice

that not onc piece expliculy explored justice for women or the reality ol

women's stlenced vouces.

I am a woman: m fact, I am an old woman. Where was my head? There
secems no redempuon for me here. Yet I continue to seratch my brain for rea-
sons for this omission. But why bother? I guess because 1t's so excruciatingly
pamful to admit the neglect. And 1t does speak loudly about the dilemma of
mternalized sexism  that a woman who has rescarched, written, and spoken
about 1ssucs ol justice; taught students about Ella Baker, Fanme Lou Hamer,
Dianc Nash, Annce Braden, cte. and always remembers to talk about Helen
Keller as a socialist and acuvist, never noticed the exclusion m this text of a
story about her own gender. Nonetheless, this book cannot arrive at the pub-
isher’s door, without, at the very least, one essay that speaks directly about
the woman's voice for justice.

Nonctheless, while thinkimg about my gross oversight, one mcaident from my
past did bubble up mside my psyche and scemed to muddy the waters of my
unconscious disregard of the particular story ol women. 'T'hat forgetfulness,

I behieve, miught have begun when 1 was teaching i high school m the south
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m 1972, A white feminist came to speak to our laculty about sexism, and |
told my l[emale collecague that I wasn’t mterested m hearmg the speaker. OF
course, my collcague asked, “Why not?” And 1 attempted to explam that
untl white women stopped paving black women slave wages to clean their
houses and take care of their children: stopped msisting that black women sit
in kitchens mstead of dining rooms to cat alone as they paused for lunch;
untl white women i mass hit the streets and the legislatures to fight for the
rights ol black women and children; and unul white women quit {leemg to
the suburbs so they could avoid sending their students to school with “those
pcople’s children,” I wasn’t really mterested m anythige a white woman m
the south had to say about women's rights. So here 1 am, sull stuck, reckon-
ing with my sceming resistance to the specific phght of women.

But 1t 1s the midnight hour, and what do I do? There 1s so much to be said spe-
cifically about women leading for justice: women fighting for justice; women
sullering across the globe because of mjustice. Womanism versus Femiism.,
The sung and unsung she-roes who lor thousands of years have advanced the
causc of peace, democracy, spiritual and human rights; music and the arts,
philosophy. epistemology. science, technology, and family. Certainly, at long
last volumes of books are now being read and authored by and about women
who have spoken for justice down the ages: though, too often, the 1deas behind
these books are not in the public discourse. Sull, why am I, an educator, hav-
mg to come to terms at this late date with my own obhivious shp?

Well, my personal neglect m this book may illumime the conundrum of
another questaon, “With so many women teachers m public schools, where
arc the hives of women m our history books and all of the other textbooks?”
Why, when there are 84% of us m public schools (2012), do too many of us
1ignore the power m our numbers to challenge the scarcity of our stories m
the books we use to teach our children? No matter the rescarch study cited,
the statstics of the preponderance of male voices versus those ol women 1
cducational texts 1s sull overwhelmimge. Maanvt Singh at NPR m April 2015
reported that “Gender Bias Pervades Textbooks Worldwide.™ Yes, another
recason, beside my narcissistic need to assuage my euilt, for the necessity to
mclude m this book a story about women who speak for justice.

Clearly not enough time remains before my deadline to develop a longer
well-rescarched historical saga about women and justice. So, in attempting to
write myscll out of this blunder with any sense of respectability; I've decided
to share one woman's story, the story ol a yvoung lighter for justice, extra-
ordinarce! Her name 1s Maisha Moses.

Born m Alrica. but raised m Boston, she 1s a eraduate of Harvard who did
not leave our children behind. With Harvard's diploma and her later Mas-
ter's degree m mathematcs, she could now be making six figures m many




arcnas 1 this country. But she has chosen another route. She keeps mtellectu-
ally alive; yet inancially strapped. through her work leadimg the Young Peo-
ple’s Project, an organizaton that develops youth as math literacy workers.

[ first met her when Lisa Delpit and I ereated a site m Miami for the Young
People’s Project, a spi-ofl of the Algebra Project. At that time her brother,
Omo Moses, was president of the Young People’s Project (YPP), and Maisha
was workmg with YPP helping to implement a competency-based ‘Traimning
ol Tramners program that she previously had apprentced for five years with
Jum Burruss, a renowned prolessional development consultant. She also
specarhcaded a national management tecam to build the leadership ol voung
people as agents of change (Profiles).

That was the beginning of my being drawn to the voice of Maisha and to her
work. | often accompanied her to schools m Miami where she mteracted with
our children and evaluated our program, sharmg her advice about how to
operate and sustamn our Nhami YPP site. During those times,; her serenity, her
humility, her deep histenmg qualiues, and her quiet leadership sulled an over-
anxtous, over-cnergetic me. Her gentle presence with everyone m the room was
cnough to calm my angst about the elementary children, the high school men-
tors, the disorder that sometimes comes with youngsters tutoring youngsters,
and the schools™ unconscious oppression of our children. After every mecting
with her, I went home and told myself that I wanted to become Maisha.

She comes from a lincage of strong leaders and high-achieving siblings. Yet,
there 1s a quality to her that secems almost surrcal — yes,; she's practical, sensi-
le, logical—alter all, she 1s a mathematician—Dbut 1t 15 dilficult to capture on
»aper her capacity to establish tranguality m the midst of chaos.

Her academic credenuals, her tecachig and finely honed Listenige and lead-
crship skills are all sterling. But 1t 15 her contnuous day-to-day struggle to
“raisc the floor™ (Moses and Cobb, 2001) of academic achievement for the
disenfranchised: to network with people across the country to support the
constitutional rights of children to receive a quality education: and to use
tools ol graccelul yet firm primciple to bring people mto a cirele from all cul-
tures, political persuasions, and ages, regardless ol the level ol thewr con-
sciousness, to stand for justice. She has a way of unleashing the human spirit
to speak for the good, the right, and the just.

[ will end my story about Maisha Moses with her own words about her work,
about how she dedicates her hife and “speaks for justice™:

We ask young people to give therr attention to cultivating and growmg ther
imherent abihities to learn, lead, teach, and orgamize m order to work with
cach other and their communities to improve their mathematical hiteracy
and to address the mstututional obstacles to their success.
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She [urther explams that the work ol YPP mtends to capture the imagiation
ol the youth m accepting their unique positions as change agents m solving
the problems that they and thewr communities face, acts olten resulung 1n
personal and communal transtformations. And, as importantly; through the
Y PP process, she discovers that youth often “erow new approaches to the old
and scemingly mtractable problems they face m their schools™ (Profiles).
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Calm down, relax: it
isn’t that big a deal

by Sarah Schultz

was seven. | heard thundering and the noise of large droplets of ramn

slashing the windows. My mother had gone to the store to buy groceries.

Unlike my brother and sister; who were preoccupied with the television
or computer, I peered out the wmdow awaiting my mother’s return.,
Thoughts began to race through my mund. Why wsn't she back yet? How many
minules does 1l lake to gel groceries? What if she gol imnto a car accident? What would 1 do
i my mother passed away? My father can’t cook. Vould he remarry? With eyes glued
to the window; I couldn’t help but process the worst possible outcomes. My
stomach churned and my breathing became shallow  and yet this was just a
routine trip my mother made to the grocery store, cach week.

But, whenever I became anxious and worried, people close to me said 1 was
being “too sensitive.” Or “1cs just not that big ol a deal.” 'To me, 1t was a “big
deal.” Yet I knew something was not right. Why were other kids my age able
to be unaltected by similar situations, while 1 couldn't purge anxiety from my
bram? I wanted to tell my family how I was feehng, but 1 Zad to be the healthy
onc. My older brother had been diagnosed with Crohn’s discase, and my sis-
ter had a rare form of cancer. So my parents thought they had won the
genetic lottery when 1 was born. No visible problems. Except that T didn’t
wear my problems externally; but mternally. I was dealing with my own rag-
mg storm. 1 hat storm was never addressed untul much later m my hie.

As I entered my first year of teachmg m 2011, I felt an immense level of pres-
surc from my admmistration, my tcammates, and my students because 1 held
mysclf to such high standards. Due to family expectations, I thought I had to
be perfect. T often found mysell worryving about what people thought of me
and wondermg 1l I were teaching the correct material. T would rerun scenar-
108 over and over m my head and make mysell feel guilty il someone was dis-
appointed m my actons. By March ol 2012, 1 had made mysell” so mentally
and physically exhausted, that I finally decided to seek a professional.
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Inally; T had resisted seemg a prolessional because 1 did not want to be
labeled as a “crazy person.”™ From previous personal experiences, el that 1
would be judged mcompetent by others if 1 asked for help. I elt I would have
to keep this a secret, so no one would see my “crazmess.” Over time, 'd
noticed that there was a stigma attached to receiving mental health services,
and that pcople who suffered mental 1llness typically did not seem to share
their problem. According to Patrick W. Corrigan and Amy C. Watson, two
rescarchers who have studied mental stigma, “Sugmas about mental illness
scem to be widely endorsed by the Western world™ (2002). Many umes, my
own family members and friends would tell me that 1T was being dramate,
and that I just needed to calm down and relax. As it 1t were that casy. Asiaf |
wanted to feel anxious.

When I became diagnosed with general Anxiety Disorder (GAD), T felt hike I
had finally cracked the code as to why I began cach day feeling anxious anc

nervous. I understood why T wasn't able to let a simple mistake ¢o, or why
[clt a need to apologize profusely il I believed I had ollended someone. Now,
though, life started to make sense. 1 was taught by a therapist to evaluate my
circumstances. It I felt anxious about something, I would ask mvself, “Would
this matter m 10 mimutes? Would this matter in an hour; m a day; m a
month; m a year?” I learned to practice deep breathing exercises to help alle-
viate the physical aspects ol the anxiety. T was surprised by how much these
scemingly simple things uncomphcated my world.

Bemge m therapy helped me to understand my thinking process, to be aware
ol when I was having a panic attack, and to develop some skills for how to
remain calm i stresstul sitwatons. It freed my mind and opened me up to a
new world of rational opportunities. I felt that my storm had finally let up,
and I was able to control my anxious thoughts. T felt as though my bramn
could finally fight my battle of anxiety and could combat the fear and wor-
rics, so [ could, for the first time, be myself. My true self. T could go to the
beach on a cloudy day, without worrving 1l the ram would come. I learned
that il the ram came, I could embrace 1t.

A glant leap was my becoming unashamed of scemg a therapist. Yet, when |
shared my new found enhghtenment with family and friends, I noticed the
rcaction that I actually always had been expectung. People made me feel as if
[ were making my symptoms too big a deal. They kept msisuing that 1f 1
would just be positve, T would have the same results as therapy brought.
With ther negative reactions to my appreciation for therapy, I was no longer
disappomted m mysell; but sorely disappomted m the reactions ol the people
| had most trusted.

When others tend to make assumputons about 1ssues such as anxiety; depres-
ston, schizophrenia, and bipolar disorder, 1t can make a person who 1s
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strugeling with these conditions refuse or resist getting help. Prolessor of
Psychiatry, Gregory K. Iritz (2007), mdicated that “Most concernimg {or
children 1s the fact that it leads parents to avoid secking psvehiatrie treatment
that could dramaucally improve thewr child’s condition™ (p. 8). Fritz found
that “In a recent study of 1,134 American parents, for example, about 30%
said they would not want their child to become friends with a child who had
depression and 25% said the same about a child with ADHD. Almost 20%
ol the sample even said they would not want a child with cither disorder to
live next door. Responses to the same question re wu(hnu a child with a physi-
cal illness such as asthma were much more generous™ (p. 8).

According to the rescarch conducted by Irene Covarrubias and Meckyung
Han (2011}, people with sertous mental illnesses also experience decreased
quality of life. fewer job opportunmties, decrcased opportunities for obtaining
housing, decrcased quality of health care, and decrcased self-esteem (p. 317).
Our culture too often does not tend to see mental illness as an acceptable 1ll-
ness: and, thus, vicums ol this illness are constantly experiencing prejudice
and stercotyping. It 1s much more accepted by our culture to have something
physically crippling than something that 1s mentally erippling.

loo often, the media has idenufied problems of mental health with psyeho-
paths and crimimals. Others often assume that 1ssues with mental health are
due to childlike perceptions. Or that the mentally MUST have weak charac-
ters (Corrigan and Watson, 2002). "Those perceptions remforce the stercotype
that pcople should be alraid ol anyone with mental illness. According to Social
Learnmge theory, people who have never experienced or known anvone who
has a mental illness use the television, newspaper, and other media sources to
miorm themselves and create perceptions according to those 1mages (Stout et
al., 2004). Unfortunately. people with mental illnesses have been portraved m
the media as violent and arc, m fact, rarcly represented well. In one study;
Jatricia A\, Stout and her collcagues report that “Culuvation theory suggests
that heavy exposure to consistent and recurrent messages on television waill
reiterate, confirm, and nourish” values and shape perceptions ol social reality
to conform to those presented on television™ (Stout et al.. 2004).

In the past, 1. V. characters, the news stories i the media, and often movies
have portrayed people with mental illness as violent, unapproachable, and
untreatable. Urban educator, Lisa Delpit (Delpit, 1995) suggests m her

rescarch about power and privilege that “We do not really see through our
cves or hear through our cars, but through our beliels.” Il the media s the
only source we use to form our judgments ol 1deas and social 1ssues,; then we
arc doomed to lopsided perceptions of reality.

Nevertheless, besides feeling diserimination from the general populaton,
there 1s also a self=sugma that looms. Rescarchers D. L. Stuenkel and Vivian
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Wong, mdicate that “Stugmatized mdniduals may respond to the reactions
ol others m a variety ol ways. 'L hey are often unsure about the atutudes of
others and, therelore, may feel a constant need to make a good mpression.
Individuals hving with sugma cach and every day choose to accept society’s
or other’s views of them, or choose to reject others™ diserediting viewpoints™
2009, p. 49). Many people who feel self-conscious about their mental illness
use strategies such as passing, covermg, disregarding, resisting, rejecting, and
isolating themselves to dellect thewr mner feclings about their mental illness
(Stuenkel & Wong, 2009). These mner feelings can himit a person from seck-
mg help or treatment. When we label and categorize people with mental 1l-
nesses. 1t discourages and often thwarts thewr sense of bemg an accepted
human bemng i ther society. Such behaviors mmcercase people’s sense of
shame. Socicties and the media create these social constructs, and too often
mhibit people from receiving the care that they need.

