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JOHN WOLFE is a member of the Graduate School faculty at Bank Street College. He is a

special education advisor and instructor who taught in two New York City school districts, directed a small independent school, and worked in community daycare programs.
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The last word on this belongs to Orwell. In his book on the Spanish War, he
had a long section on a friend who had been put in prison by the Communists. It was a horrible story. Orwell, a tired man and a sick one, finished it

with this sentence: "It is ridiculous to get angry, but there is a stupid malignity
in these things which does try one's patience."
Murray Kempton,America Comes ofMiddle Age

I

began teaching in September 1967, in a school I will call P.S. 922. I'm cover-

ing my tracks here for reasons that will soon become apparent (names have

been changed and various identifiers have been elided). Since then, I've taught
with the brilliant and the incompetent, the passionate and the mean-spirited. Were
it but possible to leave the ignorant and the mean-spirited parenthetical! But it
was they who led and controlled P.S. 922, and it was at their feet that I learned
what public education must not be like.
Those early, less-than-stellar experiences helped to color and shape the perspective that came to bear on my work, some 30 years later, as a Bank Street staff
developer in another Bronx elementary school- let's call it P.S. 999. And there is
this, as well: Much of what follows focuses on those early experiences in P.S. 922,
the first of a number of Bronx tales. I will then segue, with as much seamlessness as
I can muster, to my work with Sandra Spencer, first-year teacher at P.S. 999, and
with Malik Brown, an African-American boy in her class who was slated for special education assignment. Theirs is another Bronx tale.
*

•

•

I entered teaching in order to avoid the military draft. I'd just graduated from
college with a degree in journalism along with a powerful determination not to go
to Southeast Asia. A former roommate had enlisted in the Marine Corps one year
earlier and in a letter to me from Vietnam recounted some of the carnage he was
witnessing.
'
"You may have heard of Chesty Puller," Brian wrote. "He was one of the
single most decorated soldiers in the Korean War. Well, they brought his son through
here the other day. Or what was left of him. His arms and legs were blown off. And
his balls, too, they say."

