' hetoric,
espite ther
:’eachers and students

are succeeding

by Eric Cooper’

his important new book, Dog Whistle Politics: How Coded Racial Appeals
?-Iave Remvented Racism and Whecked the Middle Class, author Ian Haney
Lopez defines “dog whistle politics” as veiled references meant to “care-

y manipulate hostility toward nonwhites” rather than deal honestly with
e racial issues of our time,

erican public education is full of these high-pitched battles,
hools because too many (poor minority) children “faj]”
blic systems is one. Another “fajlure” is that urban

Privatizing
to be educated by
(read: “minority”)
idren’s education. Frankly, having

arents, I have never
rlem, Chicago, Boston, Seattle, Newark, D.Ce

) who is not passionately concerned about
, 've met single-parent mothers who hold
I sometimes seven days a week Just to stay

hey are some of my heroes, but in spite
» they remain untapped resources In a move-
ent for change,

cachers are demonized as “fajlyres” in the classroom, Fortunately for all of
» More and

: more are banding together as agents for Justice by believing in o
¢ Inherent capacity of al] students, and seeking strategies and instructional

thways 1o Improve studen performance through professional development
d collaboratjye learning. -

“IMissjoy given by Dy, o
m p 8N by Dy i

0g on Huffin

Cooper on e-mail to Joan Wynne on 4/3/ 2015 for reprint
sPit€~T.}1(:-rhet0

y 8ton Post:  http:/ /wwwhuffing ost.com/ eric-cooper/
nc‘tﬁac\b_6993668.ht:rnl g
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To add to this narrative, I share an experience from Newark throy,

for Effective Education:

In one of the K-8 schools, I was in charge of leacher professional developmeny, On
particular day, a teacher asked me to come to her classr-oom becau'se she was struggling
classroom management. In her classroom was an African-American middle-schyy st
named Amos. I observed immediately that the students were not focused on the leachey
presentation and a lot of teaching time was lost. The teacher is very /zafd wo.r,{z'ng’. capab
and passionale, but, at the time, did not have the help needed to be gffective with th parti.
ular class of students. As a consequence, with every visit to that school, I taught the clagy

demonstrate for the teacher how to engage students through lessons I modeled,

The students started out unengaged in the learning process and chaos was the ordeyr of the
day, even with. the best effonrts of the school staff Throughout the ear, more and mgr,
leachers began to engage in the professional development we offered, and were always
surprised when their students were focused on the subject matter I demonstrated gng
modeled for their teachers,

Amos, in the back of the classroom, consistently struggled with writing and speaking,

A student mentor program was umplemented, and it was here that I became close 1o Amos.
He was a natural for NUA’s student-voice initiative, where students become teachers along
with their teachers. Amos slowly rose to the lop as the leader of the student project. He
became so enthusiastic over time that he asked i he could create g website so teachers could

r
. . ; h (‘
words of Dr. Alexis Leitgeb?, a superintendent in a small MldWeStg hlhe ;

. SC
: : tional U . 0g| |
community and a consulting mentor at the Na rban Alhance a\,UA’
]

Some of the students began to develop ideas on how ¢, use strategies for read;
and math. "8, vocabulary

Toward the end of my final year in the Newark mitiative, Amos explained thay
eral students were going to attend another school, H, indicated thy st o
part of the student-voice project would be speaking ty thg;y new principal g
learned to their new schools.

he and Sey-
bring lessons

Right before summer break, when I was leaving and Amos 14 MOVIng 1o his pey
asked to meet his mother. She came'dﬂer school, and I gave Amy , laptop compyy
and digital camera so this amazing young student could woyy. o home o

SC/zoo/) 7

) g p”l‘ﬂter
3¢ 00,
lwo’-k,

2 Permission granted by Alexis Leitgeb on e-mail to Eric Cooper oy, 6/11/15 fory

uotation.
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ork and design, and videos. I did not want his lqcl of financial megps to pre-
from having the equipment I knew would help h

i meet his full potentiq)
nt on to the Poetry Out Loud 2015 competition. He mag, it all the way to the
Is at Princeton and took second place, A

mos discovered his strengths—leadership
ing—twhile engaged in the student-voice broject of the NUA.

e tens of thousands of stories just like this one, starring teachers
e from being “just a teacher” to Justice in teachin

8 due to their per-
pmmitment to student potential, and, at times, thanks to the profes-

ich they take part. They don’t give
on each other as they move toward
litics of education, they find a com-
hievement and social justice.

low these stories to be told, so that the success Amos has can be taken
e, and the doomsday caco

phony—those dog-whistle politics—about
on in America is muted,




y Omo Moses

hen I volunteered to go to Mississippi, I was signing up to get

myself together. I followed my younger brother, Taba, cousin,

Khari, and father, Bob Moses, to the Sam M. Brinkley Middle

| in May 1995, after an unremarkable college basketball career ground

alt when the George Washington Colonials lost to the Ohio University
ats in the Big Apple NIT Classic. I had spent the last decade pursuing
ational Basketball Association (NBA) and the accumulation of material
important to most 20 year olds; failing, for the first time, to become
rson I imagined. The disappointment arrived at sunrise each morning
at, out of habit, on my mother’s porch in Cambridge, MA, a ball under
"mpit, returning to the street to dribble between passing cars, past phan-
opponents. What had been a throne became a coffin. I wouldn’t be
led in the streets like Patrick Ewing after he won his first Olympic gold
. I wouldn’t declare, as Rumeal Robinson had, that I wanted to
e as big as the moon to a field house full of high school students. A
on a pole on a corner wouldn’t bear my name as it did his after winning
ational championship at the University of Michigan.