My rescarch helped me understand that every bram does not function the
same way. Humans are not a “cookie cutter™ species. In this world, there are
different mtelligences, different physical abilities, different personalitues, dif-
ferent genetic makeup, cte. People often do not understand that we have dif-
ferent ways of using our bramns. No two brams operate the same. Not even
twins (Medma, 2014).

Mental illness sugmas keep people misinformed about the preponderance of
this illness m our world. Often, for parents, 1t 1s hard to admit when a child
may nced help. Parents may think 1t means that they have failled. However,
rescarchers like Gregory Iritz suggest that parents should be praised lor help-
me thewr child build self-esteem by admitung there 15 a problem, and that
there 1s treatment for that problem. Otherwise, as the parents are the ones
who make all of the legal decisions, children will not receive the needed
social services 1f their parents believe m society’s mental sugma and 1ignore
themr child’s condition.

For tecachers and parents; percepuon ol mental health service 1s key: Tt 1s
mportant to understand that many children are not getting the mental
health reliel that they need and deserve because ol these stigmas. 1 know
that I would have benefitted from this knowledge and treatment at a voung
age. As a teacher, I want to protect children who experience the same frustra-
tion. Although these children may not express their mental health 1ssues
openly; they are in many of our classrooms silently begging for help. As chal-
lenging as 1t was [or me to deal with my own anxiety from a yvoung age, I can
only imagime how diflicult it must be for this generation.

As a culture, we seem to have been sent the wrong message. Mental illness s
not somethimg to be ashamed ol. Pushing away our mental health needs will
not make us better, nor happier. Becoming more open with expressing our
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[celings and not [eeling ashamed to speak about the way our minds work
might anchor our imagimatuons m healthy contexts. 'There are so many beau-
tiful things about human bemgs and so much cach person has to ofler this
world. Why would we want any populaton to be silenced m order to con-
form to the social norm? Feeling shame about a chemical imbalance m our
bodies scems like a throwback to unenhightened times. As Aristotle once said,
“It 1s the mark of an educated mind to be able to entertam a thought without
accepung 1t (Philosoblog, 2012). Socicty needs to challenge the views that
the media portrays about mental illness, without blind acceptance. More-
over, n schools, shouldn’t we be creaung spaces where all children’s mental
states are accepted and given healthy attention, so that they can experience a
mental freedom and a relief from acute sufferig,
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Creating paradise

by Martha Barantovich

remember the moment that changed my educaton philosophy and prac-

tice as though 1t were vesterday. It wasn’t. It was i 2001, T was tcachmg

9th graders m an urban school setting. My course was ofhicially titled some-
thing like, Carcer Lixploraton, or some nonsense. I was working m a newly
formed “school withmm a school™ and was part ol a tcam ol educators who
were tasked with teachmg the “bottom 25%7 of 9th graders. Most ol the stu-
dents m “The Academy™ were Black and/or Hispanice. I think that during our
first year. we had three “White™ students. On paper, our goal was to address
the academic deficiencies by providing a learnmg environment that was con-
tained and connected. Contamed there, those 180 students were bemg served
by six tcachers. Students rotated thewr day with only us. We worked as a team,
the six ol us, and planned prior to the school year and during the school year.
We met regularly to discuss concerns and issues with curriculum and behavior.
We mvolved parents and sent out muluple reports of academic progress. We
visited homes and planned events that were “rewarding™ to our students.

Again, on paper. we were domg everything right. We had identfied the stu-
dents who “needed™ to be with us by combing through pages and pages of
transcripts ol mcoming 9th graders from all ol our feeder schools. We sched-
uled them and looked at deficiencies. We saw what the students weren't doimg:
attendimg class on a regular basis, completng homework and classwork, per-
formimg well on standardized tests, meeting standards, behaving appropri-
atcly; being “model™ citizens. To say we actually knew what we were domng
our sctting would be a lie. We were just part of a system that was m the pro-
cess of perpetuating the hegemonie behiefs that have existed in this country for
decades. We bought mto the fact that the kids were the problem. They were
the ones who were creaung the issues and we were there to save them. Not
save 1 a religious sense, but save m that we were gomg to graduate these poor
souls and send them mto the workforce ready to be upholders of the norms of
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socicty. We were these poor students last great hope. As a unit, we attended a
Hioh Schools T hat Work conlerence to gather all the latest and greatest mfo on
how to pigcon hole these students mto the model of educaton that we were
buving mto. We had taken the cups of Kool-Aid bemg offered and demanded
that they bring us gallons. I was so vocal when I returned to my school n the
fall about how wonderful our classes were going to be and how great a system
we were establishing for our students, that 1t never dawned on me to stop and
think, mstead ol plowmg straight ahcad mto all things status quo.

Never mind that there was no plan m place beyond educating these students
m 9th erade m this system. Never mind that our plan was not well thought
out. Never mind that our funding was tied to creating good little workers m a
cood little complacent society. Never mand that our philosophy of service
was completely based upon Skinner-istic behaviorism and tied to punish-
ments, not even rewards. Never mind that our hittle academy was only per-
pcetuating the beliel system that these students were broken. Never mind any
ol that. We thought, I thought, that what we were domg was just the best
thimg ever. I look back on that experience and am able to dig through the
carbage and the mess and denuty some positive outcomes. We really did
create a community that was safe and protected many of our students from
unfair educational practices. We did allow certain successes, academically;
behaviorally, and interpersonally. T'd like to belhieve that we also made a dif-
[crence m some ol our student’s lives by providing them with a sale haven.

But, really; 'm embarrassed. I'm embarrassed, because at the same tume we
started this program. I was enrolled m my doctoral program and was taking
two courses: Advanced “lopics in Social Foundations and Curriculum and 1 heory and
Research. Up unul that pomnt in my doc studies. I was really just re-wetting my
fcet m academia. T started with a stats class because statistics 1s bland and
unchallenging. I had been teaching for seven years and wanted to grow as a
thinker. Takig these two classes together forced me mto a process ol think-
mg that I didn’t know exasted. I 'was not prepared for the amount of change |
was going to move through, but I did, nonetheless. I found mysell struggling
through the courses and my daily life as a teacher. Not because I wasn't able
or capable, but because I was a practtioner of education that I thought was
cffective and 1deal, and 1 was rcading about theory and philosophy that
causcd me to feel uncomfortable m my experiences. I was having a terrible
time reconciling what I was domg and firmly believed m, and what T was
reading and discussing mm my courses. 1 was unaware, at the tme, that I was
begmning to undergo a transformaton that forever changed how I view pub-
lic educaton, my role i public educaton, the “truth™ about public educa-
tion systems and the like. We spent our weeks unpackimg or repacking or just

plamn packing in the framework of philosophical belief systems that framed

public education practices. On the surface, the 1deology of essentialism and




functionalism made me squirm. Who believed that students needed a “com-
mon corc of understandimg™ Who worked m settings where only certam
knowledee was deemed valuable and right? As 1t turns out, I did. And the
moment that tuth came flyving at me was a day that shook my “work™ m

My professor, of course, was having us rescarch a topic and address questions
from the perspectives we were dialoguig about. 1 was strugegling. 1 was over-
whelmed with all that T was learning and was excited about everything,
T hanklully, he had been histenig to the stories 1was telling and paying atten-
tion to the diflicultues I was having, brideme the theory and the pracucal. He
sugeested 1 look mto this woman, Jeannie Oakes, as she wrote about the very
1ssucs I brought up m class. I didn’t know who she was. I didn’t know what she
did. And 1t T ever get a chance to meet her m person, 1 will tell her how much
[ owe her for helping me forge a new path in my carcer. Gall 1t cosmic mter-
vention; call it right tme/right place: call it fate: call 1t whatever. But I looked
up Jeannie Oakes, and I found her book, heepimg Track. 1 checked 1t out ol the
library (we were sull working with floppy disks then, 1 couldn't overnight ship
1t by Amazon), went home, and started readmg it. It changed my hie!

“Iracking 1s the process whereby students are divided mto categories so that
they can be assigned m groups to various kinds of classes™ (Oakes, 1985,
p. 3). What? Huh? How? Are vou serious? I couldn’t read this book fast
cnough. As I read more and more, I found mysell sinking deeper and deeper
mto a pit ol despair. I was overcome with contempt for mysell and my school
and my collcagues and the system and all ol the ideas that 1 had bought mnto
since I had fallen m love with teaching;

How could I be a part of this system and this process that proclaimed to be
domg something m the name of progress and good? Yet what I was really
domg was feeding mto the abyss of the 1dea that some people’s kids are just
plam better than others? How? I was devastated. T loved teaching. 1 loved
workig with high schoolers. I loved working i the school where T was. How
could I have become one of them? How? Ugh. I probably spent most ol that
cvening readig phrases and such out loud to my husband and throwing my
hands up m the air m complete flabbergastedness (1s that even a word?).
Maybe not, but that's what I was: flabbergasted. Shocked and disappomted
and sad and angry and awake. Awake for the first time that I actually had a
purposc. I was now arming mysell with the knowledge necessary to address
the mequities that I was also an active partucipant m perpetuating. I woke up
the next day; went to work, walked mto my classroom and prepped for the day.

1o say that all of my lesson plans were thrown out the window 1s an under-
statement. If we had hived m the north, 1 probably wouldve set fire to all
things that had been “deemed™ important by the district and my colleagues.




96 WHO SPEAKS FOR JUSTICE

My first class entered m only a way that 9th graders can and once we were
calm and scttled, I had a heart to heart with them. "They all knew 1 was in
school. They saw me readmg during our “silent readmg tme™ and would ask
about what I was learning. But, m recalling that day, my speech started out
something like thas:

['m sorry. I owe you cach an apology. I thought I was dommg the rnight thing
by encouraging vou all to be a part of this academy, but 1t turns out I'm
wrong. What I'm actually domg 1s buying mto a system that doesn’t think
vou matter. The system doesn’t think vou're worth pushimg and educaung
at anythmg other than a basic/remedial level, 'The school, vour teachers,
weve been duped mto belhieving that success looks ke something other
than vou. But that's gomg to change. Starting right now. Starting right now:
[ will do evervthing in my power to make sure vou have the same opportu-
nittes as all the other students; and I will teach you how to stand up for
voursell, T can’t change the system, I can’t change this school, but I can

change what I do to make sure vou get a fairer chance at succeeding,

And I waited. 1 waited for the questions and the discussion and the time 1t
was gomg to take us to digest what was happenmg. 1This went on all day for
two days. I had three classes per day, and 1 taught 180 or so students with
whom [ needed to have this conversation. So we talked. We talked about
what 1t meant for them to be tracked. We talked about what 1t meant for
thewr hife choices. We talked about what kinds of changes they wanted to see.
We talked about therr hife outside ol school. We talked about their lives
school. We used language we hadn’t used and grappled with ideas we didn't
understand. It was new to me. It was new to them. It was new for us. We had
work to do. I had guilt I had to address. I had to learn to use the language of
the thinkers to start fighting for my students, rather than use the language of
the establishment to keep them m place. And 1t was tough.

[ staved m that system for four more years. I staved because T knew m my
heart of hearts that if I didn't teach “those kids™ (oh, and don’t get me
started on the number ol conversauons I had with my collcagues on that
phrase) that they were for sure gomg to become a bunch ol statstics, and the
narrative would never change. I stayed so that I could work with the students
who had been placed mto a track of education they had no control over. |
stayed so that I could teach them language that would empower ther experi-
cnces with adults. T spent many, many hours working with my students on
how to approach the powers that be: thenr other teachers, the primcipal, the
assistant principals, thewr coaches, neighbors, and strangers. I didn't have a
language for what I was domg then, as I was a Don Quixote riding mto my
own sct of windmuills. T was alone m my school, the only one who started
questioning  the practces of tracking and hegemony and chusm  and




cssentialism and the structure ol the status quo. I found mysell disheartened
and solated 1 the school and ready to make real change. So 1 lelt.

[ tell thas story not because I have done great work. I tell this story because
now I see, as a college prolessor m the pre-service teacher prep courses at a
large urban university, how casy 1t 1s to unconsciously mis-cducate our teach-
crs mto assuming the false notion that there 1s a right/wrong bmary set of
experiences that should make up education and classroom practices. And 1f
that’s the beliel, then there are right/wrong students who will continue on
thewr chosen path and serve the system that has been ereated. My work now
15 addressing the status quo by tecachimg my students to develop a philosophy
of education that doesn’t begm with, “1 believe all children can learn .. .7
rather, identifies what they believe about their pedagogy and philosophy. In
addressing mequities and justice m education, my task has become narrow-
mg the opportunity for essentialism to gamn roots. I also want to expand the
anguagce that these young teachers will be usimg to understand what 1s hap-
ening - thewr schools. My students now are young adults who tend to

selieve that teachmg 1s all about making things pretty and matchmg and
such. And while I appreciate thewr eflort m theiwr belief that aestheties matter,
['m working m carnest to address their understanding and awareness of jus-
tice and to mcrease thewr ability to have a voice. If 1T can help them get
orounded cnough so that they can speak up for themselves, 1t 1s my hope that
they can transler that same grounding to themr students. 'This way, we can
have a collective narrative that 1s about change and progress and justice and
advancing the opportunity of all students. It wasn't unul years later, when 1
was able to expand my understanding of criucal pedagogy and mquiry as
well as discover the authors and thinkers that have mfluenced my practices,
that I ran across this quote from bell hooks, “T entered the classroom with the
conviction that 1t was crucial for me and cvery other student to be an active
partucipant, not a passive consumetr . . . cducation as the practice of [reedom

.. cducaton that connects the will to know with the will to become. Learn-
mg 1s a place where paradise can be created™ (p. 14). Here's to classrooms
that resemble paradise.