occasiona l paper series

I wolfe

117

Chesty Puller, Jr. went on to recover and, drawing on unimaginable reservoirs of resolve, married, raised children, worked his way up to a cabinet-level
position, wrote a stunning autobiography, Fortunate Son: The Autobiography oJLewis
B. Puller,Jr. (1991), and a few years later committed suicide. His life and his pain
spoke-in ways hard to fathom-for a generation of men and their families.
But in the spring of 1967, the strains of The Beatles' Sergeant Pepper's
Lonelyhearts Club Band wafting out of what seemed like every student window, I
sat reading Brian's letter, munching on a corned-beef sandwich at a corner table in
The New York Deli in State College, Pennsylvania. Not yet 21, I was sure about
very little-but about this much I was clear: The war in Vietnam was a terrifying
and criminal enterprise in which I could play no part.
My father had clipped and mailed me a notice from The New York Times.
The New York City Board of Education, desperately short of teachers, was offering an "Intensive Teacher Training" summer program at Hunter College. Successful participants would be offered jobs in New York public schools-placement in
certain districts would, subject to review by the Selective Service System (charged
with providing bodies for the war machine), result in a draft deferment. It was an
interesting and curious option: My father's one piece of advice before I'd left for
college four years earlier had been, "Don't become a teacher." History makes liars
of us all.
The Intensive Teacher Training Program provided six weeks of classes and
a morning student-teaching assignment designed to prep novices for public school
classrooms. At summer's end, we were handed a manual, Getting Started in the
Elementary School, which began:
Welcome to our teaching profession! Welcome to the schools and districts
where you are assigned. Welcome to the largest, most complex, most challenging city school system in the world! All your new colleagues wish you well
as you begin your teaching career. At the same time, we know how bewilder- ,
ing and difficult the early weeks of orientation can be. Fortunately, you will
have the direct help of your immediate supervisor as well as the cooperation
of other members of the schools staff As an additional aid, we are giving you
this manual. (p. 1)
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The authors, all blithe recitations notwithstanding (Fortunately, you will have
the direct help ofyour supervisor), were in no way describing P.S. 922. "Miss. W. is
from the old school," the assistant principal advised that first morning as he handed
me a foot-high stack of instructional manuals. Although dressed in white shirt and
tie, I lacked the requisite jacket. It was still summer and very hot. "Make sure you
wear a jacket every day," he said. I was one of a large group of new teachers; a
number of us were men, draft evaders all.Three were recent graduates of the Harvard
Law School; another was soon to become a doctoral candidate in psychology.None
of us were there for particularly noble reasons, and none of us, I'm sure, were ready
for Miss W ., the authoritarian, old-school principal whose scowl and iron-fisted
regime defined P.S. 922.
Teacher and child alike, everyone feared Miss W . Tall and imperious, she
stalked the halls with a relentlessness bordering on the obsessive. "She's on the
floor," Shari T. would whisper from her classroom across the hall. Her "heads up"
meant, Careful! One's classroom had better look good. And what did look good
mean? Order, silence, children with hands folded: It meant teachers demonstrating absolute control. Teaching at P.S. 922 was defined entirely in such terms: The
good and effective teacher was in control; the bad and ineffective teacher was one
who was not in control, whose kids were offthe wall.
My kids were off the wall most of the time. 'What's going on in here?" Miss
W . asked, surprising me one day in the chaos and unhappiness that were ~he unfortunate benchmarks of my classroom. I must have stammered something about
conducting a reading lesson; the kids were suddenly silent, frozen in place as she
loomed in the doorway. "This," she sneered, "isn't reading, Mr. Wolfe. This is nothing!" With that, she turned and left. The disdain in her voice was total; the kids
looked at me with pity and shock.
From day one, I was not in control. I had no idea how to keep my kids quiet.
I had not taught before; those six weeks of"intensive teacher training" were irn\ufficient. There was no plan in place for inducting new teachers; at P.S. 922-it was
strictly sink or swim. But I was also not in control in another sense: For me, teaching was less a calling than an escape option. A fifth grade classroom in the Bronx
had not been my goal when I entered college in 1963. I found myself at P.S. 922
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because the President, the Congress, and the Military in their infinite wisdom had
decided that it was somehow in the national interest to visit massive and neargenocidal destruction on the people of Vietnam and the rest of Southeast Asia,
and they wanted to implicate me in their madness.
And there was this, as well:That September of1967, the United Federation
of Teachers went on strike because of a contractual impasse with the Board of
Education. The union's stance, so it advised the public, was governed by a concern
for both teachers and children. Given my dubious standing with the Selective Service System, I had no option but to report to work. Staff size decreased because of
the strike; class size ballooned. There were more than 40 kids in the room that first
week. Adhering to my handy manual ("Write your name on the blackboard"), I
stood, chalk in hand, as a hefty spitball whizzed by my ear and splattered in a wet,
gooey mess. And things grew worse from there: Kids climbed on top of their desks,
others ran in and out of the room, there was fighting, cursing, screaming. It was
sheer bedlam and nothing I tried- yelling, pleading, threatening-seemed to have
any impact. At lunchtime, I sat alone at the counter of the nearby Woolworth's on
East Tremont Avenue and stared at my plate ofhamburger and soggy, undercooked
French fries. There is no way I'll be able to do this, I thought. I will have to quit
very soon. And as I rode the subway uptown each subsequent morning, I was filled
with dread and fear.
But I didn't quit. Television images from Vietnam, coupled with a gradual
improvement in the classroom (things went from desperately awful to just plain
awful), kept me in place. I stayed at P.S. 922 for four years. I was not a good
teacher, but I was alive and aware enough to realize that there was something
enticingly special about the kids.
A few moments remain: The class memorized Frost's "The Road Not Taken"
for an assembly program. (Chorale recitation was one of many curricular mandates, but it was a pedagogical imperative I kind of liked.) At one point \n the
process, Alfred raised his hand and asked, thoughtful and curious as always, "What
does Robert Frost look like?"
I had no idea how to teach them anything, but I played ball with the boys
after school and, in the early spring, began taking small groups to Central Park on
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Saturday. And who were they? They were 5-409, the "5" class on the grade. There
were six fifth grade classes and children were grouped by "ability." Ability was defined by how they had scored on the previous spring's norm-referenced reading and
math tests. My class was for those kids who'd tested two and three years below grade
level and were therefore grouped one rung above the "bottom" class on the grade.
The situation differed little from what obtained 30 years later at P.S. 999
where kids, every bit as special, are also measured and judged by how well they
"perform" on norm-referenced measures in math and reading. One difference: Their
scores are subject to sonorous reporting on the front page of The New York Times,
each statistical blip closely dissected as if therein meaning inhered.
One morning Miss W., tiring, I suppose, of my inadequate attempts to teach
reading, modeled a lesson in my classroom. She was in total control and it was
evident that this was how a reading lesson was to be done: The entire demonstration took 45 minutes and no kid so much as stirred; they were fixed in their seats,
quiet, responsive, attentive- even Roberto, who never sat still and Minerva, who
had a nasty word for everyone. It was an impressive performance. Trouble was, it
wasn't reflected in the many classrooms ofP.S. 922. For all her steely determination,
Miss W. presided over a dysfunctional and destructive school. Only the kids in the
top classes did well. The uniform approach to reading (basal reader, co-basal reader,
phonics lesson), like the prevailing definition of control, was too constricted and
limited. Student failure was endemic and blame was assigned to the children and
their families. Teachers and administrators routinely maligned children and families; racism was rampant; and the intimidation and infantilization originating with
the leadership extended through the teachers to the children. Fighting between
children was systemic; so, too, corporal punishment. Many male teachers routinely
struck out at students, and such responses were unofficially countenanced.
One teacher kept two foot-long metal rulers, tied together on one end with
a thick wad of rubber bands, in his desk. Miscreants were called to the front of tpe
room and whacked on their butts or across their arms. Other teachers would shamelessly punch and/or curse the kids. The stench of repression and corruption was as
pervasive as the ammonia wafting out of the freshly-scrubbed bathrooms each
morning.
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And that first spring, I watched in wonder as teachers began readying the
kids for the citywide tests. At the monthly faculty meeting, Miss W. was explicit:
"The children will do well on the reading test," she announced. I looked around
the room; faces nodded in an understanding that all but evaded me. Shari T., the
teacher across the hall, my friend and mentor, explained: "There is one rule to
remember. Your kids can do well but no better than their level on the grade." Huh?
I didn't understand how one could ensure such results. Well, she went on to explain, tests were administered one day but not handed in until the next. "Take the
answer sheets home and make the necessary adjustments overnight."
I didn't trust what Shari told me and, in my na"ivete, went to speak with Mr.
G., the assistant principal. i'repeated what I'd been told. He avoided my eyes, fixing
on some suddenly compelling piece of paper on his desk: "There's something going
on here and I don't want to know anything about it," he said. Going to him violated
a series of norms; teachers were expected to quietly and subtly accede to the implications of Miss W. 's demand: The children will do well. I had no way of knowing
how widespread were such practices, but cheating was de rigeur at P.S. 922.
That same spring of 1968, the rapid-fire assassinations of Martin Luther
King and Bobby Kennedy helped to shape the inchoate feeling of anger that had
been percolating within me all year. The "War at Home" no longer loomed simply
as a cliche relegated to the pages of the underground press. Murder as an instrument ofAmerican foreign policy had, with these assassinations, found its domestic
correlates. Friends began questioning my work: "Teachers are tools of the oppressor," one allowed. "Do you think there's any value in what you're doing?"
Around that time, my first year in the classroom coming to a close, I found
myself trying to convince one mother that I had tried the best I could to work with
her very difficult son. But she saw right through my words: "You ain't done shit for
Kenny," she said. "Fact is, you ain't done shit for no one."
That summer, I tried writing about P.S. 992- I had, after all, been a~ournalist-in-training. I didn't get very far in the narrative, but this excerpt gets at my
state of mind:
Before I say anything else, this first: The faces endure-they are the best faces
in the world. The kids are the slickest and hippest kids around. What I am
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saying may not make too much sense. But no data are being collected here.
No theses are going to be written. I only know that Roberto is slick and alive
and funny, but once he steps into the classroom his jaw drops and that limitless energy disappears. There is no being hip in a classroom where folded
hands and unknowing eyes are the rule. All this is no doubt easily explainedwe know that the children are dying. We know that teachers are decent and
well-intentioned people; we know that majestic government does care for its
people; we know that the schools of education turn out good teachers. All
this, and the children are dying. And no one cares.