ents of glory could be gathered from the cracked asphalt of Corporal
s Park, on the courts at the bank of the Charles River opposite Har-
s Business School, where generation after generation of black and
n-colored boys came to mold themselves into basketball players. I could
competed for status among them (pounding dreams of teenagers; bitter
still looking for a reputation) and the legends (without legs) clinging to
ence, untl the debris from bones pestling concrete consigned me to the
), loitering (seated and standing; their backs to the water) on the curb

g the sideline, until it was their turn to claw at the next young player
€arned the right to be

et
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The burial of my self-portrait—a benevolent, albeit, envied hero,
with enough cash, cars, jewels, and eye C.a.ndy to .scatter throughou
neighborhood—was protracted. The possibility continued to arrive e
soldering desire and fear—that I had one more year of. college eﬁgibig]-hl
another moment to live before a million eyes. My rcfdemptlon began with :l‘,
pain burrowed in ankles already fractured and sprained Irreparably, Iy, rah
unmasked moment, I shared with my dad that I would no longer he , basker
ball player. He offered, America is filled with courts that you can play baj] 0 t

Without purpose or clear direction, I a'lsked if T could spend the next ye,
working in his classroom. He was surprlsed: He had spent the 'better Part
the last 10 recruiting his children to work with the Algebra Project (Which, h
characterized as the family’s business). I was the last one he expected tg g
up. But, I needed the desolate Mississippi Delta roads which stitched rectap,
gular and square patches of cotton fields, the blues from. sharecropper te
sharecropper; the obscurity of a classroom punctuated with the infectiom
curiosity of 7th graders searching for images to attach to themselves; the
anonymity of Southern hospitality—to reimagine who I could be, Unlike
most of the boys who traveled to Corporal Burns to become Dr. J, my family
was stable, my parents made the public schools work, wrapping us in love
and the type of experiences that continually expanded what we thought vy
possible. I left high school with the belief coded in my DNA, that if I put th
time in, I would be successful at whatever I put my mind to. Failure, no ma;.
ter how painful, was just another beginning,

Within a week of my arrival in Mississippi, my dad began declaring, “The
young people need to get their act together.” There was a sense of urgency
in his voice that we didn’t share. He talked about jail, saying that if young
people didn’t do well in math, they were going to end up in jail. The cover of
the February 21, 1993 edition of the New York Times Magazine had a picture
of him with children from the Mississippi Delta beneath the title, “We Shall
Overcome This Time with Algebra: Bob Moses and Mississippi Children
Focus on a Plastic Learning Screen—A Path out of Modern Bondage.” It’s
difficult to make the connection between success in algebra and serfdom (Sil-
ver 2008; NYT, 1993)." When I was playing at George Washington, my dad
came to town to give a speech to a bunch of mathematicians. A decade
before Google and Facebook, he told them that whether they liked it or not
they were the leaders of the planet. It was difficult for them to imagine the

"There is a very high correlation between success in Algebra in high school, gradua-
tion from four-year colleges, and work. Students who complete Algebra IT in high
school more than double their chances of earning a four-year college degree. In LS
Angeles, like in most urban districts, 65 percent of the students who didn’t pass Alg¢”
bra by their freshman year dropped out.
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d the evoluti
"+ them in a Strugg
to create a Math Lab out of an unused science
s ing tables Jaminated with primary colors, building a net-
m: arranfMacintOSh computers, clearing the walls of chipped paint
hem with affirming words (math is what you make i) and
f college students (male and female artists) who
Jike Panthers (bobbing afro, black leather jacket, tight jaws) and

owed Up hing with him on the bare primer, first a colored boy standing
gan sketc e rg in his hand before strips of wood patterned into a path
jth 2 nuf}:‘to 2 universe of stars and planets and brown, yellow and red
S Joring it. A jungle of animals covered a wall. A sketch of my dad
=t e d as he huffed and puffed at our (affectionate) attempt to
. Khari—cocky scowl, dreadlocks pointing toward each

: ner of the room—Was :mmortalized next to the light switch by the door.
DI

:ous of how and where he stood in relationship to the people he
4 and organized, my dad encouraged us to join, from the .cl.assroom and
hool building, the struggle where he and students our age partllepated on .the
rects of America during the Civil Rights Movement, confror{tmg the nation
n paper and in practice, as they removed Jim Crow from public accommoda-

ons and the democratic political apparatus. Jim Crow was the specter drifting
parents left open in the living room: a crowd of white-

. witness to black-colored bodies burning at their feet, Ross
Barnett, then Governor of Mississippi, standing in the doorway of a school to
revent black-colored boys and girls from entering, canine teeth extending a
‘hite arm’s length into black thighs, a pig-colored sheriff struggling to rip the
American flag from a five-year-old brown-colored boy as he clutched with two
ands his right to be among the “We” that gave birth to the nation.”

on of technology had conceived for them, harder
le for freedom and democracy.

i, and I worked

ork v . ;
covering t i
g)gr:s. Taba found a pair 0

ways consc

t was easier when it was obvious,” lamented a veteran of the civil rights

ovement—to confront the persistent pernicious shove of black-colored
people outside the “We” and into a permanent under-caste. Who would
deny the contiguous line from slavery, convict leasing, chain gangs, Jim Crow
laws, Rockefeller drug laws, stop and frisk and three strikes policies? What is
the cumulative impact of this from black generation to generation? How
doe§ it show up in the body, mind, and spirit of every black child and the
enVlf‘on.ment that he or she inherits? What is the work that each subsequent
8eneration must recognize and embrace to lift itself up?