I

A sample of texts, “must-reads,” for pre-service
teachers, along with suggested videos

Delpit, Lisa. (1995). Other People’s Children. New York, NY: New Press.

McIntosh, P “Whate Privilege: Unpacking the mvisible backpack™ (1989).
http://www.cirtl.net/files/Partl_CreatingAwareness_WhitePrivilege
UnpackingtheInvisible Knapsack.pdf
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Oakes, J. (2010). Schools that shock the conscience. In: "Theresa Perry, Bob
Moses, Joan Wynne, Lirnesto Cortes, Jro and Lisa Delpit (Lids). Quality
Lducation as a Gl Right: Crealing a grassrools movement lo lransform public schools
pp. 19-69). Boston: Beacon Press.

Frewe, P (2002). Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New York, NY: Continuum Press.

Shor, Ira. (2000). Educaton 1s politics: Paulo Freire’s eritical pedagogy. In: C.
Par1 & Iran Shor (Eds). Education s Politics: Critical teaching across differences.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann Pubhishine,

TED talks:

http://www.ted.com/talks/bryan_stevenson_we_nced_to_talk_about_an_
mjustice

hitps://www.ted.com/talks/clint_smith_the_danger_ol_silence
hitps://www.ted.com/talks/majora_carter_s_tale_ol_urban_rencewal

hitp://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_ol_a

single_story

Podcast

¢
.

hitp://www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-archives/episode/ 538/

1s-this-workime
Documentary:

Lve Ensler, Carol Jenkins, Judith Katz. (2003). What 1 want my words lo do to
you. PBS. http://www.pbs.org/pov/whatiwant/ credits.php

References

hooks, b. (1994). Teaching to Transgress. NY: Routledge.

Oakes, J. (1985). heeping track: Howe schools structure inequalily. New Haven: Yale
University Press.




Poetry school

by Alex Salinas

n a bone-gray concrete wall next to the Building A staircase, a chalk
caricaturc greets Mr. Adenwalla. It's a smiling man’s face wearing
pink beach sunglasses, lenses flooded white as if holdimg mtense
light. “Where Are You Mi Amor?” hangs i a thought bubble. Mr. Aden-
walla, on his way up the stairs to the hirst class ol the day, smiles at the lov-

mely made vandalism. What 1s the story, he wonders.

Standing before his English Composituon 1 class, whom he 1s mecetung for the
sccond ume. he calls attendance.

“Camille DeLafuente.” NMro Adenwalla notes the lanky teenagers’s face as
she walks to the front of the room carrying a can of beans: the mld distress
ol going through a motion mysterious to her. She drops the beans in a plastie
crate. "I vou show up, you get ten pomts,” announces Mr. Adenwalla,
what he thinks of as his rmgmaster voice. I you bring a canned good as a
food bank donaton, you get 20 pomts.” Mr. Adenwalla asks students to make
this daily offering instead of buymg a textbook. He hasn't used a textbook
his classes for 10 years.

“Peter Felin,” Bemused confusion as his can drops with a hollow metal thud.
The pile matenahzes, every day giving the learning i the room a specific
heft and color with corporate touches: Goya Beans, Campbell’s Soup, Ramen

Noodles.
“Thank you,” says Mr. Adenwalla.

“Nathaniel Greenficld-Baptste.”™ 'The muscled brown-skinned man m his
mid-20s struts down the aisle joviullv. The nails on his left hand are pamnted
blue, the ones on his rnght alternate red and silvery white. ““That’s what I'm
talking bout. baby!™ he sings. A collective chuckle breaks the solemmnity of the
ritual as he drops his can.
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“Thank you . . . Ignacio Hurtado.”
A tall figure speaks up from the back row ol desks: “No! I have no can.”

Mr. Adenwalla mterrupts his steady mtonation of names. “Lyven il you don't
bring anvthmg, please come up. extend your hand, make the gesture of
CCICTOSILY.

[enacio laughs a mocking, attention-calling laugh. *“T'hat’s kind of stupid.
don’t you think, making us come up like we're your hittle slaves or something?
You really want me to come up with no can and pretend, Mr. Professor

Aaa ... whatever your name 1s?”

A voud yawns open that everyone wants Mr. Adenwalla to fill. He allows 1t to
suck m the space for a few seconds, then looks directly at Ignacio, drawing
the whole class’s gaze to him too. "Anyone who can’t make the food oflermg
can still make the gesture to carn thewr ten pomts. You don't gesture. vou're
not here, you get zero pomnts.”

[enacio laughs loudly. He plods to the front of the room, quickly passes a
hand over the crate like a vaudevillian magician, and smiles widely at Mr.
Adenwalla, revealing a chipped front tooth nearly black with decay.

“Thank you, dear [riend,” announces the rimgmaster with extra enthusiasm.

[enacio remains silent unul the end ol the period, m conversaton with only
S .
himscll. He ships out at the end ol the period belore Mr. Adenwalla or any-
onc clse can ask him unwelcome questons or make unwelcome eye contact.
He walks through the college campus, a converted oflice complex of nine
S S
boxy buildings connected by a web of walkways. He's looking at the thoughts
in his head risig like the spume of acid on metal. =T can’t beheve this 1s the
f[irst cssay. What an 1diotic assienment. \Why do we have to do this? What a
, S )

paim. What a pam. Who docs this guy think he 1s? He 1s solt, so I'm not domg
it. What 1s he trymge to do?”

lenacio sees himsell i the classroom agamn, looking at his own eves wander-
mg around. his eyes shrunken grotesquely small, dice rolling back and forth
n the sockets. He sees himself a blasted wooden doll, jomts broken, puppet
strings snipped, and abandoned. He feels anger and feels the word wdiwot. 1owre
an idiol. He sces an axis across the classroom, with Mr. Adenwalla at one pole
and himsell m oppositon. Idiwl. 'T'he word and 1ts echomg come from within
like tinnitus, at umes barely audible, at tmes rising to a screech.

[enacio finds himsell m muddle of the campus. He 1s disoriented, trying to
cct out but, as 1t has turned out, pulled mto the center. “All Your Dreams
Start Here™ reads a large placard with red lettering, Arrows pomt into the
building that houses registration, financial aid, and advisement.




“Imeosorry, bul 1 gel lost easily,” he lells an admunstrator standing belund an
mformation lable.
“les, I know.” she says. Il can be a httle overcchelmmng al fust. Big place.”™

.8

“[ can’t keep all these buldings straight in my head,”™ he says. ““It all looks the same.

He passes through a courtyard lined with the flags of many natons mto the
noisy city. He pierces the membrane between the anesthetic order of the
campus mto the messy ardor of the city. A car horn pierces his bubbling
thoughts as he arrives at a bus bench. On the bus, he inds a scat in the back.
An old woman sits next to him, askmg 1l he knows the stop lor the [ree cline.
lgnacio notices the plaste rosary around her neck. I don’'t know.™ he says.
“God bless you.™

ek

[ am here
to be
with people.
IWhy are you making us do this?
Wiy should we feed the poor when the poor want lo stay poor?
1Why do the poor leave so much garbage on thewr streets.
Is thus for a grade?
IWhy do those people’s hungry chuldren walk around therr newghborhoods all alone,
uncared for, vulnerable to therr owen bullets?
Why do you turn us toweard enl?
Why would we spare Adam Lanza after whal he did?
Why does he deserve any compassion afler whal he did?
VWhy doesn’t your syllabus mention extra credut?
[Who do you think you are anyweay?

lenacio Hurtado
1/6/14
tNC 1101

Prof. Adenwala

-

Diagnostic Essay: Creation Stories

Lxtremely Important Note: 'This 1s based just on my imagimaton, and 1 don’t
mecan 1t to be the truth, I am turning this in as an exercise m creative writing
according option #3 1 vour mstructions, I preler not to compare my “tradi-
tional” creaton story to another (option #1) or to analyze what 1t means to
me (option #2) 1 this environment as I feel that 1s totally uncalled for. 'Thank

you and enjoy.
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Revising Salvation

In this essay, Iwill tell a story that looks at a new version ol the Christuan cre-
aton story known as Genesis, which 1s a relationship between God and his
son explaming the nature of human bemgs, I will attempt to mterpret the
Bible as well as my knowledge of Christianity that makes up my spirituality.

First of all. m the begimning, the Lord almighty was floatng m the vast emp-
tiness of space. He found the emptiness unbearable so finally squeezed 1t mto
the first word, which was love. All he wanted was love, so he made his son
together they worked on cercating the Larth like a jewel [loating i the center
ol the universe.

Sccondly, to make the sky the Lord asked his son to run as fast and as lar as
he could so the blue fields were his open heart, the sky was the first laughter.

lTo make the ocean, the Lord brought his son mto deep sleep, so the waters
were those dreams then they painted the grasses and trees. They made the
animals out of the mud. The land was father and son playving.

On the other hand, 1t was on the seventh day that we came along. 'The Lord
wanted to rest, but the son was restless, he wanted to keep playing, he wanted
to make the whole situation a simple game, he wanted to throw dice, m a fit
ol crazmess he copied himself, however, 1t was a bad copy for only god 1s
cod, HE 15 supreme, but he was a foolish son.

Furthermore, this outrageous action enraged the Lord so he punshed his
son. “You arc aborted, the one who makes the fatal error.” Like a wrathful
fist the Lord’s words punched the son. His broken teeth, the blood from his
mouth, his tears watered the Earth, he lay motonless on the ground with the
pamlul anger mside his temples. 'The tears [ell mto the ground, all the poison
has been soaking the ground ever smcee, we try to clean ourselves so that we
are pure.

In conclusion, this 1s the big secret. There was no magic rib or fruit tree
paradisc. It's us, we are the sin, the son, the same son, has been ceternally
walking the carth to suffer to show us our sin and wash his own from his
hands. Only some of these men have been remembered, we are the nuistake
that comes [rom love, that's how I see 1t with my imagimation n this story.

Nathaniel Greenfield-Bapuste bursts through the door of the classroom
about halfway through the period. All the desks have been pushed to the
walls, dissolving the famihar forward-facimg grid mgramned by 12 vears of
schooling. A rope 1s spiraled on the opened space of the gray tle floor from
the center outward. Mr. Adenwalla came to class 15 munutes carly today to
arrange 22 unlit candles at regular mtervals along the length of the spiral.




“Oh my god, please tell me I didn't miss 1! Nathaniel says. He finds two
oirls who have become his desk neighbors, pecks cach one on the cheek, and
chortdes m Gringo-accented Spanish: “Estan muy muy lindas hov. 'Te quiero
mucho!” Evervone, includig Mr. Adenwalla, responds with an uneasy smile.

“Just m ume, dear friend,” Mr. Adenwalla says to Nathaniel.

Mr. Adenwalla stands at one end of the room with his students, all washed n
the light of an 1image projected on the whiteboard. Green and red nebulas
rising m cosmic blackness soften mto the background for a poem:

Lveryone

Is God speaking.

Why not be polite and
Listen to Him?

The ghostly digital letters seem to melt nto the mimperfect letters the students
have bramstormed onto the board — looping or jagged letters, some stretched

mto hieroglyphic beauty that can carry mdependent meaning beyond the
cribs of themr natuve words, or shrunk mto slantung illegible tracks of textual
crumbs, thickets eriss-crossed with paths m a wilderness.

Learth learns how lo fly + rock knows howe lo say 1 love you lo fus childien
Awe? muracles? ’aliens?

agua astirowds atoms

Sex “mwvented”??? Que?  DNA

The fust cell/eye/ leg > MYSTERY

ashes to ashes dust to dust

. '\"}’(1/01{ )
baby monkeys leave the lrees
Africa > all the races

His face in dark projector light, Mr. Adenwalla
reads from his smartphone

Grace Moment 1: Great Emergence. Out of the mysterious chaos some 13.8
billion years ago time, space, and energy stabilize mto the gilt of exastence.
Our Universe 1s born hot and uny . . .

A woman 1n her sixties, the oldest student m Mr. Adenwalla’s classes this
semester, flits out of the cluster. “Lista!™ she says, taking her place at the out-
crmost candle. Her small, smiling face pulses with energy there. In Cuba, she
worked as a Kindergarten teacher for 25 years before immigratng to the
United States, and she relishes her role in this stagecraft. She's wearmg a
smart blue sutt for the special occasion. 1 believe 1t i the Bible, teacher,”
she says gravely, “but I think that can be the same with the big bang. Ok?”
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She slowly bends down to hight the candle. An open flame m the classroom

a violation ol campus policy that M. Adenwalla knows can result m suspen-
sionn or even terminaton, just like laying vour head down to take a nap
vour oflice, loaning an ofhice key to a student, or sneaking out during the des-
1ignated office hours posted on his door for a Cuban coffee boost at the cafe-
teria across the street.

The student hifts a poster of a black cross eneendering a skv of stars. an

O O ) 5
orangc sun, a gray moon. I the big bang 1s the true, then who did 1127 She
pauscs, scans laces, makes an mterrogatve “aaaaaaaaah””

"My preture shows 1t that mavbe 1t 18 the Christian god who made the big
bang. It can be, no?”

One candle flame at a ume, the students trace the history of the universe. As
the diosaurs give way to mammals, 1t 15 Ignacio Hurtado's turn to illustrate
a creative grace moment: the evolution of flowers 114 milhion years ago. He
stands before the allicit pomts of hight. Mr. Adenwalla senses an mfrared
crown around Ignacio much brighter than the puny flames. 1 would like to
say to this whole class here, no thank vou to this actuivity.™ In Ignacio’s public
classroom voice, the words come out at a lowered octave, pushed through a
stramer. “You know, I'm really trying, but I don’t agree with thas. I'll just take
the consequences.” He stands back with his arms crossed, face tense. His
ncighbors mch away to make a buffer.