The United Federation of Teachers presumably cared; its 1967 strike was
called, at least in part, to address the needs of the students. But when Brooklyn's
Ocean Hill-Brownsville district won a $44,000 grant from the Ford Foundation to
create a framework for community control, the union moved in concert with the
Council of Supervisors and the Central Board of Education to squash any possibility of community control of the schools. Interesting. But a year earlier, the union
had cast itself as the defender of children, castigating the Central Board as callous
and unresponsive. At the same time, McGeorge Bundy, former aide to Presidents
Kennedy and Johnson (and, in a flash of historical synchronicity, a major architect
of what had been called our Vietnam involvement), chaired a commission charged
with planning the decentralization of the New York City school system.
Fearing a loss of hegemony, the Central Board forged an alliance with the
U.F.T. and the Council of Supervisors to forestall McBundy's plan. When, in the
spring of 1968, the O cean Hill-Brownsville Board transferred 13 teachers and six
supervisors, this new alliance moved quickly, even though such transfers were common responses to the system's arcane and labrynthine firing process. Teachers in
the district went on strike for the last two months of the school year, and Albert
Shanker, then president of the U.F.T., spent the summer warning that teachers
citywide would strike in September were not the transferred teachers reinstated.
\
M ost of the transferees were Jews as were, at that time, two-thirds of the
union membership. Ocean Hill-Brownsville was a black and Puerto Rican community. Hence, the volatile subtext exploited by forces within the district and the
union: Jews versus blacks and Puerto Ricans. The strike was inevitable; I didn't
strike, crossing the picket line daily.
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"How can you, a Jew, go in?" one teacher demanded early in the strike.
Crossing the line was onerous; pickets massed outside P.S. 922 every morning. I'd
been raised to honor and respect unions; crossing the line was anathema. But I
knew the U.F.T. was terribly wrong. Further, I saw Jewish teachers being exploited
by a union leadership cynically preying on a deep-seated vulnerability. After all,
but a generation or two earlier, Jews were routinely denied teaching licenses, their
"accents" cited as cause for failing the oral exam. But the union's task was eased by
anti-Semites in the district; the union made tens of thousands of copies of a student poem read by a junior high school teacher over radio station WBAI. Titled
Anti- Semitism, it read:
H ey, jew boy with that yamaka on your head
You pale-faced jew boy, I wish you were dead
When the U.N. made Israel a free and independent state,
Little four- and five-year-old boys threw hand grenades.
They hated the black Arabs with all their might,
And you, jew boy, said it was all right.
Then you came to America, land of the free,
And took over the school system to perpetuate white supremacy.
I hated you jew boy, cause your hangup was the Torah
And my only hangup was my color.