\
2
[,V
Slal; /llid t{zese truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal and We the People of the United
those Sacgmdthe preambles to The Declaration of Independence and the Constitution;
red documents that prophesize America’s promise and possibility:
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For Taba, Khari, and me—camouflaged in gold .hcrringbone, diamOrld .
rings, nugget pinky ring, shorts sagging toward Timberland bOOtS\the w(?“
was discovering the obvious parading in and ont of the Math Lakh anrk
through the halls and classrooms of Brinkley MldC!le School. There Was nd
epiphany, just a gradual realization of the connectlons_between the Conﬂi?
and contradictions that rose from the pages left open in my paren; liviy
room, what Brinkley was preparing most of: the 99 percent .black studep,
body to do, and what we had experienced in the 'Sel’f'PYOCIalmed People,
Republic of Cambridge—where, confounding the city’s vanguard liberalism
the Advanced Placement and honors classes at the high school remaineq seg.
regated. (Khari and I were the only two brown-colored boys in our hongy,
classes for four years.) What became clearer to me was that the Nation’S
native conundrum transcended generation, region, class, and politics,

The question, What to do about the slaves and their descendants, was alive and e
in contemporary form: What to do about black boys, whether sons of sharecroP.
pers or 2nd generation doctors, in both 6,000 and QO,QOO dPHar per pupil
public school systems, above and below the Mason—Dixon line.? I've beep
wrestling with this question for as long as I've been aware of being black. My
take on it is that there is either an implicit assumption or explicit accusation
that we are complicit in our failure. As a kid, the basketball court and the
corner were two places we could go without that burden—we were supposed
to be good at hanging on rims and hanging out. In the Math Lab, we con-
fronted with other people’s children what was buried in our psyches as kids—
“Be good at this? Pay attention to that.” I learned quickly about the
significance of attention—you can’t teach someone without it. Because we
looked like East Coast rappers, we had a small window of opportunity to
earn the trust and respect of the students by demonstrating that we appreci-
ated who they were and where they were coming from.

They arrived with a teacher or deputized classmate, in single file or defiantly
breaking rank. They sat in groups of five or six on wooden stools pulled from
slots underneath the table tops, some erect in anticipation, others wilting
The lessons were structured like a Student Non-violent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC) meeting, organized to unleash the energy of the stu-
dents by creating space for them to have a stake in what we were learning
(Moses & Cobb, 2001; SNCC). My dad usually facilitated while we worked
at the tables, helping them reflect on an experience or build consensus about
mathematical ideas like equivalence or equality. Eventually I began to facili-
tate activities, I would begin with a hand in the ajr and a request for the stu-
dent’s attention, relying on the leaders at each table to help their classmates

y My mom says that in the 60’s we struggled in color, but not in kind—referring to
the class divide that persists in black and all colored communities,



thei

(heir teachers anointed; they were generally the ones we shot ball wit,

m, hung out with during lunch, or in their neighborhood after
. Regardless of the content, the goal was the same—to have 2 c ol
ve conversation base.d on sha.lreo.l experiences. This required that each
ent eXETCIse leaders%up as an .md1v1dual, as a member of a small group
classroor™! com{numty. More important than PaYi.ng attention to me was
they pay attention to each other and what was going on around them.,

uld watch the students in the 1:narching band parade home after school:
tic Tuba wrapped around.a waist, trumpets to lips, snare and base drums,
net and sax, boys and girls shedding rigid notes, uniform steps in the
ing lot between the school and a row of shotgun shacks as they marched
idgeway Street, past St Peters Missionary Baptist Church, an aban-
od bar, the parking lot of the adjacent Laundromat and candy store,
ping at each other’s stoop until the last instrument arrived in its front
_Noisy at first, by the time they approached Shady Grove Church on the
er of Ridgeway and California, they were making music. Good days in
Math Lab looked and felt like that.

y dad pushed us to do more, we began to organize ourselves, partially in
onse to him, partially in response to a desire to do something that extended
nd the school building and into the crux of our lives. I began to count the
ents in each class I was able to reach and imagine how many we could reach
¢ turned our energy and attention toward each other. Dave Dennis, a Free-
Rider out of New Orleans and the Director of the Southern Initiative of
Algebra Project, encouraged us to meet at his office in the Standard Life
ding: built in 1929 to attract more business into what was then an industrial
. it had been the largest reinforced concrete building in the world and
ained the tallest in Jackson; standing like a decayed minaret beside the King
wards Hotel (empty since 1967), casting its shadow among the abandoned
town streets. Dave would bring food, we’d bring students from Brinkley,
talk about how we could take what we were learning in the Math Lab on
road and turn it into a business. The power embedded in the relationships
learning experiences we shared with the students emboldened us to imagine
t we—like Curtis, Hollis, Chuck, Charlie, June, Judy, Margaret: the students
ose names and faces, bodies, were deserted in the chapters my parents left
¢n—could do something to push America to become America (Banks, 2008).!

as only after the Civil War that the United States became America the nation-

“ There was a shift there in terminology, too, moving from being the United

i::ii()f America to “America,” from being a fairly loose consort.ium of separate but

sasis tates, pulled apart at times, pulling tog thcl_' at others, mto something that
ngle wor EAmCrica, :

\
\
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That’s my teacher! Mummy, that’s my teacher! I've heard the story a numb“l.."
times. Stizz the rapper, two years from high school graduation, animg, Ty
polo shirt and skinny jeans, brings it to life as he describes walking t]f;j iy
his neighborhood and the pride he felt when an elementary stuchn0 &)
taught introduced him to their mom. There’s another story the studet 4
work with often share about the rush they feel when they are able o
another student understand 2 concept Of solv )

e a problem. In 1996 Ty |
Khari, 8th-grade Algebra Project stu o

dents from Brinkley, and I, foundeg 2
Young People’s Project (YPP). YPP is a Math Lab on wheels. Our first ente:?
prise was conducting graphing cal ~

culator workshops for teachers and g, |
€n |

students in Jackson and the Mississippi Delta to Prepare them for the sty |
wide Algebra 1 exam. Over the last 16 years, W€ 'have successfully unleashey
the energy of thousands of high school students 1 urban and rural comp, |

nities across America to work to ensure that mathematics isn’t a barrier (;
high school graduation, college entry, OF career. YPP trains and employ
teams of high school students, coached and mentored by college students, 1,
conduct math-based workshops for 3rd-8th graders in community ang
school-based after school programs. We call this math literacy work; enlisting
the very students expected to fail (and whose failure is exploited economi.
cally) to be resources O their communities (YPP website).” Through this

experience, they are developing competencies critical to their future success,
like teamwork and cooperation, self-confidence, achievement, relationship

building, and conceptual and analytical thinking.