Mr. Adenwalla announces that 1t Ignacio or anyone clse 15 mterested m an
alternative assignment, he doesn’'t mmd “makmg a deal.”™ In response, Igna-
c1o walks to other end ol the room, noisily drageing a desk, and sits to write.
He scratches away at a [urious pace, head almost pressed down to the desk-
top. At the end of the class, he mterrupts a group ol students asking M.
Adenwalla questons to drop a folded yvellow legal-paper note on the desk.

“That’s for you.” he says blankly. *I felt I had to write 1t instead of domg the
cosmic walk thig.”

For the first time, for a sphit-sccond, Nr. Adenwalla has a close look at the tattoo
on Ignacio’s neck. A pink bubblegum heart with two daggers crossig 1t, blood
drippimg from the bottom, lake ol lire hcking upward. The imperiled heart
crosses ever so shightly onto Ignacio’s jaw and cheek. Such a sloppy autograph,
thinks Mr. Adenwalla, on a canvas that can make such precise poetry through
miniscule gestures. How much that needle must have hurt on such thin flesh!

Mr. Adenwalla puts Ignacio’s note m his pocket and walks to his ofhcee, pay-
ing attention to the contact of cach step on the ground, sounding the words

Ul just take the consequences m his arboreal mind over and over. 'T'he words rus-
te like Ieaves, float down through the canopy, and fall away mto groundless

I'OOLS.




At his oflice he looks through what he tells visitors 1s his backward window,
for 1t opens, mcongruously. mto the bullding rather than out to the busy
streets and strip malls at the edge of the campus. He occupies an miterior
othce that overlooks a vast computer lab with a cathedral-like ceiling. He sees
the tops of dozens of heads. Students are writing school assignments, domng
book reports on classic American novels, domg journals on what they learned
today, domg Powerpomts for oral presentations on current events, domg
what theyre told, writing on facebook, c-mailing distant family members,
wasting state resources, applving lor government assistance, pouring out love
letters, hate mail, moving avatars m virtual realities, payving bills, plagiarizing
and prosclytizing, moving through dimensions ol confusion and discovery,
rcading the M Herald, vreading Siddhartha, reading Fifty Shades of  Gray,
reacing HWikipedia.

At the top of the cathedral, through the bubble of computer noise and statie
clectricity, a second window reveals the skye Mro Adenwalla must crane his
neck to get just the right angle. He has been leeling the sky-like longing today.
He has been spending one ol his pertods m the arless place within, He
knows well a ripped hidden bleedmg. Just before he reaches the empuness,
the emptuness about to come agam, he burns a way out, engulfs the outer
world, dances fire around the massive glass and steel structures scaling him
. This 1s his devotion, to burning.

He reaches mto his pocket for Ignacio’s note, feels moist contact with the
papcr, his sweat and his student’s. Ignacio’s big angular letters, the sickled
spines, the square serils {eel sharp-edged m his eyes. Alter he reads 1, he feels
a grcat flowmg withm. He feels spent, parts of him breakmg ofl like britde
paper. Words emerge. I need to do something else,”™ he sayvs aloud. He closes

his eyes for a few minutes, sees himself as though looking through a window.
On his computer, he clicks a box mdicating that Ignacio Hurtado completed
his assignment with great merit today.

e

[ am here

lo be

with people.

Are we allowed to use 1?

Are we allowed to use outside sowrces?

Are we allowed to listen to rap music in class with prostitutes
the [-word, the n-word, the b-wcord?

Why are you contradicting whal they laught me i high school
[Where [ always hooked my reader with a question?

Are we allowed to talk about science vs. religion?

Do whate people veally control the world?
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Is it mostly the fews?

So who s the racist herve, you or me?

So are you sayimg my personal American Dream s bad and dead?
Who do you think you're calling a slave?

Do corporations control the world?

When and where do these secret kangs meel to rig this game of chess.

To: Prof. Adenwalla.

Irom: Ienacio Hurtado
Re: Serious Issues I'm Having with Your Class

T'his communicaton 1s to mform you that the topics vou discuss i your class
arc very controversial, well) 1t 18 one month mto the semester, and I do not
think we should be talking about god 1 class, we have been talking about
ood or 1decas about god at least a few times a week at least and T think 1t 1s

controversial, have you heard about the separation of church and state? I do

believe m god but 1 do not wish to share my god with other people. T wrote
the essay about Jesus. T used all my creatvity for 1t It was like 1 was not
thinking when I wrote 1t 'The essay almost wrote 1tself. 'To be honest 1 felt
like I did something wrong alterward. On top ol all that you gave me a G+!!!
I know this 1s not the real grade yet sice this 1s just a practice, and we have a
chance to keep working on the essay to get a real grade; but 1 do not [eel
comfortable domng 1t all over agam. Yes I know; I have problems with my logi-
cal bridges but I am begining to have my suspicions that you are a Mushim,
therefore vou have problems with my Christaan faith that 1s the real problem!
Arc vou a Mushm? T know I have to work on my punctuaton, but a C+?

That’s extremely ridiculous and msultuneg,

Also, T sull do not think 1t 15 fair that we have to bring vour cans as part of
our grade or be shamed 1f we don’t. 'That makes me very angry and frus-
trated as you know that me and my mom are struggling to get jobs right now.
You sce the situaton is I decided from the first few days ol this class that you
try to understand your students; vou treat them as people, but the thing 1s,
now I want to do well not like before so as vou notice I'm trying my best. I'm
trving to follow the rules you have about open dialogue. 1 know I can agree
to disagree, and I know all my emotions are ok; 1t's about expressing them. 1
hope you understand that I am just trving to do what I have to do m order to

gct a degree and start my busmess. Siowith all due respect your job 1s just to

-

teach us to write. Your job 1s just to give us the work. I am willing to make

V]

L8




that sacrifice, but I am NO'T willing to compromise my beliels. Do not get
me wrong, I think yvou are a good teacher, you create many mtriguing situa-
tions, but 1 think you arc gomg too lar. You are making me uncomlortable.
My point 1s that we will talk about this after class next time, that way I won't
be forced to go to the higher authorities at your mstitution m order to rectfy
this situation. I apologize once agam 1f I have upset vou or vour students m

any way, shape, or form.

[enacio Hurtado

ENC 1101
Ref. #938317

Two 13-year-old boys, apparently twins, walk through a landscape of sway-
g, rasping waist-high saw grass. Each step m the hot mud releases a min-
cral perfume. A forest of white pole-thim slash pmes rises above the horizon.
The sun lies low, sending the boys orange light through the swamp forest,
more space than wood and leal. '1The sky 1s rumbling; covered m clouds that
scem shredded away [rom cach other at cotton edges. 'T'he mass of gray {lick-
crs with light. "The sun 1s suddenly gone, and the Earth becomes silent m the
moonlit mght.

“This 15 so beautful,” whispers one of the boys.

The other looks at him, annoyed. “No. This 1s just a walk. Get out of that
cloud. Don’t be an idiot. Let’s hurry up and get home. It's getting dark!”™

“It's not just a walk!” yells back the other. “Can't vou see? 'This 1s beauuful!
Stop and listen to how quiet 1t 1s!”

“You make no sense,” says the twin brother. “You're gomg to get lost.™

Mr. Adenwalla wakes from the dream, takes a journal [rom his mightstand,
and begims writing an entry enttled “Pocetry School.”™ But, before he can
really say what the words mean, he realizes he's gomg to be late for his first
class, and starts reviewing what needs attention. Today, he realizes, he speaks
with Iegnacio Hurtado after class. How will he say 1t?

The conversation 1s less than 10 mimutes long and almost totally one-sided.
[enacio stares at him throughout, shehtly slack-jawed, oflering no resistance.
Obviously, no once 1s telling Ignacio he has to believe anythimge. Yes; the
tcacher chooses the topie, and mavbe this 18 an unusual approach, but
cxplormg spiritual matters can make the class more meanimgful. And 1 the
topic 1s triggering diflicult emotions, maybe Ignacio should drop the class.
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Mr. Adenwalla will help him transfer to another secuon. But, he emphasizes,
what 1l he finds another diflicult or; worse, a boring topic i the new course?
One teacher bases a large part ol her class on Shakespeare’s tragedies, for
cxample. Others on crime ficton; food cthics and trips to a community gar-
den; apocalyptic narratives; African-American women writers, sexism and
racism. Would he prefer one of those classes? NMaybe, the simple vet absurd
reality 1s that Ignacio 1s stuck with him, Nr. Adenwalla proposes. MNMaybe, he
1s meant to be i this class.

Mr. Adenwalla has never been this close to Ienacio for this long, and can’t
help, but stare at swaths ol famnt pockmarks risme from the nape of his neck.
over the tattooed flames, up both checks and mnto his temples. He notces the

rle-like. cheek

contours of his thin face, eves set n bones protruding o

OO0«
SY5!
bones high, tight skin tapermg to a small full mouth. He notces the way
[enacio’s shifty caramel eyes capture vellow streaks of heght. He notices the

[amt spicy stench of his breath and sweet traces of expensive cologne.

“You can’t satisly all ol the people all ol the ume, dear friend.” concludes

M. Adenwalla.

“No droppimg, no transfer,” Ignacio says alter a pause, as il trying (o process
a riddle. He wants to know what grade he's carned so far. Perhaps, a B, says
Mr. Adenwalla, adding his customary line about grades being figments of
the 1Imagmaton.

“I'm goimg to fimish what has been started,” Iegnacio says. He snaps his focus
mnto Mr. Adenwalla’s eves. s that ok with you? Maybe this s meant to be.”

Ok with me, dear friend,” Mr. Adenwalla says. “And by the way, I'm not a
Muslim, or Hindu, or a Christian, or an atheist. Religion 1s a igment of the
imaginatuon too. 1his God the relhigious folks talk about might he real—not
surc. I just want to learn about hife.”

Mr. Adenwalla 1s holding Ignacio’s monotone and glazed look m his mind
as he walks across campus to his ofhice, deciding that truly knowing this
young man 1s bound to his very purpose. A\ few students and professors are
standing around his door chatting and pomting at a large sheet of paper
that has been taped right under this name plate. It's a blown-up photo ol a
woman's curvaccous torso, cut ofl" at the head. "The bosom 1s wrapped m a
tank top emblazoned with stars m the style of Van Gogh's famous pamtneg.
“This Is How I Want To Die?!?!™ scrolls around the border rewritten
several imes m thick red marker. “It scems someone wants to get our atten-
tion.” he says, offering his honest assessment. He leaves the shock art on
the door.

"I don’t want this place to be my teaching anymore,” Mr. Adenwalla says n
the quict of his ollice.




Why do 1 take your face and voice home with me every day.?

How do 1 tell you what I feel as I lay under my whate sheets at night?
IWho are you belund these poems and lectures.

[ am here

(o be

with you.

You are the one.

Nathaniel holds the stage, reading the draft of his creation story essay to the
class. His nail polish 1s black on one hand today; clectric blue on the other.
He has also taken over the white board, that canvas usually reserved or the
dictums ol the professor, drawimg three square happy laces. Lach has three
cves, the ones m the middle ike breakmge sutches. Mr. Adenwalla has taken
his usual place during these readings i the back of the class.

“When the first consciousness came mto bemg from the void, 1t suddenly
realized 1t was all alone. I am the only I, 1t said, and looked at itself: It was a
orcat fish with a hole 1 1ts head, swimming into itself, over and over again,
an cternal knot, gomng mside of itsell and coming out, looking for something
although not sure what. It lived m [ear unul 1t thought, I nced a friend. 1 1
have a Iriend, 1 won't be afraid. So 1t cut isell m two. One side was called
Fabulous. the mother energy. The other side was called Fierce, the father
cnergy. When a bee takes pollen from one plant to another, 1t 1s Fabulous try-
mg to reunite with Fierce. Peanut butter and jelly. Tom and Jerry. Fabulous
and erce. Blanco y negro.”

Nathaniel holds his blue hand before him and presses his black one mto 1t
yalm to palm, as his words unite Fabulous and Iiierce. “Lvery bemg contams
»oth Fabulous and Fierce, i diflerent proporuons . . .7

lgnacio darts up from his desk. just a few over from where Mr. Adenwalla 1s
sitting, and moves up two rows. He begins making kissing noises and an
orgasmic moan. “What 1s this mariconcito trying to say?” he vells.

Nathaniel places his pages on the teacher’s table and takes a few steps for-
ward amid alarmed “Oh my god’s!”

“What arc you gomg to do, faggot?” Ignacio howls, crossing the classroom.
“I'm not alraid ol you!”

“You surc vou can handle all this?” Nathaniel motions his hands up and
down to display his powerlul physique.

lonacio rushes at Nathaniel, reachme him m the maddle of the classroom.,
o) S
Just as Mr. Adenwalla has made his way there too. Ignacio breaks through
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his tcacher’s grasp and bear hugs Nathaniel. Unfazed, betrayving no distress
m the shehtest twitch ol face or body, Nathaniel experty leans his check
agamnst Ignacio’s lor leverage, patuenty wraps his much thicker arms around
his attacker’s upper torso, and mterlaces his fingers at the shoulder blades.
The polished tips make the supple lock beautful. Nathaniel separates and
adjusts the fingers for a moment, and they look like newly budded winglets
stretching out. Ignacio lets out a plamtuve moan, surrendermg, head and
arms lalling back hmply.

Nathaniel places Ignacio, who 15 sobbmg, on the ground like a scared child.
[enacio soon catches his breath and runs out of the room.

When Mr Adenwalla meets with his department chair later that day; they
beegm the logistuces of expelling Ienacio Hurtado from the college. She spends
an hour documentng cach sign pomting to Ignacio’s mstability, probing
what may have unhinged him and obsessing about whether Nathamel was
considerme legal action. She scolds Mr. Adenwalla about not reporting the
threat much carlier; and reminds him that last semester, a music professor at
another campus was beaten unconscious by a masked assaillant. Admmuistra-
tors had mside mformaton that it was a hit, retribution for a bad grade.