The poem was vile, as was the act of reading it over the air. But WBAI had
a handful oflisteners only, and there was no evidence that anti-Semitism was widespread in the schools of Ocean Hill-Brownsville. Rhetoric on both sides was strident; strikers and those who crossed the picket line demonized one another. But
the U.F.T.'s near-gleeful distribution of the poem seemed calculated to further
convince Jewish teachers that a political tug-of-war between local and national
power interests was in reality a plot to rob them of their jobs. The union leadership
acted shamefully!
\
Against this hysterical backdrop, a few teachers went in every day and worked
with the children. And, in the process, revelation: Teaching could befan. The school
opened with a minimum of district cooperation. Since the strike was illegal-New
York's Taylor L aw barring strikes by public employees-the Board's support of the
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strike had to be judiciously measured. An acting principal was appointed. She was
one of the kindergarten teachers and, while she presided, a new P.S. 922 emerged.
Many parents kept their children home; class size was small, and there was among
the "strike-breakers" a sense of camaraderie and purpose. We endured the strikers'
insults and imprecations; and we ignored the certainty that when the strike ended
we'd have to face their silence and contempt. We reveled in our dirty little secret: A
school where teachers cooperated and collaborated was possible.
And there was this, as well. I was 22 and poised to view the world categorically. On one side-our side-were arrayed the forces of light and reason. On the
other side were the forces of reaction and oppression. I'd marched against the war
and, in crossing the picket line, was committing myself to the War at Home. When
Miss W. ruled P.S. 922, stupid malignity reigned. The strike gave us the chance to
show Miss W. and every striker that alternatives mattered. We'd created a liberated zone and it was wonderful.
The strike's ramifications were widespread. McGinnis (1969) quotes Richard Nixon, zealously pursuing the presidency once again, weighing in:
As I've campaigned across America these past few days, I've found immense
concern about the teachers' strike in New York City. Now, without getting
into the merits of that controversy, I think that one point that should be emphasized that has not been emphasized enough is that the heart of the problem is law and order in our schools. (p. 112)

When the strike finally ended, I was shunned-but only by those teachers
with whom I had no relationship anyway. The others quickly came around; friendships resumed, and no hard feelings were evinced. Miss W. was unfailingly correct
and P.S. 922 returned to what stood for "normal." Miss W. retired two years later
and the district board, amassing increased power and authority, entered a 30-yearlong cycle of corruption that to this day marks it as a bellwether example of why
decentralization - like the centralization of powe-is a failure.
,
I, too, spent two more years at P.S. 922. During my fourth year, I decided to
leave. I'd lost my draft-deferred status and a preinduction physical loomed. P.S.
922 was still an awful and repressive place-staying there any longer was an impossibility. Still, there were the kids. Teachers are, I think, molded by their initial
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teaching experiences and I did go on to become a good teacher.
Why did I stay in the profession? Almost everything about P.S. 922 was
calculated to push any thinking person out of teaching. But there were the kids. I
was untrained, unskilled, unprepared, but this much I could see-the kids were
vital and alive. I could sense something essentially and immutably mysterious in
them. I didn't know what to do with this-I had very few tools. For four years I'd
operated on instincts and that wasn't nearly enough; all my good intentions were
necessary but insufficient.
I left P.S. 922 having played a part in a school that didn't work. I needed to
learn how to teach. But, in a sense, I carry those kids with me-Danny, Alonzo,
Marina, Alfred, Roberto, Minerva, Evelyn, Renee, H enry, Karen, all the othersfour years of classes, 120, 130 children in all. The system failed them, and in my
ignorance I, too, failed them. Those kids were then called disadvantaged and culturally deprived; now they are referred to as at-risk or inner-city children. They were
and are bright, spirited, and eager to succeed. Their teachers didn't know-I didn't
know- how to teach. I left the school and the district, but continued to see their
faces reflected in each subsequent stop in day care centers and schools in districts
all over New York City. I became a good teacher'because of those kids. I hadn't been
an effective teacher for the kids of 5-409; I was to become one for the other kids I
encountered along the way.
And I came to see their reflection in Malik Brown and the other kids in P.S.
999 who tried, in a school removed from P.S. 922 by two miles and 30 years, to
find happy and productive places. And I saw myself reflected in Sandra Spencer, a
first-year teacher trying to find her voice in a school system where children, teachers, and families are still at the mercy of mean-spirited, timorous politicians and an
entrenched bureaucracy driven more by schemes than vision.
*