) When we dribbled from sun up to sun down at Corporal Burns Park, we
; weren’t thinking about our character or the skills we were developing that

would enable us to be successful in life. We were all in, NBA or bust. In Mis-
sissippi, I began reflecting on the thousands of hours we spent formally and
informally training to become basketball players, and how that experience
helped shape who I am, how I do things, and what I'm able to do off the
court. The pressure to perform, encountered in real time—a man guarding
me, the clock winding down before a million eyes—wasn’t limited to those
moments. My ability and inability to overcome fear in a gymnasium or arend
became reference points for how I approach success. As a teenager, | didn’t
attach these experiences to a future self, other than the image of Michael Jor-
dan spanning the width of my wall finger-tip to finger-tip, or the one of him
tilted on a 45 degree angle, ball palmed, tongue out, suspended between the
rim and floor. It wasn’t until I was much older that I began to intentionaﬂy ,
translate and apply what I learned on the basketball court to other areas 0
my life and other images of myself. It’s a lot, but necessary, to tell teenagers :

5 YPP currently operates programs in 10 cities, employing 400 high school and

college students who work with 1,600 elementary students annually.




...................................
....................

dcularly b]ack'- and brown-coloreq s i 5

rning while dribbling a basketball or march(;n gP :‘)(') auefmion
me

en my brother an.d ['were eight ang ten, my dag rom

s of Harvard University, where he was f; ad movye

oss from the Newtown Court h0using pIo;

ong the children whose failure is predicta

siness (Whitehead, 2012).° It wasn’t clear

10 what yoyre
schoo].”

d us fro

GG mt
nlSh]ng a PhD
€CLs; conscientiq

ble and profitah
I :
then where th;:: it American

h(? cam-

. general contractor; jail for selling dru
meless; IT technician; nonprofit execy
er. In the shadows of institutions like

8s; Jail for drug use; meter maid;
i ]
tive director; and financial man-

» couldn’t imagine making other

ung people who have inherited the corners and courts; a rapper’s persona
he “We” now includes my sister Maisha, with whom 1 share leadership a;
P National Co-directors, and the young people who have grown with the
ganization (all beginning as el ary, high school, or college students)
ho now comprise the overwhel jority of our central and local lead:
ship and participate on the nati oard of directors (Khari is an advisor
the board). As we strive to gro uman beings and as an organization,
¢ have spent a lot of time thi out success at an individual level (stu-
ents and staff), organizational, community level.

onfronted with relate to the work of the
(LSI), which will provide member orga-
at build their capacity to make tangible
‘work opportunities, strengthening fam-
o :

onal equity. In the last three years, we
th Root Cause—the nonprofit research
ridge, MA that worked in partnership

any of the questions we’ve b
eadership & Sustainability Ins
izations with access to resou

rogress on issues such as expand
y structures, and increasing e

incarceration rate remained at about 110
ople. In 1973 the first drug laws with mandatory
incarceration rates climbed immediately,
9010 the rate was 731 per 100,.000; among
1,755 inmates per IO0,0QO: Pn}ratc plr(n)s.op;
UStr): in 1984 to over 30 billion in 20 d, 11]

dgradc reading and math test scores and the

Between 1900 and 1975, the
nson inmates for every 100,0!
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with the Campaign for Black Male Achievement at the Open e §
Foundations to develop the plan for the LSI—to dev_e10p a business plan :‘Y‘
David Hunter to develop an organizational logic moc_lel and blue’pr.nd;
(Growth Plans, 2012). This work has clarified how we thlflk about studeln‘
staff, and organizational success. As we build central capaciy and loca] | e:["
ership, we seek to accelerate our ability to ensure quality Programp;, |
achieve targeted outcomes, and meet existing demand. Men we began 18;;
the Math Lab a decade and a half ago, the Algebra Project provideg the
space, wisdom, connections, encouragement, and .love for us to groy, The |
work that the LSI is preparing to do is invaluable 1n'that regard. There . |
need for black founded and led organizational equivalents to a City Yea, |
Youth Build, Year Up, or Citizen Schools in both scale and ambition that ar;

working to improve the quality of life for black-colored children in Amerig, |
(Black Male, 2012).

In recent discussions with students, success was described as: happiness, aluwg,
growing, having a vision and working hard to get there, overcoming obs@ks, helping othe
on the way to success, and the ability to rise afler -failure. I asked a childhood friend ¢,
join our conversation about institutional obstacles. He sat on the edge of the
circle as I hesitated, unsure how to introduce him. He has been Fat Daddy o
Fats for as long as I've known him and I felt awkward referring to him by hj
legal name. A year out of a 15-year prison sentence, he hasn’t had a job his |
entire life. As we began talking about barriers to success, the students strug-
gled to define “institution.” Some of the ideas they came up with were #nstifu-
tions have rules and expectations, they are bigger than you and impact how your life plays
out whether negative or posttive, sometimes they can be controlled and sometimes not. Fat
Daddy wanted to know why I had invited him to join our conversation. In

his mind, these students weren’t the young people confronted with the
choices he had faced growing up.