“Its a dangerous world out there!™ she says. “You know where we hive here

Y.

opcn enrollment world. We're all people have, in many cases, but we have no

1dca where these people are comimg from, what they're capable of, or how
screwed up they are. We have a responsibility to keep trouble out.”™

"My goodness, you do like to stir thimgs up, Mr. Adenwalla,” she finally
oroans. "My guru! I've said 1t before and T'll say 1t agam. I like some ol this
‘real world” stull you do, but be careful. If' vou trigeer people, vou and 1 and
e are responsible. This college 1s responsible.™

“Why do I have the feeling you're gome to get us both mto big trouble one of
these days? What are you domg to these people?” She 1s convinceed that, yet
again, she will need to pay special attention to N Adenwalla’s antics for a
while.

Mr. Adenwalla 1s tempted for a moment, but during the conversation, he
decides agamst sharmg his vision lor the comimg year, the work that will, with
luck, save him this ume. Whatever 1t is; that work will happen nowhere near
these nine buildings. He will do 1t all through his own means—mno Golden
Apple Innovative Teaching Grant, no collaboraton with the Service-Learn-
ing and Sustamable Living Institute. Best of all, simcee 1t will not be a college-
sanctioned project, he will not need anyone’s permission to mvite Ignacio as
well as Nathaniel to participate. 'This 1s not the work ol the college; 1t's the
work ol the poctry school.
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“"And by the way, Mr Adenwalla,” says the chair as he leaves the room. ™1
hope vou're not lorgetting to do the cogniuve thing with these people. 1
theyv're not learning how to write a college essay, you're not domg vour job,
['m not domg my job. Hee not domg our job, Mr. Adenwalla. Teach the
basic skills. I worry you're losing sight of that sometimes. Cogmuve!™

[ am here

lo be

wilh people

[What of they don’t learn how lo do language?

[What of they don’t practice how to solve formulas’?

IWhere do you find the time to do this extra-curricular busiess?
Have you revieweed the contract recently

the manual of procedures

the student handbook?

IWhat of they gel Iut by a car, or hightening, or you gel Il with a laweswl?
[What of the shat lats the Jan?

IWhat wll the union say then?

About getting so close to your students.

From: Iegnacio Hurtado <belhgerentwarrior2000@gemail.com>
To: Juan Adenwalla <adenwalla2 1 3@gmail.com>
Date: April 20, 2014

Subject: Mooshrooms

['m sorry about what happened two weeks ago, I'lost control ol mysell. T felt
like hurung him. somcone, anvone, and I lost control. 1 deserve to be
expelled from school. I'm oo tired anyway. I deserve the worst. I'm a dan-
ocr to mysell and other people, 1 hope this did not affect you or vour class
too much. T hope I didn’t get anyone m trouble. Don’t worry about me. I'll

be ine. Thanks for everything you did. You're a good teacher. After all this

happened, I noticed that T wanted to write about 1t. I have trouble with a lot
ol things. even simple things, but I see that writing 1s a kind of trouble that 1
kinda hike. MY WRITING IS A MooshRoom. YES!!! Letters grow on the

sad heavy world deep mside and deep outside. My writing cats what 1s dying,

a poison that can put me outside of my own mind, I have been writing
about this; and I sce that my writing 1s smarter than me:; my writing knows
things I don’t, and I can histen to 1t so I see things that broke from being

school; I feel like T came back to life m a way. I can do things, I'm not sure 1f
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that’'s good or not. 1 feel terrible; teacher. I thank you and I blame you,

M. Professor. I know we will meet agan, I know 1t.
S,
Hope you don’t mind if I send vou some ol my writing.

ke

“Hello teacher,” Ignacio says. walking through his former professor’s door.
more than four months smee his ban from the campus. “Can I come m?” He
closes the door before NMr Adenwalla, who has stopped chewing on a fig
cookic m disbelief, can respond.

“Of course, come .~

Mr. Adenwalla has tried to contact Ignacio several times, spoke to his mother
three tumes, but hasn't communicated with his former student smcee he
watched Nathaniel Greenlicld-Bapuste embrace him mto a sobbmg heap.
lenacio has been sendmg Mr. Adenwalla a poem every week or two.

[enacio takes a scat on a couch m Mr. Adenwalla’s ofhice, which he's entered
for the first time. Mr. Adenwalla’s desk sits before a mural on the wall recently
fimshed by several students including Nathanmiel: a red. orange and black
imagce of an old man with long gray whiskers. He sits on a rock, dipping one
toc mto a lake of flowermg water hihes. Calligraphic text forms the lower bor-
der ol the mural: “'T'he smallest sprout shows there 15 really no death.”
Against another wall 1s a stack ol cans 20 deep rising hallway to the ceiling.

[enacio has been situng, looking for a few seconds, but stands back up to start
talking. “Ok, so I heard vou talked to my mom about giving me a scholarship
for your poctry school thing you're trying to do. Is that true?”

“Yes, that's true.”
“Why would you want me?”
“Because I'see you're a poet,” Mr. Adenwalla says.

[enacio doesn’t scem to register the words. They evaporate m midam. His
own words arc busy being born from the cooking cocoons m his brain, and
they requure all his attenuon.

onaclo sits, leaning forward, his eyves widenmge. He throws a list mto a palm,
lo 5l o | l, his ¢y lenig. He t [1st mto a palm,
quictly, with great care, with a small pop. A smile and a nod, a rare bubble of

dehight rismg out of the hot and cold roil behind his eyes and burstung
between him and his teacher.

“First of all, understand that I can’t give vou anythig for what you're trying
to give me. To hell with vour invitation.™




M. Adenwalla sits quietly.

“You hear me? You don’t want to be around me. I yvou are, I'm going to give
you a scarc like vou've never had belore. Do you understand me? Let me
know 1f' you understand me or not.”

“Yes,” he savs softly.

"I don’t care about what you say! I don't care what anybody says. I don’t
think you're any good. All these 1diots think you're cool, but yvou're not cool. 1
think you're just a fuck-img do-gooder. Do you understand that? T want noth-
mg more than to punch you i the face right now. You know why? Because
you arc an Arab laggot.”

“Yes”

“Never call my house agam, or I will come here to give vou the scare ol vour
life. I will come to this school to do something vou will never ever forget.™ He
cocks his head, eyes sparking. “God bless vou, faggot.”

“Really?” Mr. Adenwalla says blankly. 'Then with a faint ghnt of enthusiasm,
“God bless you too! It really pams me .. .7

Before he can finmish, Ignacio walks away; 1ignoring Mr. Adenwalla’s extended
hand.

ek

ragin soul by 1h

when 1sit quicet

1 can know the blown up bones

slowed up

one face at a ime one eye at a ume

what 1s mside me m billions of scconds

did 1 waste my billions

onc breath at a ume and one molecule

mside that breath one at a time so that the rage
squeczes my heavy heart like a small hand does a metal can
a rock or an ron sword

Red Rage Roars

comes up hke fire!

you askin me to give somethimg away teacher
whats the price of this real love your teachin
whats left ol me

nothme but the ashes ol what 1 learned

ramin down on the world thats makin

one last turn
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Just my shadow stays
burned on vou so nothin 1s wasted

ek

At dusk Mr. Adenwalla and five students sit m a cirele m a ereat glade of saw
orass. A dome of cypress trees hunches beside them. It s Saturday evening
during Christmas break. Nathaniel walks mto the middle of the cirele and
places a brown apple snail shell on a mat of hard-vemed palm fronds.

“I mourn for the absence of those who can’t be here,” he says. I mourn for
my lather who passed away last month, who never looked me m the eyes as a
human bemg. I'm alraid for what my hile will be without ever having a lather,
but I Iive 1. T wiall Iive 1. For all the lost family members, I mourn.”

“We hear vou,” responds the group. After cach student has spoken and left a
shell, one of them., one of the most gifted writers Mr. Adenwalla has ever
found m one of his courses a dyslexie polyelot —offers the teaching. He
cxplams that he will lead them 1 a song and dance. *I read about something
like this m a book that the church banned,” he says slvly. “It’s a simple and
beautiful mystery.” Alter they learn the words to the song, the members of
this gathermmg ol the poctry school come to therr feet and start whirling i the

night.

“] am wounded!” cries the leader.

“And I am the one who wounds,” responds the group.
“[ am born,” he says.

“And I give birth,” responds the group.

“I am understood!”

“And I am the one who understands!™

" am saved!”

“And I am the one who saves.”

Mr. Adenwalla’s offering comes at the end of class, before the students retire
to theiwr sleeping bags. He turns his head to the dome of trees behind the
class and begins talking.

“This 1s a place where death dances with hife. A long tme ago, some cypress
(rees started erowing at what 1s now the center of this dome. As theiwr leaves
[cll, over many years, they dissolved the lmestone bedrock under us. This 1s
called a solution hole, made by the action of acid, by the process ol decay:
Other trees started growing around the hole. The water 1s deeper m the mad-
dle, so the trees grew higher, the roots broke deeper mto the rock.”™

“T'he maddle of this one 15 so deep. 1t couldn't hold the trees anymore, so 1t's
avold there, a nice water hole for the alligators to come drink m the dry
scason. T'he hole will keep cating the leaves.”




Mr. Adenwalla looks deeply mto the dome, opening to words for a moment.
With startling clarity, he sees a figure blink mto bemg, a flecung spangle of
white gold, a few hundred feet behind the leaves and mossy tendrils of the
airplants. Something rustles, stlls mto Mr. Adenwalla’s gaze, arresting ham
for a moment there, and melts awav. The faceless silhouette 1s probably a
deer, but moves with a shinking fear that reminds Mr. Adenwalla of a human
beimg, ol Ienacio Hurtado. Did he, or someone, follow them here, he won-
ders for a {lash. Or 15 this a projection beamed mto the might by the lamp ol
his own heart.

“The trees are called the overstory,” he contunues. “Great name! "Think
about how the overstory 1s a mirror for the dome floor.” Mr. Adenwalla keeps
lookig, peers through the speckled spaces of shadow between trees where
consciousness flickered, looks past the space to the bruised orange-yellow of
the horizon.

So many students, so many to come, thinks Mr. Adenwalla. He 1s with Tgna-
cto Hurtado this night. Mr. Adenwalla reflects on his eflorts to learn what
became ol Ignacio alter the poems stopped. He found disconnected phone
numbers, lapsed emails, and a series of rumors, none ol which could be con-
firmed. He jomed some family in Central America. He committed suicide
his bedroom. He's imprisoned m a different state. He's hitchhiking across the
country to Alaska where a long-lost uncle hives. Or he roams the streets of
the city of his birth without a home.




Debra, the essence
of lovein the
midst of struggle

by Alyssa Hernandez

C C lvssa Hernandez . .. Your partner 1s Debra!™ This was the moment
1t all began for Debbie and me. The WOW Center individuals and
the Miami Dade College students sat together in the cafeteria anx-

ously awaiting to hear themr names called. This was the day our journeys were
about to kick ofl! Alter hearmmg Barbara, one ol the stall members, call my
name, I happily hurried to the front where I met Debbie. Debbie looked at me
with a big old smile, and I smuled back. Full of excitement, I went straight n
for a hug. Luckily she hugged me right back!

Debbie 1s a 36-vear-old woman who has Down syndrome. She 1s around
5 feet tall and has straight brown hair that just barely reaches her cars,
and wears red glasses with tiny green beads attached to them. You can
almost always catch her with a water bottle in hand and her white vintage
looking fanny pack around her waist. She lives with her boyiriend Josh
thewr very own apartment! She has hived m Miami all of her hife. 'The two
of them share their home with a cat named Checto.

While close to her mother, Debbie only sees her father occasionally on holi-
days or special events, like her birthday: 'T'his 1s something Debbie and T have
i common. \When she shared this informaton with me, I felt even more
connected to hers At umes, Debbie may not be casy to understand, as she
olten gets stuck pronouncing her words, but she 1s most certamly casy to talk
to. She 1s open to conversations about almost anything. Kind and loving, she
1s quick to hug me when I least expect it. A genuine sweet heart she 1s. But
Debbie can also be a hittle bit of a trouble maker! Luckily she has her pal
Harry to keep her in check.

Harry 15 what she has named her right index finger, after the one and only;
Harry Potter! The first time T found out about Harry was during our first
oroup activity at the WOW Center. 'The MDCO students were asking cach ol
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the WOW Clenter partucipants a series ol simple “get-to-know™ questions. On
that very loud day m the caleteria when 1t was my turn to mterview Debbie,

the first thing I did say my name. She smiled and said, “M-M-M-My name 1s
Debbie!™ As she shook my hand, I nouced she had her nght mdex finger
pomted up, shghtly bent. She was smiling at me and then looking at the finger.
[ cdiid not think much of 1t at first and went on asking the questions histed on the

paper. When I asked Debbie what was her favorite movie, her face it up as she
said “Harry Potter!” and sure enough her rnght index finger popped out ol her
clutched hist. I smuled and told her how much I loved Harry Potter! I remem-
ber how excited we both were. She then looked up at me and said “*his name 1s
Harry; too!™ as she then looked down at her right mdex finger. 1 said, *No
way? Just like Harry Potter Is he special ke Harry Potter?” She smiled and

olgeled as she said, “Yes.” Barbara shouted “Switch!!!” and my tme was up
for mterviewing Debbie. Alter that short moment we spent together, T knew
we hit 1t ofl really well and that Harry was a big part of her, but I had no idca

how much so.

At first, I thought Harry was simply just an imagimary friend to Debbie, but 1
later learned that he 18 so much more than that. Intrigued to know more about
Debbie’s relationship with Harry, T asked again about him during one of our
recent visits to the WOW Center. It was a hot sunny day as we walked to the
ficld to play some kickball. T could tell Debbie did not like the heat; but she
was stll excited to be spending ume together. When 1t was our turn to kick,
Wilson. a stall member at the WOW Center, called us over [rom outlield.

[ looked at Debbie and said. “Come on Debbie, 1Us our turn to make a
home run!™

She looked up at me. grabbed on to my hand firmly and began to jog over to
home plate. As we were making our wav over, she began to speak from Har-
rv’s perspective. In a shehtly deeper voice, holding her right finger in the am,
she said, “Come on Debbie, h-h-hurry up! You're holdimg up the game!”