*

*

I was the Bank Street-based staff developer assigned to P.S. 999 by the district
office in 1996. The district's directive was clear: Work with the principal to improve
teaching in the language arts while working with a number of new teachers- rookies, in the principal's parlance. T here were already eight in-house staff developers
assigned to work with different grades and I was an additional resource, the puta-
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tively experienced master teacher from Bank Street College, there to help frame the
transition of first-year teachers from undergraduate preparation programs to actual
teaching. Given the inevitable rhythms of school life-crises, absences, troublesome student behavior-the in-house staff developers were often called upon to
assume other roles (including scut work, such as adorning bulletin boards or organizing the book room) and spent little time in the classroom. But I had no responsibilities save that of working in classrooms; mine was a part-time presence. The
district had contracted with Bank Street for only 22 days. I struck a bargain with
Flora Martinez, P.S. 922's principal: In return for her permission to conduct doctoral research, I agreed to continue working weekly through the end of the school
year, well past the contracted-for days. It seemed an equitable arrangement. I'd be
able to compile field notes and Flora would receive additional consultant days.
P.S. 999 opened in 1992, but construction continued, off and on, over the
next two years. Faced with huge increases in enrollment, the Board of Education
embarked on an unprecedented spate of building construction. P.S. 999's look reflects current institutional design, its sleek red-brick four stories stretching from
midway down Walnut Avenue to the corner, where a tiny bodega sits in architectural counterpoint. Perched high atop the school roof is a metallic sculpture, a
series of intertwined geometric shapes that can be spotted from blocks away. Factoring in installation, the principal estimates that the sculpture cost close to
$125,000. The School Construction Authority had to gain the approval of the
Community Planning Board to put this public art in place. The Board acceded to
the design and the sculpture- tinny, shiny, and abstract-stands in stark opposition to the solid depression-era apartment houses surrounding it.
A number of parking lots dot the nearby avenue under the elevated subway
line. On either side of the avenue are other staples ofworking-class life in this part
of the city: gas stations, garages, auto-body shops, discount stores, fast-food restaurants, and vacant lots. Alternate-side-of-the-street parking rules, as well as ag- \
gressive and ingenious car thieves, make street parking an occasional adventure.
To get to P.S. 999, most white teachers drive south from the suburbs. Many
teachers of color live in the Bronx and use public transportation. (While I am
conforming to convention here, designating one group as "white" and another as
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"teachers of color," I must add that I find such language imprecise and ultimately
dehumanizing. Human history is replete with horrors committed in the service of
"race"; the concomitant denaturing oflanguage is a confession of moral failure and
is a sign of our inability to break free of an evil tether. But to go any farther about
the well-established myth that is "race" and the tyranny of difference that is its
legacy falls outside the purview of this essay. Best to leave the thought here.)
How teachers travel to work may be no more emblematic of P.S. 999 than
the sculpture gracing the roof, but it is a metaphor for the divisions within the
school that color the lives of the children. For while in no way officially sanctioned,
self-segregation among the staff based on ethnicity and background helps define
professional life at P.S. 999. Where staff sits at whole-school meetings is telling:
bilingual teachers, all Latinas, in one row; White teachers, most of them young,
suburban women, sit in other rows. There are very few men at P.S. 999, and there
are but three African-American teachers, all women.
The principal and assistant principal are Latinas; both the administrative
assistant and special education supervisor are White; there are no African-American administrators. According to the school organizational chart, the total instructional staff numbers about 50-a figure that includes classroom teachers as well as
out-of-the-classroom specialists: 44% are White; 52% are Latina; 3% are African
American; and 4% are Asian. The support staff (staff developers, family workers,
guidance counselors, the School-Based Support Team) number 16-7 Latina, 8
White, 1 African-American. The Official Class Ethnic Census R eport counted 843
children registered in 35 classes: 70% Latino; 19% African-American; 4% Asian;
and 1 % White or Native American.
The school's Comprehensive E ducation Plan outlines the year's goals:
Our Comprehensive Educational Plan Update supports a continued commitment to the form and direction of our past year's focus for the K-6 community of students, families and staff Our identified schoolwide literacy, ma tit
and science initiatives encompass the needs of both our monolingual and our
large population of LEP students. The ongoing planning and implementation of a pilot monthly calendarized curriculum standard chart for grades K6 in math, reading, language arts and science will assist in the formation of a
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cohesive understanding ofstudent instructional objectives for all grade levels.
This aspect of the plan in conjunction with monthly assessment will allow for
clear indication of successful learning outcomes. Staff developers in conjunction with Bank Street and district personnel will provide successfully proven
instructional strategies for our population of at-risk and bilingual students.