He and I sat on the steps of the brick apartments his grandfather had pur-
chased (and where his parents now live) across the street from the Washing-
ton Elms projects, a few blocks from where I grew up. They ain’t . . . but thy
are, was my response. In my mind we've all inherited an equivalent margin
for error. “When your dad was trying to get us to go to do math at the King
School on Saturdays I wasn’t trying to hear it. I had already made up my
mind to go this way.” He pointed away from me. “What about the ones who
don’t wanna join YPP and already made up their minds to go this way?”

A couple weeks ago I had lunch with him, Alex (another childhood friend
who made similar choices and also ended up incarcerated) and Barbara Best
who lives in Cambridge and works for the national office of the Children’
Defense Fund on their Cradle to Prison Pipeline initiative. I thought they

should meet. At some point the conversation became me, Alex, and Fat® _




.......................................

------ Jbout the choices we’d made, where they’d led us, and kids facin
; 'n% challenges. We seemed to agree on the need to build relationships
imila particularly the young people who are influential in our neigh-

1y thems P€ ] :
“lll;lood and in their peer grﬁyps, and see if we can get them to experience
bor t some other things.

ink abou

and th
A kid apP
wore 4 Ha
against €aC
seemed com

for the high school?”” He pointed to the bracelet on his ankle,

wn

roached on his bike while Fat Daddy and I sat on the steps. He
rvard jersey and shorts. They began talking shit about their game

h other the day before. The kid is wiry, approaching six feet and
fortable confronting adults.

«you play
«How'd you get that?” He shrugged his shoulders. He’d spent the better part
of the last year in jail or on house arrest. Fats tells him to bring five and we’ll
bring five and play on Sunday. Fat’s Uncle Donny pulls up while the kid is
riding away. Donny used to take us around the state when we were 10 and 11
o play in tournaments. I asked Fats, “How’d you get a bracelet at 15?”

«] don’t know.” He was in Billerica. How do you get sent to Billerica, a men’s
correctional facility, at 157

Donny said he’d been watching the kid since he was waist high. “He can
play; there hasn’t been one in 20 years—he was the next you.”

I'show up early that Sunday to stretch and get some shots in. We are playing
at The Terrace, on a court across from the apartments where the Puerto
Ricans and Dominicans used to live. The park has been renovated. The
neighborhood has gentrified. You get a ticket for smoking weed: the white
black brown-colored arms and legs hang in clouds, listlessly from the
benches. The court is empty except for a handful of boys whose shots barely
t9uch the rim. There is no evidence of Pat and his heroic deeds. The street
sign a block away with Rumeal’s name has been torn down (Saslow, 2012).
ths shows up late. He brings Alex and a couple others. The kid comes with
his fjlve—three played for the high school. The ball goes up as the afternoon
:I;\izce at the Penteco§tal Tabernacle Church on the corner concludes—Dip
beene;ur;annPunced In a two-piece suit. He watches from the fence. He had

_draited in the 1980s, led the Big East in scoring and graduated from
urkey and got hooked on drugs. When 1
rt. When I was seventeen he told me 1

back for ; I, : d him. Every summer I brought a jersey
shot, Hyrer 1. S n then he would school me. 50, his knees are
PPY togg through the fence for his hand.

, can handle, has a mid-range game, can stop
He has the talent, skills, and heart to command
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this generation of black- and brown-colored bodies lured to the chajy link
below the nets, attached to the three-point line on Columbia St. We didy i

them win. We played five games, two full-court and refused to let them win,|
played well enough for them to ask who I was.

The kid lives across the street from the park. I went to see him a couple day
later; he was watching his son who is almost a year old. I told him T g
expecting my first any day now; he seemed happy to hear that. We talkeg
about Tommy Amaker’s basketball camp at Harvard (I could try to get him
in), about Lew Zuchman, a Freedom Rider, member of YPP’s board ang
Executive Director of SCAN, an organization based in New York City that
has the best Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) Boys Basketball teams in the

country and gets its players into New England prep schools and Ivy League
colleges (NY Post, 2012). I told him a little about where I was coming from—

he seemed to know about YPP. I asked him about his plans: “What are you
gonna do in September when you get the bracelet off ?”



. Nakanishi, can I write: “You are like a bird?”

ay,” I say, “why is your mom like a bird?”

. no, no. You are like my alarm clock . ..”

mm hmm.”

ause my mom is always waking me up in the morning.”
> I say, “that sounds like a great simile.”

A smiles and begins to write.

or the last month, I have been teaching poetry to 3rd graders at Orchard
illa Elementary School in Liberty City. These classes are part of the O,
jami Poetry Festival. O, Miami’s goal is for everyone in Miami-Dade
to encounter a poem in the month of April. Mrs. Finch’s 3rd-grade
as been encountering me.
od to be a resident poet in an elementary school. The kids are always
i to see me. I am not constrained by the demands of state testing. I
ave to get caught up in the bureaucracy of the public school system,
do get to work with public school kids. And thanks to the presence of
sstoom teacher, I don’t need to spend so much time doing classroom
sement. And best of all, I get to share my passion for poetry with chil-
tis, pretty much, the best job ever.

*

m a WLRN radio broadcast:
it i . And I get to

i€ my own poetry stories and we could talk about our family,” said Kin-
Oriental, a 3rd grader.
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Laurel Nakanishi. 3
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« : hey’ll be like Is it ok to write this? Ar.ldIll 52y Yeg .
Sometimed they <hi. “Because they aren’t sure if they haVe Ty,
that,” said Nakamsh.l. ec  TEn SIS AR, e erm;,
sion to get that creative or to ence in
that way.”
Nakanishi received her Master of Fine Arts.(MFA%‘lln .Igoetry from h
University of Montana and is currently studying at Florida Imernaﬁona]

University.