Once we made 1t to home plate, Wilson pitched the kickball over to Debbie,
and she kicked 1t hard enough to get us salely to first. 1T was proud ol my
buddy and apparently so was Harry! Once at first base, Debbie agam spoke
from Harry's perspectuve. “Good job Debbie.”

[ then asked her, “Debbie what 1s Harry to you?”

She looked up at me with a bit of a confused face as she looked back down at
Harry. She then said, “Harry makes sure Debbie behave.™

[ then asked her, “So 18 Harry like a parent?” Before she could answer, we

were running again to the next base. When we caught our breath, 1 brought
up the same question agam. She then told me, “Harry 1s like a Dad.” It then
all chicked lor me.
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Debbie s truly a kid at heart as she 1s [ull ol mnocence. And maybe, she feels
like she has to have somceone to sull keep her in check smee she lives on her
own. So much, so that, I believe she created Harry to be her parent, when
she's not with her actual parents. It seems clear that she doesn’t view herself
as a complete “adult.” I believe, she 1s aware she 1s sull very much so a kid at
1cart. I also feel, there may be a relation betwween Harry and the fact that her
Dad 1s m mfrequent part of her hife. Almost all of her comments through

Harry arc those that she might recewve from some sort of authority. Yet
through Harry; she 1s hard on hersell. "This became even more evident down
the road.

A little more than half way through the semester, our journey together took
a sharp turn. One afternoon at the WOW Center, I noticed Debbie was act-
g strange. I remember this day almost perfectly because of 1ts magnitude.
As T sat next to her m the cafetena, I noticed she was not as cheerful. Her
high spirits secemed absent that afternoon. It was as 1l the lhife had been
sucked right out of her. This was a side ol Debbie I previously had never wit-
nessed. Worried about her, I quickly asked how her day was gomg. She rased
her chm up, looked at me and then looked back down at Harry. She did not
answer my question, but, oh, Harry sure did.

“Debbie’s been real b-b-bad™ she said, using Harry's voice.

“Why? What happened?”

“Debbie said a bad word.,” continuing i Harrv's voice.
Debbie said a bad L. tinuing m Harry

Debbie then suddenly smacked her own hand, the hand she uses to bring
Harry to hfe. As I glanced down at her hand, I noticed she had uny sceratch
marks along the top of her hand, specilically right near her mdex finger or
Harry. 1o me, 1t was almost as it she was getting back at Harry for ratting
her out. Before 1 could comment on what I had just seen and heard, Barbara
was standmg right m front of our table. Barbara looked at Debbie with a
face of disappomtment as she asked Debbie, “What are you domng here? You
know vou are not supposed to participate today!”

Confused with what Barbara had just said, 1 looked right at Debbie scarching
for some sort ol explanation as to what was gomg on, but she was just as
shocked as I was. Barbara then told Debbie and me to stay behind, as the rest
ol the group went for a walk through the park nearby. Everyone looked at us.
A mulhion thoughts raced through my head. I thought to myself, did 1 do or
say something wrong to my buddy? Had I offended her m some wayv? I was so
worricd. As soon as the room cleared out, Barbara called the two of us over.
darbara also called Jessica over, another one of Debbie’s supervisors. 'This

made me even more worrted! As the four ol us stood m the caleteria; only
mches away [rom once another, Jessica began to speak.
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She said, “Debbie why don’t vou tell yvour buddy how vou have been behav-
mg lately?” As I turned to Debbie, I noticed her face was almost pale. Debbie
was so nervous and alraid. 1 remember [eelime like a parent who had just
found out her child was misbehaving m school.

Debbie did not want to answer from her perspective but mstead from Har-
rv’s. Jessica and Barbara both told her how they wanted to hear from Debbie
and not from Harry. Debbie took a long pause after hearig this. T could tell
she was really struggling with coming to terms with what she had done.

orasped her hand and just nodded, as I'looked my buddy m the eyes.

She  then  fnally said what had happened: 1 didn’c want o leave
computers.

Jessica elaborated on what had happened. It was ume to switch from com-
puter class to music therapy and Debbie did not want to go. After telling her

several times that 1t was time to leave, I said it she chose to stay; she would be
choosing not to be part of the NDC program anymore. 1 even told her that
once I leave this computer room, there was no gomg back. Her decision
would be [al. 1T gave her many chances, but she sull chose to stay m the
computer room and she cursed.”

Out of the program?!' I thought to mysell. No they cannot do that. Can they?
The semester was almost over. But, more mimportantly, 1 love Debbie. T did
not want to lose the privilege of spending tme with her.

[ then commented, “Debbie had told me, well Harry told me, that she said a
bad word, but I never heard about all of this.” Barbara and Jessica then
macde Debbie promise me that she would behave better. Debbie squeezed my
hand, looked me 1 the eyes, and told me, “I-I-1 pronuse, I'll behave better
because I really li-1-ike vou.”™ Her hands were sweaty and her face was full of
SOITOW.

[ then explamed to her, “Debbie. I love bemge your buddy, and I want us to be
able to keep spending time together but you have to behave better. It not, you're
comg to be removed from the program.™ She just nodded, and said, “Yeah.”
Barbara then told Debbie to go to class, and that she would not be partici-
pating m the program that alternoon. They would have to think about let-
ting her comeback at all. Surprised and m a rage, Debbie hollered, 1 don't
want to go to class. I want to be m the program!™ As she stomped her right
foot, her head hung low. Her eves were ixated on the ground.

[ told Debbie she had to go to class.

Her response, “T'll see vou next week!™ as she smirked.
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Puzzled, T told her, “Debbie, there may not be a next week [or us il you don’t
start behaving better. I hope there will be, but you need to behave better”

She said, “Okay, I pr-r-omise.” We said our goodbyes and she made her way

to class.

[ followed Barbara out of the cafeteria and mto the park, where everyone
clse was gathered. Barbara and I began to talk. She said, “This isn't the sweet
Debbie that I've known and taught for years. She 1s behaving very oddly, anc
this 1s not the first mstance. T think she may need to be put on medication. |

don’t know how we're finally gomg to handle this situation; you might neec
to be assigned a new buddy.”

"MLEDICATION?” I thought to mysell. She 1s just having a bad day? Are

the disabled not allowed to have those? 1 told Barbara how I would hate to

lose Debbie as a buddy; that I was already so connected to her. As I walked
through the park, buddy-less, I began to reflect on everything that had just
taken place. If anyone of us “abled™ people did not want to leave an arca for

whatever reason, no one would seriously consider putting us on medication?
How many tmes do we “abled™ people curse when another cuts us ofl m
traflic? No one tries to put us on medicauon for that. Why do people turn to
medication as a solution for any kind of rismg 1ssue mmvolving a disabled mdi-
vidual? I knew that I did not have the whole story, but my mind was racing.
Although Debbie’s behavior did not improve mstantly, with great effort, she
did complete the program with me. It was a tryig time for both of us, as our
visits from there on out were chaperoned by her social worker. T saw and sull
sce Debbie progressing remarkably. T am so proud of her. Withessimg some-
onc you care about strugele and somchow overcome through great effort 1s a
powerlul experience.

The riday after our last WOW visit, 1 recerved a phone call from Debbie.
She was calling to let me know that she had broken our promise. A couple
weeks ago, I couldn’t even get her to confess to me when she was misbehav-
mg. In the past, the only way I would ever find out was through Harry or one
ol her supervisors; and here she was, calling me to tell me she did something
wrong. 1'his was a couragcous act ol trust. I told Debbie that as long as she
lcarned from mistakes and made eflorts to improve, that it was okav.

| asked her what she was up to. She told me how she was picking up the
house and gomg to cook later with her man. She also told me, how she really

s

oved the stuffed ammal T gave her on our last visit. When Debbie asked me

what I was domg, I told her about working on some homework. Comciden-
tally; that homework was this essay.




Grassroots leadership for
the 21st Century: Leading
by not leading’

by Joan T. Wynne

1at kind of leadership does the 21st century demand? Many of us

n cducation today realize that top-down hierarchal thinking and

behaving 1s stulufying students™ and teachers” imagimatons, disen-
[ranchising  student voices, lailmg margmalized populations, and  foiling
national school reform. Asa G. Hilliard, 111 (1997), a decade ago, suggested that
with a broken system, “revolution. not reform s needed.” "That revolutionary
vision can be seen m a model of leadership, fully operatonalized durmg the
sixtics m the Southern Freedom Movement (SFM) mn the US.AL. but honed n
cducation during this new century by Bob Moses, founder and president of the
Algebra Project, Inc. Grounded m a philosophy ol empowermg erassroots,
bottom-up brilliance to find an cqual voice alongside those m the power struc-
ture, the Movement's history did not start mn the sixties. Rather, as Moses
cxplains, 1t “came mto exastence when the first African walked ofl the first slave
ship m chamns™ (Moses 2001, p 174). And though the grassroots component of
the SFEM model may be as old as the leadership philosophy of Lao Tsu m
700 B.C..~, its impact on educational circles is only now being examined.
Rescarch, sponsored by the Natonal Science Foundation, Florida Interna-
ttonal Unmiversity (IFIU), and some grassroots organizations 1s begimning o

mvestigate SFMs educational ollspring, the Algebra Project, as a possibility

' Grassroots [.cadership for the 21st Century: Leadmg by Not Leading™ by Joan 1
Wynne from Transformative Leaderstup and Educational Excellence: Learming Organizations i the
Information Age by Mymt Swe Khime and Issa M. Saleh, © 2015 Sense Publishers.
Reprinted by permission of the publisher.

> Quotation by Lao Tsu from the Zao Te Ching suggests the general philosophy of
Movement leadership style “Go o the people. Live with them. Learn from them.
Love them. Start with what they know. Build with what they have. But with the best
leaders, when the work 1s done, the task accomplished, the people will say “We have
done this ourselves.” While at Harvard, Moses studied the writines of Lao Tzu.
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to revolutionize school reform., especially i the mstruction of mathematics.
Withmn the context ol public schools, the Movement practice that scems
unique m reform is its msistence on bringing together the disenfranchised
mto small cireles to discuss, understand, and, then, demand what people say
they don't want — a quality educaton (Moses 2001, p.16).

In this chapter, I will discuss some of the components of this transformative
leadership model as T witnessed them unfold during Moses™ negotiation of
the leviathan obstacles that stand m his path of dehvering black, brown, and
poor white children from the dismal dungeons ol impoverished schools. His
attributes as a leader reflect not only the grassroots experiences and wisdom

[carned through the Southern Freedom Movement (SEFM) and from his men-
tor Ella Baker, but also from his disciplined mtention of denving any attach-
ment to charismatie leadership. Rather, he seems commutted to fostering the
leadership capacity of others. Moses sugeests m Radical Equations this distine-
tion between the two leadership styles, charismatic versus grassroots: "Ny
basic sense ol 1t has always been to get people to understand that i the long
run they themselves are the only protecuon they have agamst violence or
mjustice . . . People have to be made to understand that they cannot look for
salvation anywhere but to themselves™ (p. 33).

The Story

This chapter 18 more a narrative or portrarture than it 1s a rescarch report
cxplamed through tradinonal reporung protocol. 'The story begimns m 2004,
when FIU mvited Moses, Civil Rights legend and MacArthur Genius Fellow,
to come to its campus as an Eminent Scholar m its Center for Urban Educa-
tion & Innovation. He had been mvited because of his 25 years of steward-
mg accelerated mathematics programs to  disenfranchised  communities
across the country and because of his “locus on creative methods ol teach-
mg and learning as a strategy for empowerment and social change”™ (Ransby
p. 252). From the first tme Moses came to Miami, I have followed him mto
a myriad of setungs from classrooms and parent mecetings and academic
halls of various umversitics to foundation board meectings and superinten-
dent offices - Miami and other cities. As a rescarcher, my observing and
being in those arenas alongside Moses have been both humbling and trans-
[ormative. So to write this chapter as an objectuve eye-witness 1s a challenge
because I was observing not just a different mode of leadership, but also wit-
nessing what I believe to be a different way of “bemg™ m the world. My
mternal question has always been how do I wrap academic words around
this mulu-layered, mmovatuve yet ancient, quasi “spiritual™  leadership
experience?




When Cornel West wrote i 2001 that Moses 1s the towerig acuvist/intel-
lectual ol his generaton, he captured two ol the many facets of this leader-
ship style manifested by SME luminaries like Ella Baker, Fannie Lou Hamer,
Vincent Harding and practuced by Moses m the field of education. One of
those facets 18 his commitment to excavate the mtellectual hife of students
scormg at the bottom quartile of academic measures. A\ second 1s the social
activism, the mtention to racdically change an oppressive system (Moses p.3).
Moses sugeests that “embedded m this work™ of education and the concur-
rent butlding ol a demand for positive change by people at the bottom 15
the 1dea that if you can really bring about any kind of change at the bottom
1t 15 gong to change evervthing™ (Moses 2001, p.188). Both of these commit-
ments are mtegrated mto the philosophy and practice of the Algebra Project

and addressed whenever Moses 1s 1 a room with other people.

While exploring the mtellectual hife of students or themr communities, what
always scems to set Moses apart [rom others m a room 1s his stillness, a qual-
ity mantlested also m many SIM leaders like Baker and Harding. Such deep
quict lives m stark contrast to the monologues and directives that one often
hears m classrooms, schools, or meetngs with many leaders m the US.A.
Indeed, that silence permeates Moses™ teaching stvle and his persona mn every
oroup that he draws mto a circle. It's a strategy that he often credits to the
mentoring of Baker (Moses 2001, chapter 3). Though, T find Moses™ pro-
found calm so mtegrated mto his personality; that calling 1t a strategy scems a
misnomet. like trving to separate the dancer from the dance. Yet, at the same
tume, I know that this “stullness™ 1s a quality ol leadership that 1s more power-
ful than any of the others I will write about, and one I believe necessary to
cmulate m the hyper-sensorv-sumulated twenty-first century. T hough other
cultures may manifest this quality more widely. the fast-paced, ctheiency
driven American culture 1s not known for 1t.