The above but hints at the complexity of PS. 999 life. Teachers and children
are more than demographic data or plans cast in "officialese."When teaching transcends the ordinary, moments and not statistics are revelatory. Such moments
necessitate teachers' and students' meeting in genuine ways; such meetings do not
arise by accident but are expressions of multiple factors (variables, if you like) that
coalesce idiosyncratically in interesting classrooms.
In what follows, I describe one teacher, one child in trouble, and my work as
a staff developer in their classroom. The lens I use has been refined and defined by
my teaching experiences. I hope to emerge with a portrait both coherent and memorable that exemplifies William Carlos Williams' dictum that "The only universal is
the local."
On day one ofPS. 999's new year, a novel schoolwide management schemeNoise Level Zero- went into effect. Teachers leading their classes through the
halls trumpeted: "Noise Level Zero ... remember the rule class ...Noise Level Zero."
PS. 999 lacks the broad and expansive corridors of older schools -its halls are
narrow and long, staircases set far apart. Classes are assigned to a staircase, and a
number pass the principal's office en route to their rooms.
I was beginning my second year at PS. 999 and was about to begin working
with a new cohort of seven first-year teachers. The principal and I had developed
a warm relationship-we liked one another and I felt very comfortable in the
school. I was standing outside her office early one morning, somewhat bemused,
as several classes passed, teacher after teacher mouthing the demand, "Noise Level
Zero." I asked Beatrice Jackson, the administrative assistant, "What is this 'Noise \
Level Zero' business about?" She explained that two teachers had introduced the
idea to Flora Martinez a few weeks before the school year began. The idea was to
institutionalize uniform expectations regarding noise levels in and out of the classroom. In the hallway, absolute silence was to be the norm (Noise Level Zero); a

occasional paper series / wolfe / 29

slight buzz accompanying serious work was acceptable in the classroom (Noise
Level One); a louder tone of voice was permissible when issues of safety arose
(Noise Level Two); and loud voices were allowed in the yard or gym only (Noise
Level Three, Noise Level Four). Flora liked the idea and presented it to the faculty
at-large; the decision to implement was hers. And how, two weeks into the school
year, was it going? I wondered.
"Oh, you know," Beatrice said, with a slight wave of the hand. Flora Martinez
had a well-deserved reputation for the somewhat ephemeral nature of her enthusiasms. When she saw or heard about something she thought might make the school
improve, she seized upon it without reservation. New policy was declared in piecemeal fashion and loudly declaimed, only to peter out eventually, dying a slow death
as the messy details of day-to-day school life effaced proposed innovation. Several
months later, few teachers paid the program any mind, and Noise Level Zero
seemed forgotten.
* * *
I'd been working in P.S. 999 for two years and fancied myself skilled- I knew the
public school system, knew how to size up a school's politics, the lie ofits land. But
the previous June, there had occurred a series of events, disquieting and anomalous, that had caused me to examine the tidy array of my assumptions, and that, in
Kuhn's (1962/1970) words, "played an essential role in preparing the way for per-

ception of novelty" (p. 57).
I'd been sitting that morning with the supervisor of special education with
whom I'd meet from time to time. I was an unofficial conduit between her and the
principal; their personal styles were asynchronous and they didn't communicate
well. The special education supervisor was a proponent of programmed, direct instruction in reading and a believer in the primary importance of phonemic awareness, phonics instruction, and "best practices steeped in robust research." Parsing
phrases in clipped fashio~, she measured her words carefully and seemed to pride
herself on the intellectual rigor with which she approached instruction. Flora
Martinez, on the other hand, was a nonstop talker, language issuing volcanically,
cutting across topics. She mirrored the prevailing district office wisdom in terms of
instruction: Whole Language, classrooms "immersed in print," and phonics rel-
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egated to a sidebar derived from the text. The two women could not be more poorly
matched, and their meetings were marked by acrimony and mutual distrust.
But that morning, the special education supervisor had something besides
her usual concerns in mind. There was, she began, a crisis afoot and she'd been
unable to get anyone on the district level to publicly address it. Crisis? To what was
she referring? "I've been working in the district for almost 20 years," she began.
"Ten years ago, I'd about once a month be called upon to drive some kid to the
pediatric psych emergency clinic. The last couple of years, though, I've been getting such calls and making such trips three or four times a week. And I'm talking
about kids in real distress, kids suffering from suicidal or homicidal ideation."What
did she think was going on? I asked. She proposed a number of theories and I
listened while rapid rejoinders-makes sense, doesn't make sense; I don't know
about this "ideation" business-echoed in silent,judgmental syncopation. I glanced
at my watch. I was really there to see the principal, but she was at a parent meeting.
I was biding my time. I wasn't sure what to make of the supervisor's observations,
anyway. I'd always been wary of impassioned complaints about how much harder
teaching was now when compared to the recent past.
But there then issued, as if on cue, a chilling howl from outside her office.
The conversation ceased; she leapt from her chair and sped out of the room, and I
followed. A paraprofessional, screaming little boy in tow, was walking towards her.
The boy was tiny and thin, a bare slip of a kid, and he was thrusting his head from
side to side, screaming at an ungodly pitch. The supervisor took the boy's hand and
walked him into her office. The para looked at me, shrugged, and headed back
down the corridor.
I went downstairs to see the principal. My main goal that day was to discuss
my idea for a new, more systematic staff development design for the coming school
year. A bevy of adults-security guards, the guidance counselor, a secretary, staff
developers-was positioned outside the principal's office. They were all strangely \
still and shared this glazed look about the eyes, faces wan, exhausted, and drained of
animation. Their gray expressions seemed to ask, Will this week never end? And in
their midst, restrained within the arms of one of the burly security guards, was a
young girl: "Let go of me, you fuck," she was yelling. "I just want to get out of here.
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I just want to go to my brother's house. Why can't I just go?" She was about nine
years old and beautiful, her hair long and black, her face round and expressive. The
security guard gently passed her on to Gloria Kravitz, the guidance counselor, who
said, "Hope, I'll let go ofyou, but you've got to promise you won't run away again."