$.1.%3
Isaiah Bell is another one of Nakanishi’s students.

“When Miss Nakanishi came here I'm like, “Yes! We need poetry!’ Becay,
sometimes in life you have to write yourself a poetry or someone else the
needs help cheering up,” Bell said.

%

Isaiah sits at the back of the class smiling knowingly. He is one of the .
’ dents who has taken quickly to poetry writing,

Angel raises her hand. “Can I write: ‘In the evening my mom clips my toe.
nails while screaming into the phone’?”

Yes, yes.
%
I have taught poetry to children in Hawaii, Montana, Nicaragua, and

now Miami. Each of these geographical locations and the children who
live there, pose different dynamics and opportunities for creativity.

Out of all these places,
here nine months ago, |
get your car stolen!” a fri

I am least familiar with Miami. When I moved
was warned to stay out of Liberty City. “You'l
end half-joked. When I watched the local news,
Liberty City is often

the background for shoots or hit-and-run car acct
de.nts. I walkefi into Orchard Villa Elementary School with these stories in

ront office waiting area on my Ist day of class, a litte
young to have learned to look

Good, T thought, and I trie

d to be grateful for the discomfort. I a™
half-Japanese, but few kno

w it from looking at me, My last name o

. RN
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™ 1 11?”’
er mystery: Nakaskisi?” Not exactly. We practiced pronouncing ;
Ing it

furth \
f class. “Nakanishi. Nakanishi.”

on that st day o
*

Jokira ;s worried. “Ms. Nakanisi, I don’t know how to start.”

«Okay, start with what’s around you. What do you see?”

“My hand,” says Jokira.
«Okay, I want you to describe your hand.”

A few minutes later, Jokira is raising that hand.
«[s this okay, Ms. N akanisi?”

[ read:

Poetry
My hand,

brown,

it can write words.

*

hesitant. Even after an explanation, examples from profes-

t first, they were
format, the students

onals and kids, a group brainstorm and a suggested
vere still uncertain.

“Can [ write this?” They would ask. “Is this okay?”

“Can I write al Fad
write about cat poop:
9 . .
“Can I write about a square, squishy monster?”
2 . . . . .
Yes,” I would say. “That is brilliant!” “Yes, yes, yes, write it.”

think that one of the reasons that my students enjoyed poetry class is

ccause I am so positive. I love them. I love what they write. I love how they

¢ the world. What is most important to me is that they express themselves.

Want them to take risks. ;
k, “Is this okay?”

so hesitant to €xXpress them-

- was :
t those kids

ontana, | remembered tha
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«Cian 1 write this?” Was :
ral\)rlil);v ;5:;‘1’6 US: r'lrhe Missoula Writing Collaborative has been sy, din on,
a !

fessional writers to public «chools for the past 13 years—perhapy theyp::
¢

more used to poetry writing: .
Or is it privilege? Do these, mostly White, ki'ds feeluent}lltled to selfee 3
sion? Are they more confident l?e,?ause soc1et¥ It(:l g ekr?l“these W,
mostly middle-class kids—that their ideas matter: 1 do not know, )

My students in Nicaragua began by copying t%le .exz.imples. I would re, il
poem about birthday cake, and then receive 21 imitations of that same birg
day cake. It took about a month to really emphasize that they coulq o
their own ideas. As the students became more and more Comff’rtable,]
began receiving poems about solar explosions, giant bral‘?s, and wind bloy.
ing through the windows. One of my students wrote: “When my mope,
sweats, it is like the rain in summer.”

My students in Hawail were the most similar to these Liberty Clty 3td grag.
ers. They were uncertain how to start. They would ask permission befor
each poem. “Is this okay?” I wonder if this need for reassurance is somehoy
tied to the way that we test children. In a test there is only ever one correct
answer. Students must learn how to block out all of the other ideas and cop-
nections in their mind so that they may give the right response. What is the
main idea of this text? What is the definition of simile? What is the setting of
the story? They must recall and present just that one correct answer.

So how baffling it must be when this White lady with a strange last name
walks into your classroom and tells you to write whatever you want. Any
answer is correct. Any idea that you have is brilliant. I am affirmative of
these students to a fault. I praise them because I want them to gain confi
dence in their own voice and experience. This sort of confidence is essential
to writing, If you do not believe that what you have to say matters, you can
never write something that will resonate with readers.

I give my students permission to be weird or silly. I want them to write about
the everyday details of their lives. Once they gain this confidence, then we
can start working on shaping words into art. But if they are always looking
for a “right answer” in their writing, it will never be a poem.
*
Ireanna asks, “Can I write that the stars are tickling?”

%

We are writing about place. I explain that I want them to describe their
neighborhood, their house, their room—anywhere they feel at home. Igive
them examples from my students in Hawaii: “Is your street busy with her
of rusty cars? Is your home quiet as the library?”
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i rite that in your poem,” I say. “What do the guns sound like?”

| pah!” he says. “Last night there were these boys shooting in front of
.ouse They were shooting on the street and then some of them ran

d our house: We don’t have a gate, that’s why. They ran behind and

”»
over the fence.

all the words in my head are gone. What can I say to that?

enly
ey're always shooting by my hous
ncent that his story would make a great poem—“Write it down.”

e too. I'm scared of guns,” says Katron.

Vi
rites:

Am From
y city is very loud with the sound of pistols.
«mell the stink of the garbage.