You must enter into the small silences
(Moffitt 1961)

Several meidences of this disciplined quiet stand out i my rescarch notes as
strong demonstrations not only ol 1ts unique nature amudst hierarchal msu-
tuttons m America, but also ol the posiuve outcomes resulung from 1ts prac-
tice. The first example 15 a meceting with Moses and a group ol faculty who
had been mvited by the Executive Director of the Center, Lisa Delpat, to dia-
logue with the newly recruited Eminent Scholar. The dean’s conference
room was filled with about 26 faculty members. All secemed cager to meet
and hear from this highly respected and reputed urban leader. After Delpit
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mtroduced Moses and asked the faculty to mtroduce themselves, Moses qui-
ctly asked “What 15 1t that you would like to accomplish m these next two
hours?” Alter the questuon., silence hilled the room. Moses didn’t speak. The
professors didn't speak. People began to shaft m theiwr scats, either looking
down or lookig around for somcone to speak. Approximately four or five
minutes passced, which at the time scemed longer, and Moses remamed sull,
lookmg straight at his audience, and scemed the only one 1 the room com-
[ortable with the absence of words.

Prolessors are olten wedded to lixed agendas, expectations ol leader-domi-
nated lectures, or pre-determined formats for discussions. 'Thus, bemge m the
room with a leader, who believed that the wisdom needed for any eflort lived
within the people m the room and had to unfold with “leaderless™ dialogue,
scemed to bring this set of professors to palpable discomfort. They had come
to hear his wisdom, not to be participants m the excavation of their own.
Fventually, a prolessor broke the silence with a question which later gave way
to a group decision of an open conversation about the challenges of bemg a
collcee of education m the midst of the fourth largest school district mn the
naton. Later, after the meetung, one of my colleagues asked me, “Is that
silence a strategy of Moses? I've never experienced that m an academic
setting.”

In the classroom with a cohort of 9th grade Algebra Project students and at
a church basement where Moses led adult mathematies literacy workshops, 1
cxperienced that same quality as a means ol allowing learners the space and
tume to answer thewr own questions about solving mathematcal concepts,
permitting them to dig deeper mto thewr own reasoning for solving a prob-
lem. His pedagogy, a framework designed to develop conceptual knowledge.
not rote formulaic answers, mtends to build student confidence so that they
and thewr small groups can probe within themselves for answers.

However, 1t was at our first parent-student mecting where Moses was begin-
ning to organize the parents to support themr students’ new foray mto the
world of higher level mathemaucal thinkige, that his stllness was agaimn pal-
pable and resourceful. Four professors. some from FIU and some from
Miami Dade College, accompanied me to that mecting to become a part of
this effort to sustamn an AP site m Miami, where students performing m the
bottom-quartile of academic measures were bemng offered an accelerated
mathematics program. Moses and this tcam plan to shepherd these students
rom the 9th grade through the 12th grade, preparing them lor access to anc
[ the 9th grade oh the 12th grad o (| l ( I
success m college.

At this parent mectine, where also some brothers and sisters, aunts and

h

uncles came. Moses formed us mto a circle, explamed to the parents the
scope of the project and then asked the queston, “What steps do you want
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to take next to support your students on this [our year journey?” Again, like
the mecung with the college prolessors, an uncomfortable hush crept .
Moses sat quite sull and never took his eyes away from the circele. Manv, 1f
not most, ol these parents had never been asked what they thought or
wanted to do about thewr children’s education. 'The room remamed quiet for

what scemed again like a very long time. Even the professors wiggled a bit in
theiwr chawrs, wondermg 1 anything could be ushered m from this silence.
I'mally; one parent spoke, then another, then another and belore the end ol
the night, the partcipants had planned the dates, the agenda, and a cross-
cultural menu lor subsequent meetings, as well as a commiutment letter of
support drafted by the parents to pledge thewr family's support for the work
of the Algebra Project. After the mecting, i the parking lot, the professors
and I confessed to cach other our own discomfort with Moses™ long silences
while marveling at its brilliance, admitting that this had allowed the partci-
pants to [ind thewr way mto shapmg their own dialogue, strategies, and mter-
ventons to push thewr students toward college.

At another parent/student mecung, we watched as Moses sat quietly allow-
mg students fifteen to twenty mmutes to debate what tme they wanted therr
classes to begim cach morning at an upcoming summer mstitute. Later cach
of us professors, who had sat i the same circle, admitted that we would,
heretofore, have impatiently intervened and made the decision for the stu-
dents, unwittingly squashmg therr mitatuve and thewr ownership ol the pro-
cess. We, too, were learning [rom Moses™ leadership.

Possibly, the most memorable example, though, of this quality unfolded the
first day of a six-week residental summer academic mstitute that AP and
FIU operated for this newly formed ninth grade cohort and for twenty-two
students from another high school m the city. None of these students had
cver been away from thewr parents for this length of time. Some had never
been away [rom home. 'The students came [rom two rival schools where fear
ol onc another surfaced at the parent/student mformation mectngs held
separately at both schools prior to this first day. Suddenly forty, fourteen-year
old rivals arrived at the front door of a residence hall meetung space, disem-
barked from two separate buses, carrving their belongings and entered mto a
large mecting room 1 the hall. Some were driven there by their parents who
also came mto the meeting,

[ welcomed the group who sat noisily m chairs and sofas, telling them how
excited we were to have them at FIU, how long and with what enthusiasm the
stall had planned for makmge theiwr stay on campus a good experience, and,
then, mtroduced thewr mstructors, thewr college chaperones, and the other
stafl who would be working with them for the six weceks. The students his-
tened yet chattered and sometimes  gigeled  during mtroductions and




128 WHO SPEAKS FOR JUSTICE

comments [rom prolessors and stall. When everyone else had been presented,
[. then, muroduced Moses whom the 22 non-cohort students never before
had met. After the mtroduction, Moses stood belore them and said nothine.
He stood looking at the students and their parents. Some of the students con-
tinuced to chatter. Moses stood silent. Students began to hush other students.
Moses stood silent. Some students then began to nervously gigele at the ensu-
g quict. Professors shifted from foot to foot. The discomfort swelled.

For several minutes, Moses stood silent, looking at evervone there. I had
never belore experienced this kind ol patient waiting [or a room [ull of anx-
1ous strangers and gigeling teenagers, staring back, to settde mto a respectful
calm. 'The room became motonless and soundless, and, then, his quiet, calm
volce began to tell the history and purpose behind the effort to bring them all
together i this place at this time. He spoke of their obligation to bring the
best they had to offer to the summer experience, not just for themr own suc-
cess, but to help builld a movement to secure the rights of all students to a
quality educaton. He, then, asked them to immediately decide il they were
ready to make a serious commument to the goals of the msutute. If they
were not ready, he mdicated, there was no shame attached to leaving. He
again msisted that 1f not cager then for rigorous academic pursuit, they
might consider coming to a subsequent mstitute. He continued, saving that
no onc was forced to be there: that 1t was their choice, and they should not
make that choice hightly. He paused and gave students the opportumty to
lcave. No one left. 'The rest ol the day proceeded. 1 stull remember standing
there m awe ol the courage and confidence to hold onesell silent and present
to cach moment and person for such a long time. 'The mceident also remmded
mce of a desceripuion of Moses m Parting the Taters when Taylor Branch cites
the first mecting between Martun Luther King, Jr. and Moses, who was then
only twenty-five: “NMoses carried about him the strong presence of an East-
crn mystic. There was something odd about him, vet he also managed to
communicate a soothing, spirttual depth™ (Branch, 1988, p. 325).

Slow the Bus Down

Moses used similar acts ol patience with me. Often before or after sessions at
workshops with adults or young people, I would profler an idea about some
content or pedagogy or actuvity that we miught bring the next tme we met
with the group; and Moses, cach tme 1 asked, would suggest to me that we
should wait for the group to decide what they needed or wanted. But on later
occasions, because I was on such a steep learning curve about grassroots
organizing and leadership, I would forget and ask the same question. Moses,
as though 1t were the first tme he had heard me ask the queston, patently
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cgave the same answer. After one ol these moments, I realized again the depth
ol the generosity that Moses, and people i the Movement tramed by Baker,
bring to any dialogue, and the huge philosophical shift this kind of leader-
ship reveals. I had grown up m an Anglo-American world where a typical
metaphor for deseribing most processes, especially in education, was “Hurry
u]) and gct on the tram; 1t 15 leaving the station, and vou will be left behind.”

Jut Moses l\( pt eently reminding me to, “Slow the bus down so the people
can get on.” His patient sullness m all of these instances made possible the
o1t ol slowmg the bus down so that everyone's talents and wisdom had ume
to emerge and to join the ride toward creative revolution.

In additon, this quality; the use of “small silences,” demonstrates a profound
faith m the wisdom of those Iiving on the margins, “Black, Latino, and poor
white students who are trapped at the bottom with prisons as their planta-
tions” (Moses, p. 12). The silence, patience, and calm create a luxury of
space and ume for people to find ther authentic voices m the mudst of chaos,

ol confusion, ol strugele, ol discomlort; ume to dig lor their words, ther
ideas, thewr msights; space to piece them together so they can own and use
them to mvent their own solutions to the sometmes daunting realiues they
face and the educational monstrosities they suffer.

Baker, too, believed that the people at the bottom of society’s hierarchal lad-

¥

der often offered the most imgenious 1deas (Ransby 2007). In an unwelcom-

mg culture, as academe typically 1s for disenfranchised people, creating a safe

contamer lor them to let theiwr wdeas percolate 1s mutually benelicial for the
mstitution and the people 1t serves. Indeed. such mutuality demands and
shapes msututional change. As Moses explams 1t, “A network, a tracdition hike
this, mvolving teachers, students, schools, and community; 1s not established
i one fell swoop. You go around 1t and around 1t, and you keep going around
it and deepening it. You keep r("lurnino to 1t until all the imphcations of what

you arc domg become clear and sk . (Moses p. 168

Helping to Create the Demand

Leadig by not leading might be another way to desceribe the qualities that
surfaced as T followed Moses mto diverse arenas. That component, n fact, 1s
what first drew me to Moses and his Algebra Project work. T had been
mmersed m urban school reform simce the 1970°s and had become discour-
aged, always workmg lor sweepig relorm, but i three decades witnessing
“so much reform, so hittle change™ (Payne, 2007) m schools. Yet 1 know; as
cducators, most of us have desperately wanted to be co-creators of a demo-
cratic, quality educational experience for all of America’s children, not just
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[or the clite—as Moses puts 1ty “to recognize that all ol the children i the
nation are children of the nauon.”™ (Center 2004). In hopes of accomplishing
this, we educators have changed our curriculum. our pedagogy, our leader-
ship styles, our textbooks, and our management systems. We have made large
schools mto groupings of small academies. We have promoted teacher lead-
crship, shared governance, collaboration, rigorous professional development,
reflective practice, and learning communities — vet sull the majority of urban
schools m every city continue to deliver mferior educaton to black, brown,
and poor white children (Dropout Lactories 2007).

Alter reading m 2001, Radical Eguations: Cuil Rights from Mussissippe to the Aloebra
Project; however, 1 began to understand the missmge piece ol all ol these
rcform efforts. That picce 1s the “demand side™ of the work, or what Moses
also calls “carned msurgency.” Helping to develop that component within
any group 1s the transformatve leadership piece that too many of us don't’
quite understand, or don’t value, or don’t feel we have the ume or skill to cul-
tvate. Its the knowledge that Moses learned in the sixties with the sharccerop-
pers. While then the group was sacrificing for the constitutional right to vote,
and m the present century, we struggele for the constitutional right of a quality
cducation for @/l children, that same quality of leading without leading 1s
vital. Moses often reminds us that now, as then, there 1s a place for advocates
of all kinds cducators, lawyers, foundatons, civie Ieaders, churches, busi-
nesses, community agencies —to push for democrauc rights. But “the only
oncs who can really demand the kind ol education they need and the kind of
changes needed to get 1t are the students, thewr parents, and theiwr community,
which largely remam silent on 1ssues hike this.” (Moses, p.151)

For, m the absence of the community’s demand, the country msists and
tcachers believe that black, Latno, poor white students and their parents do
not value education and/or don’t have the capacity to achieve academic
cxcellence. Thus, they become the scapegoats for low performance, a beliel
system that allows the nation to resist holding wsell accountable for deliver-
mg “hrst class™ mstruction to all. "The Algebra Project’s msistence on build-
mg a base of student and parent demand for superior curriculum and
pedagogy 1s a commitment and skill vital for all educational leaders, whether
serving m colleges, universities, or public schools. But “leading without lead-

me

o, an integral part of building a grassroots” demand 1s a pamstakingly dis-

ciplimed, back and forth process, that many leaders have httle patence for.

Moses™ shifting lately of the language [rom “demand™ to “carned msur-
cencey’ (PBS) mdicates his msight that students must make sacrifices for ther
cducation as did “sharccroppers™ who made sacrifices (risking theiwr jobs,
homes, and often therr hives) to demand their right to vote. It today’s students
arc to demand a quality education from the naton, thev. Moses often
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cxplams, must be willing to take mathemates for 90 mmutes every day lor
[our years; sacrilice tme at home to study: and devote time m therr commu-
nitics as math literacy workers. Moses™ and the Algebra Project’s demand on
the students to pursue academic excellence, not mediocrity: 1s as deliberate as
its demand on the naton to dehver quality education.

Leadership Lessons Learned

When I think about my journey of being like an mtern, shadowing a leader,
cathering data, attemptng to sce the patterns of leadership. the nuances and
the directions, I'm reminded of Harding's, Hope and History. In the book,
Harding, while explamimg “the transformative uses of biography.” describes
his encounter with a youngster caught up m a drug and gang world, a voung
man who spceaks with “unconventional wisdom.™ Ilal‘(llllg rclates that alter
his lengthy exchange ol dialogues with this young man, he began to recog-
nize the need for voung people to have “human signposts™ who can help
pomt them toward healthy visions and transformauton (Harding, 1990).
“They need to see and know the hives of women and men who provide inti-
mations of our human grandcur, who open doors bevond darkness and
mvite us all toward the magnilicent hight of our own best possibilities, as
mature, compasstonate, cvolving human bemgs™ (p. 16).