Hope?
"Your breath stinks, it's yuck," Hope said, as she was led into the principal's
office. I asked one of the administrators what was going on. My ears were still
ringing with the little boy's screams on the third floor and now, minutes later, this.
There had been a special education assembly that morning, I was told, and a number of classes had to wait outside the auditorium for an inordinate amount of time.
Space was tight; pushing, shoving, teasing, and fighting ensued, and Hope had
apparently been one of the instigators. At one point, she'd run off, only to be
apprehended down the block by the security guard. "She's really psychotic," my
informant said. "Uh-huh," I said. The girl seemed very upset and angry, to be sure,
but psychotic?
I followed the crew into the principal's office. The special education supervisor entered a few moments later. Reprising her response to the little boy upstairs,
she took Hope's hand and began talking quietly and soothingly; Hope kept repeating--mantra-like-her basic request: Why couldn't she just go to her brother's
house? Why couldn't she go where she wanted? The supervisor explained that she
could leave with her grandmother only, and that phone calls to her grandmother's
house had gone unanswered. As if to illustrate, she asked someone to try the number again. Hope began to calm down; she slumped in the chair, less angry for now,
drained, tired. The office door opened and two huge policemen entered. "Who
called for the police?" one of them asked. Hope turned to the supervisor, her eyes
narrowing, her glare accusatory: "You tricked me!"
There then crystallized a peculiar tableau: The young cops, vaguely uncomfortable, not quite knowing what to do. Hope, sitting bolt upright in the ch~ir, all
little-tough-girl defiance once again. The special education supervisor, as spent
looking as all the other adults in the room, awash in an expression that seemed to
say, God, I've had it.
And there I was, the Bank Street College staff developer, observer and par-
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ticipant, shocked both by the specific unfolding of events-they were going to
take this little girl to the hospital -and by my own ignorance. I'd been in this
school twice a month for several years. I knew many classrooms. I'd wandered the
hallways at will. I'd spent hours talking with teachers and administrators. Had I
been asked, I would surely have answered, Yes, I know this school. But in that
moment I realized that I knew very little and that, limited by blinders of sorts, I
had confused looking with seeing. What else didn't I know? It wasn't mere ignorance of the surface-children getting angry and adults reacting to their anger. I
knew all that- I had been one of those adults during my 25 years in the classroom. And it wasn't mere shock at the realization that cops were part of the
school's-and for all I knew, the district's-disciplinary substratum. No, what
hadn't registered, and what I'd not been able to sense, was the cumulative feel of
day-to-day school life-the often disabling and always enervating effect of the
steady accretion of crisis upon crisis. As a staff developer, I'd always drawn upon
my teaching experience, but I had not realized how truly remote the emotional feel
of daily school life had become. I had neither sensed nor shared in P.S. 999's visceral here and now, and how could it have been otherwise? I was a very part-time
participant; I was there two days a month, and my time was tightly focused.
Freire (1993) asked: "How can I dialogue ifl always project ignorance onto
others and neverperceive my [emphasis added] own? How can I dialogue ifl regard
myself as a case apart from others-mere 'its' in whom I cannot recognize other
T s?" (p. 71).
What was disheartening and revelatory was how unaware I'd been of this
critical distance. I was ignorant of my ignorance, and there was very little I had
assumed to be true about the school that I wouldn't now have to throw out.
Mine was not the common discursive not knowing-not knowing how to
speak German, fox-trot, or adjust a carburetor- that rests on the surface of consciousness. This was the not knowing that goes unrecognized, the not knowing ,
that grows into a fundamental and framing ignorance through which experience is
filtered and constructed. Was this an inevitable function of being an outside consultant? No, it was more than that. I'd been trapped by my own illusions of competence and by the accompanying faith in my theories about schools. I was so con-
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vinced that I knew how to size up a school; I knew how to make schools better; I
had theories about how to teach children in conflict.
But theories are transient generalizations at best and may well shade the
local and idiosyncratic specifics of a school's life. Theory riven from lived practice
is lifeless and inert, and I was out of practice. It took this unexpected concatenation of events-these children in pain, the adults' helplessness-to create the sense
of discrepancy that made me face the inadequacy of my vision and that, further,
made me question my role in the school and my position as the developer of newlyappointed teachers.