¢ school, I see Ms. Finch and my paper.

t home, I love to eat crab.
+is so good, I'd eat it 24/17.

easy to pigeonhole these kids, to see them only as survivors of their vio-
neighborhood. But, as Vincent reminds us, there are many other things
g on. Yes, there are guns and stinky garbage, but there is also the struc-
and stability of Mrs. Finch’s classroom. There are also delicious crab
s. There are loving families and wildly fun times riding bikes and

he. hug of my little sister—
he is very special and beautiful.
.he strawberry and vanilla ice cream
l}ih a.cherf’y on top that my mom and I share.
hae pink diamond sheets on my bed
ht sparkle so cute,
iCEeC:'mdle burning on the dresser
Ing and casting shadows.

¢ basketball bounc;
baug, baug, back uncing up and down e

S
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ety Y i months ag0 P
| am new to Mia d her Jace 1 have lived and Visite;mi by,
oung poets are my teache;s aa;n ﬁf \

ng, "

figure out this city.
;8 ity, These ¥
ing that 1t 1S full of complexity: | o, there s 10 one answer,

Jearning that,

[}
is the sound of @ basketball ap I

nfire. It is these shinip ¢ Oy
e, in addition to p°rn,1jex- t,
" «Ms. Nakanishi, regq ™
tive and world with, m:‘in{

:
h

Miami is many different t]}:ings: rIlt 2
chip cookies fresh from the oven an¢ :
faclc)s asking “Is this okay? Read this.” May

students also just want t0 shar; e e
They want t0 share their thoughts

lucky I am to be help in such confidence-
%

acked with people—parents, gr,. d

room is P g
ne by one my stu i,

y y students Stan,

Y

Mrs. Finch’s 3rd-grade class i
ents, sisters, brothers, aunts, and teachers.

and read their poems:

«] remember when
[ was small and eve

I first started walking
rything looked big - - =

“In the middle of the night
[ hear my sister in the kitchen

getting night snack . . - g

«Ms. Nakanishi’s glasses ar popping
just like Sienna’s hair...”

«] remember when I'was ina body cast.
My auntie called me Mr. Broke-Down . ..”

“[ hear people laughing
at people who are poor
because of their shoes . ..”

“Gazing up at the sky
at night
Stars are tickling . . .”

“My l?rother snoring with little tears
dropping down like rain. . .”

‘-‘Your hugs fill me up with love
like a balloon and spits out all the hate.”

A roaring applause!




by Carlos Gonzalez

 Breaking silence

ear Students, I want to break the silence between us and talk to you

J) directly. This will be a rambling piece, but one that [ offer a); a

.’ means to help you navigate through what is probably going to be a
couple of years of more institutional education. I do this after ] years or so
of teaching in one place, of loving what I do, and hating with every fiber of

, dy what happens to many, if not most students, as they weave in and
hrough the many obstacles called college.

3

ks

Silence and Storytelling

d asked me to go with him to the store to pick something up. I sat in
r silently, thinking of the other things I wanted to do. I sat silently
se at 18, I had no idea who my dad was or what I would ask him. I felt
ike @ stranger to him. We had not spent much time together. Having fled
Cuba with no money and little formal education, he was on a continuous
al mode, and work was priority number one.

absence early in my childhood and my own quiet personality allowed
make good friends with silence. Yet it’s more complicated than that. It
is. As I look back at that ride now, I would do just about anything to
hanged the dynamic of the situation and broken the quiet in that car.
, ‘was genuine love be my dad and me, but somehow we could not
break through to or , not at that time.

ple of ‘ : Ward the end of my freshman semester in
lled in a terrible work accident. I can still recall the
am on a clear Monday in early December 1984.
wailing as she came to terms with losing the man she

co|

‘o
A

63




64 WHO SPEAKSFORJUSTICE

loved. I can feel my heart turning numb, knovtring that I woulq ney, .
vered in the bagasse frop, tflr B,
T

see him walk through our front door €0

mill. Losing him left a gaping hole in my heart that somewhat heal, g,

the gaps left by our losses never quite fill in) many years later whep, It (by
) man that I started to underg, Cay,

a father myself. It was then as a grown : 6
etimes let those closest ¢ - d m,

dad and to realize how difficult it is to some . :
the sounds and rhythms of my heart and _mlnd. We receive from our ¢ iny,
om their fathers and mothers, T

and mothers what they received fr '

ational passing down of all that is good in us and the burdens Cner\
leave us vulnerable to the very opportumtles.that call us to be OUrat \
selves. By the time my three kids reached their teens, I became el :

how hard it is to be a father and also to be a son. I saw many of ¢, Sarzf
struggles I faced manifested in my ¢

own children as they wrestled wig, s
: : : 6
own voices, with their own souls, )

and with the challenge of relating to p,,
was not my father, but was psychically one with him. -

? So I entered intq afy
lowship of love with my children that included the gifts and flaws that mak‘
us so fully ourselves. ¢

Over the years I came to know that the people closest to us often presens the
strongest challenges to our own constructed worlds. Unfortunately, we oftey

place on these struggling relationships the burden of our own happiness 4, q

well-being. We often think the false syllogism: If I only had a better relatiomhip
with. . . . then. If the struggles are as intense as mine were and are, they ofte,
distract us from the very joy and pleasure of the moment in front of us ang
move us away from the work of consciously walking down our own creatiye
paths. We too often spend our time looking back and licking wounds than on
taking a step forward in fulfilling what is our own song. (Have I mentioned

already that life is short?)