In these dark umes m urban educaton where the statisties ol fallure can
overwhelm us, m a naton where all the old paradigms of social and c¢co-
nomic polices have recently collapsed. I believe that knowing the success
story of leadership demonstrated by Moses 1s especially valuable. Knowing
that his qualities evolved through a crucible of darker times, fashioned by
men and women hike Amzie Moore, E. W, Steptoe and Fannie Lou Hamer,
pcople pushed to the very bottom ol society’s rung deep m the Mississippi
delta, yet who drew upon a vast, historic, and collective Movement wisdom

to mount the struggle against racism. power, and privilege—and won, then,

mavbe we can uncarth those qualitics with ourselves to transtorm not only
cducation, but also the nation.

So what are those quahties that I witnessed that seem the most relevant to a
transformational leadership that might dig us out of the quagmire of made-
quate public education, out of the vast mequitics m urban and rural schools,
and out ol clite educauon that keeps the children ol the wealthy lost 1n a sca
of moral morass?

The practice of silence: Harding suggests that Bob Moses calls 1t “the
work of ‘mternal organizing” for anvone who secks to work at serious reorga-
nization of the world around us™ (Harding p. 24). It might unfold from a
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practice m yoga, or meditation, or simply developimg a comlort with sullness.
When witnessed, 1t 1s a potent lorcee.

The discipline of patience: A scnsce that the task 1s never complete so the
need to rush becomes wrelevant and often counterproductive. I as Hamer
sugeested, “Freedom 1s a constant struggle; make a joviul noise,” (Roberts,
2004) then there 1s always time to sink mto the silences and wait for “the peo-
ple” to lead thewr own struggle toward mtellectual engagement and restor-
atuve justice. Mosces, ike Hamer, sces his work as a lifelong journey. Once
when 1 was attempting to persuade him to accept a tenured positon at the

university, he asked what that would mean. 1 told him that for one thing, 1t
would mean a retirement pension and benefits. He quickly mformed me that
neither would be necessary as he had every mtention of “dyig with his
boots on.” Morcover, with Moses the destination of the struggle secems mte-
oral to the carcful attention to cach moment 1 the journey; and the moment
1s met with complete mtegrity, like a doctor listening for the rhythms of a
heartbeat.

The belief in the small and the intimate in life: Mother Theresa
said, “We can do no great thigs, only small things with ercat love.” Moses
consistently manifests a beliet that creating small groups with mumate con-
nection to cach other around a shared vision builds strong and bold move-
ments. He did this kind of work m Mississippi; and, though, he has become
what Dave Lawrence, a civic leader in Nliami, calls a natonal treasure,
Moses continues to spend time m the classroom working with one cohort at a
tune for four vears at a ume, tcaching mathematics to keep the movement
alive m the young while testing out theories of accelerated curriculum and
pedagogy. His beliel m the mumate of hife scems counter to the typical
national demand for grandiose schemes: 1ts rush to “scale up™ reform: 1ts Tust
for big numbers to guide and shape us; its demand for answers without bemng
willing to hive the queston; and 1ts distaste for the prolonged struggle toward
raclical change. There 1s an organic nature to the leadership and work ol
Moses and the Algebra Project. He msists that AP “1s a process, not an event”
p. 18). And he never seems to rush the process to grow 1t big—to force feed
its success —his product 1s never a hot-house plant. Like a small farmer he
knows the scasons of change. He knows that when rushed, when grown too

fast or too big,

idcas and practices like plants can become toxic or void of
any nutrient or meanmglul content. For over thirty vears, Moses has taken
the Algebra Project step by step toward success. He's watched as young peo-
ple grabbed hold of AP m Mississippt and spun 1t ol mto a diflerent direc-
ton mto a Young People’s Project (YPP), managed by voung people for
young pcople, learning mathematics as they serve their communities as math
litcracy workers m after-school programs. Like Baker, though, Moses resists
manipulating YPP to resemble his vision, but has stepped aside for 1t to
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organically grow 1ts own leadership, directions, and mtellectual base. Alter
ten years ol growth, YPP, too, now has a large Natonal Science Foundation
award and 1s developmg new sites around the country.

The personal connection: NMosces consistenty m Miami demonstrates a
belief m personally connecting with whomever he works. When he was first
forming the 9th grade cohort, he visited the homes of cach student. Often
the school had mcorrect addresses for students; Moses kept at 1t unul he
found the home of every student. He visited those homes on muluple occa-
stons as well as met parents and relatives at the school several umes a year lor
bramstorming sessions. He visits sick students when they are stuck at home;
he takes students to the doctor; he brings them groceries. 'This 15 the man
who, President Barrack Obama, m an iterview with a journalist, called his
“role model” (Lizza 2007, p. 3).

In his book, Moses says that connecting 15 an essential part of the work of
the Algebra Project: *'The first thing you have to do 1s make a personal con-
nection. You have to Iind out who 1t 1s you are working with. All across the
South you could sce that i grassroots rural people. "T'hat was thewr style. Miss
Baker took this style to a sophisucated level of political work™ (Moses p. 32).

Giving voice to the voiceless: Moses reminds us that “Young people
finding their voice mstead of bemg spoken for 1s a crucial part of the pro-
cess” (Moses p.19). Consequently, he creates opportunities at conferences,
university classrooms, and diverse mecting halls where his high school stu-
dents can tell their stories and share their mathematical knowledge across the

country. Learning [rom Baker and his experiences m the SEFM. he also msists
that leadership “should emerge from the community and be helped m s
ocrowth by grassroots orgamzers™ (Moses, p. 34).

With Moses, leadership itself seems a co-creative process, always moving,
never culminating, a procession of people and 1deas changing places m a cir-
cle, not a trangle. Resisting any attempts at making the national Algebra
Project a center of power, Moses continuously pushes power mto the hands
ol the local sites. He secks, and sometumes helps to create, local grassroots
cadres to develop a conscrousness that nothmg will be sustamed without their
owning personal leadership, without constantly re-evaluatng successes and
failures to keep their eftorts fluid and responsive to the environment m which
they hive and the people with whom they work. Like a jazz musician who
“modifies a musical rhythm by shifting the accent to a weak beat of the bar,”
Moses places his attention on the weakest voices 1 society and helps them
[ind thewr song—and, hike Hamer, together; they make a “joylul noise.”

He orchestrated that “jazz™ agam m August ol 2008 when a newly assigned
principal at the local high school was considering (_l()sulg the Algebra Project
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site. To counter her attempt, I suggested that Bob, I, and others might meet
with the principal and extol the virtues ol the project. Bob quietly said,
“No.” The students and parents, he suggested, should write a letter about
thewr experiences m the project and then meet with the principal to share the
letter. "They did, and they alone persuaded the principal to maimntain the proj-
cct at themr school. Moses™ two vears of work with these students, building
them as a cohort and a community; produced a desire and a conlidence
them to demand what they needed. 'They had carned ther msurgency.

A profound capacity to listen deeply and well: | have yet to [ind any-
onc who has not felt deeply heard after walking away from a mecung with
Moses. Whether he agrees or not, he hstens mtently to whomever 1s speaking.
He asks penctraung questuons and waits patently for others to digest the
words and respond from their own experiences. Without taking the first note
i most mectings, months later he can repeat who said what when. His
capacity, though, to hsten, really histen, to the voung 1s remarkable to experi-
cnce. His prochvity lor prolonged silence with them and his honest curiosity

to know thewr thinking allow them to push that thinkimg m new directions.
Whether m the classroom or m sessions with students planning events, Moses
consistently models this profound respect for what young people are saving.
He explamns that, “It1s the voices of the young people 1 hear every day; more
than anything, that grves me hope™ (Moses p. 191).

Historian, Charles Payne, suggests this quality of careful histening as one that
Moses carly m his hile projected: *'The broad outlines ol the Mississippi
movement of the sixties had been laid out, primarily between an older war-
rior [Amzic Moore| with hittle formal education but vears ol experience
fighting Mississippt and a vounger man [Bob Moses] with sense enough to
listen, Harvard notwithstandmg™ (Payne p. 106-107). In most arenas, leaders
who listen well are treasured.

Building the network of relationships in
communities and across the nation

Moses since the sixties, as a field seceretary for the Student Non-violent Coor-
dimating Committee (SNCC), has learned the necessity of always widenig
the web ol the network both locally and natonally to support his work. In
Mississippt, he, along with local msurgent leaders, organized the sharccrop-
pers, voung people m the towns, thousands of white students from Northern
universites, federal prosecutors, doctors, teachers, preachers, politicians and
other social justice groups bevond SNCC around the 1ssue of voting rights.
This network proved mvaluable, for as NMoses puts 1t: “When Nississippi
locked us up, the Feds could set us free” (Moses 2009).




In the Algebra Project, he started m a classroom with his children, tcaching
them algebra, then other people’s children m that same classroom, then
organized other parents, former SEFM acuvists, teachers across the country,
chite mathemaucs rescarchers from Cornell, Kent State, the Mathematies
and Science Rescarch Institute (MSRI), foundations hike MacArthur, Lilly:
Open Society, the National Science Foundaton, the Children’s Trust, uni-
versities, professors and graduate students, lawyers, school board members,
unions like the Industrial Arcas Foundaton (IAl7), politicians, journalists and
thousands ol young pcople around the 1ssue ol delivermg accelerated aca-
demic educaton to the naton’s bottom quartle and creating a movement for

Quality Educaton as a Constitutional Right. His circle spreads across the
nation from Los Angeles to Miami: “"The question of how we all learn to
work across several arenas 1s unsolved. Those arenas are large and compli-
cated . ... Really working i all these arenas will require that many people
adopt a more holistic outlook than they have ever done belore™ (Moses 2001,
p. 16). Moses nurtures this complex network while at the same ume spending
3 days a week teaching mathemates to his local AP cohort. And always, liv-
mg the words of Baker to bring the family along, Moses™ circle meludes his
family; his wife, his two sons and two daughters in the work.

Reaching for strategies to move forward, instead of getting stuck
in a search for blame. Moscs™ rapid movement from problem to strate-
o1cs for addressing thorny issues 1s often demonstrated with stally circles of
supporters, parents, and students. I have often observed and silently approved
his response to students who might misbehave, At those umes, like most
“oood” teachers, he moves immediately to discovering the reason behind the
behavior mstead of locking mto 1deas of pumshment: he cheits student
cngagement i finding the root and the solution, not only 1 mathematics but
also m therr hves.

Recently, though, his propensity to move mstantly from problem toward
strategy stood m stark contrast to my own. He walked mto my ollice immedi-
ately alter a meceting where expected support was suddenly withdrawn. Alter
he reported to me the outcome of the meeting, I mstantly protested, “Why
would they do that? How can they do that? How short-sighted.” Without
cntertaiming my outburst, Moses asked “What do yvou think are some strate-
o1cs to now keep our work gomg m Miami?” My brain had shut down with
the shock of the bad news, while Moses had already begun sharmge ideas for
carncrmg other support. Wallowing m blame 1s just not part ol Moscs’
psyche. His mtellect and magmaton scem always m gear for moving cre-
atvely toward the next step. Yet, at the same ume, he can surrender to the
1ideas of any group at hand. especially the voung, 1f' those 1deas are congru-
cnt with the gestalt of the vision.
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Work within and against various structures: \\ithin most public
school systems there are structures m place which nught seem to enhance the
system, vet often damage the humans withi that system. Wise leaders recog-
nize those structures and understand the need to work against them when
they stfle the ereativity and relationship building of the system’s participants.
While working m urban and rural systems, Moses, like many of us, has suf-
[cred arcane public school protocols and processes. The bigger the system,
the more rigid and unimaginatuve the rules—and the more unconscious the

mumidaton ol the people 1t 1s supposed to serve. Against these monolithic
systems, Moses™ organie sense ol life, learning, and leadership stands m stark
and clegant rehief. His refusal to replicate vet one more hierarchal, one-size-
fits-all mstructional and orgamzational model, though, 15 often misunder-
stood as unrealistic or somchow incomplete.

Nevertheless, during strategy sessions, Moses has often explained that we
must continue to go up and down the hierarchy ol the system, the cham of
command, to keep the support alive for the students” mtellectual develop-
ment, and that we should mancuver around those structures we cannot
change and create our own system for who contacts whom on cach level of
authority:

[t 15 a hittde bit hke euerrilla warfare. You're striking. You're pulling back.
You're lookmg at where you are. You're striking agam. You're looking for
an opening. You re looking for a soft spot, trying to find out where vou can
penetrate. And you are working with and against various structures. You re
i them, but you're working against them at various levels. (p. 17)

Yet always Moses reminds us that the students and parents must be the driv-
mg force behmd the survival of the project’s vision ol “facmg a system that
docs not lend 1tself to your needs and devisimg means by which you change
that system™ (p. 19). Though Moses continually attempts to build consensus
and networks among diverse advocacy groups, the radical change needed, he
msists, will result ulumately from  disenfranchised communites pushig
against the system, not from the well-meaning advocacy of outside agents.

When I get disheartened by the harsh realities and mequities i the public
school system (Orfield, 2004) and the dearth of leaders with a vision, I think
about Moses™ almost fifty years ol quict revolution. I think of his front-line
participation m the Southern Freedom Movement; of the times he was
yeaten and shot at; of the times he spent m jail when Civil Rights Attorney,

John Doar came from D. Ci. to get Moses out of those southern jails and pris-
ons. I think also about Llla Baker and Fannie Lou Hamer and Amzie Moore
and the thousands of Hardimge’s “human signposts™ who changed the south
forever and who changed the nation’s political system so that a Barrack
Obama could become President of the Uniated States of America. And., then,
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[ oo and sit with Moses™ Algebra Project students and Listen to them talk.
That’s when I sense that the system 1s not impenctrable, and that il T have
the patience and the sullness, I will hear the strong shifung musical rhythm

that comes from the “accent on a weak beat of the bar™ Then I know we're
closer to public schools making freedom's “joviul noise.”™
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