If we look carefully at these and the many sources of our own wounds, we
may find that these strong challenges can become our best teachers, leading
us to find life’s purpose and mission. Yet, when I look back at my own life
and, in particular, my academic journey, I also know that nowhere in my
schooling did I ever find an invitation to really explore these experiences, ©
look at these values and events with the same curiosity and rigor of a text

that held important keys to my own well-being,

Schooling for Silence and Conformity ot

en StUinng
alm of the
rning

In schools, heart and mind rarely came together for me. Even wh
poetry and literature, the notion of the personal entering the re
academic never quite intersected. For me, being in school meant t1



..........................................

rom a part of myself that dic'l not belong. May be this was dictated b
way : sutsider status as a rec.ent immigrant. When [ started colle e (; h y
Wy O‘beeﬂ Jiving 10 years 1n thlS. couptry, and my parents were not gﬂl;e E}d
! nlyl d parents although 1r}te1hgent and gifted in so many areas n}tl 121
.ng 1f0r-m | education. Maybe this and my own introverted personality’wca
litle cinm feeling so alienated. But the realities seem more complex a rzl
'factol' . 4. Nevertheless, I hold the adults around me, those who attem tnd
nter e the schools I attended; the whole educational enterprise resgo(;-
large part of my inability to break through. After 20 years of
ching I now realize that I was never'invited to share, to look into my own
o ory 85 8 source of knowleflgc, wisdom, and guidance for what I was

osed 1 do with my academic efforts. I know now that this was a loss, a

Jost connection, but not an anomaly.

siblC for 2

For the most part, school was a place where I studied important subjects, the
deas of important people .(mostly dead white men), and never quite broke
through to realize that within me, I had an important treasure trove of infor-
nation that might be essential for my own survival and well-being; that read-
ing my life was essential. What I did not have at the time were mentors that
could show me how this was done; people with the courage to model the act
of looking deep within, not so much for the sake of introspection for intro-
spection’s sake, but for the purpose of freedom and liberation. It wasn’t until
[ left college and began teaching that I realized how the significance of
allowing the personal into the academy. I remember reading the work of bell
hooks and being clectrified at the notion that one’s inner life needed to be
accessed, honored, and shared with others in order to tap into the full experi-
ence of transformative learning experiences.

Cracks in the System

Hooks’ words were transformative for me. For the first time in my life, I read
Sqmeone’s work that actually expressed what was muddled within my own
mind, that . . .any radical pedagogy must insist that everyone’s presence is
acknowledged” (1994, p. 8). But how can everyone’s presence be acknowl-
edged if her story or his story is not the ground and source of that space?
ow can we acknowledge presence, when everywhere the academy itself is
le about efficiency and productivity? Everyone is a number, an object: stu-
€I, teachers, administrators.
ess of transforming humans
ere I've been has engaged in
my educational experience,

The

into ;};au enges of turning away from the proc

this jects are monumental. No institution wh
Process. On the contrary, from the start of




I was encouraged to
the academy. The process for m

i le hav
finish college, most peop -
t;?at one’s personal life belongs deep within,

out.
sional, the personal has to be cut out and left

¢

ost starts in kindergarten, ar'ld by the tim ‘3{
e thoroughly been indoctrinated ¢, belie‘,e
and that if one is to he Profe;

s of excluding the personal, for a society [
If we 10211‘;agsgll:)flﬁiti;;]zypgicc‘fsmaximizing profits wo'uld make tota] .anS;
g\l;lrt; tt(;]osi: goals, our educational journey must be. tl);ult on ? tﬁ)ufld%tl'on i
de-personalization. We can’t possibly honor the qullr gleis-s 0 2 et lf}lldl.v] qual;
more significantly, we can’t possibly let young people believe ifa their lve
their stories are the source of wisdom and gl.nc!am':e‘ beceEuse .We do, ha
could we control them? Acknowledging their 1n.d1v1dua11ty, their power to
resist, their self-assertions, their digging for their lived truths clogs the wheelg
of efficiency.

The funding for schools is not set up for individual meanderings. When we |
look closely, we see a factory model where everyone who comes through the
doors of an institution of higher learning is expected to come out shaped
and marked, “ready to consume,” and “ready to support production,” ,
model that has served some people really well, while leaving millions withoyt
the ability to support even basic needs,' [ can still recall President Bush’s |

injunction two weeks after the 91] Attacks: “Go down to Disney World!”
(CNN, 2004),
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¢ and all is not terrible. The fact that I can look back and

of my student experience, and understand as a lt‘éCher h%ee

in a system, that by its nature de-spirits rather than ins i:’w

\ hat there are gaps within that .monolithic system. Crevices can%p:sr;
we connect with others zflnd raise our voices, read and write our sto-
and learn from our egpe-rlences. Part of the c.hallenge that we face is
ding that wiggle T0010 v.v1t.h T places of learning or employment, and
the kind of work that is invisible to most, unrewarded, and, sometimes,

: Construed~-and may I say, dangerous.
15

ré

ad Advice

st danger, however, is not from anything or anyone outside of our-
from within. There’s no guarantee where the process of self-
loration will take us and how much it will move us away from the beaten
aths expected of us by those who genuinely love us and those who don’t.
oth groups have very little sense of what is really going on within because
ey are operating in a world where those personal stories, desires, urgings,
nd callings are ignored or silenced. Lines from Mary Oliver’s poem “The
urney” (Oliver, 1986) capture this dilemma:

he greate
lves. It i

ne day you finally knew

hat you had to do, and began,
ough the voices around you
ept shouting

eir bad advice—

hough the whole house

e}: E:jn:da";l;e .lstHOt. always inten.ded to be so. It S(‘)metimes comes from the
T thoulrllrler_ltlons. Everything that I ha\{e said here about schools and
- g gh, is not meant as a condemnation of those who are in educa-
ther in a very powerful web that wants us
ence to the voice within that is whisper-
ation. That web refuses any promise to trans-

Oliver says in her poem, one day we finally
. Step outside. The house is trembling,