• • •
It was in the context of this experience that I began the new year. Sandra Spencer
was one of the first-year teachers with whom I was assigned to work. In addition
to Sandra, the group included two bilingual teachers, both spring graduates from a
city college, a first-year monolingual teacher and recent graduate from a suburban
college, and one second-year teacher who'd spent his first year as a cluster teacher
and was now in his own class.
So I began my third year in P.S. 999, "Noise Level Zero!" resounding through
its halls, determined to see what was going on. Berube (1996) quotes Wittgenstein:
"Seeing-as is not perception. And for this reason it is /ike_seeing and then again not
like" (p. xii). In seeing-not seeing as-and working with Sandra and with one of
her students in trouble, M alik, I hoped to refine my vision, which had proven so
faulty and inadequate. It was through multiple perspectives-Malik, Sandra, me
as staff developer and researcher, the administrators, the family- that I thought it
possible to capture what had been lost in translation: the fully realized context in
which Malik was having trouble, the reasons for that trouble, and signposts leading to solutions. And, in addition, this: Although refining and correcting my vision
was one broad goal, on a more immediate and down-to-earth level there was Sandra,
a novice teacher beginning her career, and Malik, a young student beginning his.
Sandra was fresh, eager, and excited; Malik was already experienced in failure. I
would, I believed, be able to do something for them both.
P.S. 999 is in one of the city's largest and most diverse districts. Its eastern
precincts include some of the city's wealthier communities, as well as large pockets

34

J

bank street college of education

I
of recent immigrants from eastern Europe and central Asia. Its western precincts
are almost entirely Latino and African American and include families that Flora
Martinez calls "the hidden homeless. We have two and three families sharing single
apartments," she explained. "Sometimes the families are related; other times they're
not. Since only one name appears on a lease or utility bill, the children of the other
families are by definition homeless. We should not be accepting them into our
school, but how can I turn them away?"
Other realities also intruded. On at least two occasions, three o'clock dismissal had to be delayed because of gunshots on the street; and rights to peddle
crack-cocaine on the corner had recently been sold by one group of sociopathic
entrepreneurs to another for $50,000. The local police precinct, one of the city's
smallest, nevertheless ranked high in felony assaults. Flora agreed to allow the
police to use the school's roof as an observation site from which drug selling could
be monitored. "My rookies have no ideas about any of this; they're babies who've
come from places like suburban colleges; they've grown up in W estchester and
places like that. Some of them spend a few years here learning how to become
teachers and then leave to take higher paying jobs in Ardsley or some place like
that. It's a real problem."
Flora was a middle-aged veteran of the public school system,. She'd served
in numerous capacities, and her devotion to P.S. 999 was absolute. She was hard
working, passionate, and committed to her children. Prior to and during my tenure
at 999, I'd worked closely with three other principals who were diffident, laidback, and uninvolved by comparison. Flora was driven and relentless. "I'm not one
of the people in the system who has a rabbi or a godfather or a godmother," I once
heard her say. "I got into this school as a fluke."
Flora was a veritable administrative whirling dervish, a nonstop talker, and
a woman decidedly in charge. As a result, staff had to adhere to a lengthy list of
directives: Don't send a note home without official sanction; don't take your class._
out for recess; don't deviate from the school and the district's whole-language approach. This last was especially telling and emblematic: The district's reification of
whole-language instruction effectively marginalized a group ofyoungsters- Malik
among them-for whom that approach was inadequate.
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For in each class in which I'd worked, there were from five to eight kids who
weren't learning or progressing. These children presented uniform learning-or
not learning-profiles. District guidelines centered around a particular conception
of whole language in which direct, systematic instruction and the importance of
phonemic awareness were eschewed. One Bank Street-trained special educator
who worked in another district school identified the dangers in such thinking:
All educators need to be special educators. If general education teachers cannot recognize the early sign of reading disorders, we are doomed to repeat
history. In the United States, high school graduates, especially those from the
inner city, will remain linguistically and mathematically illiterate. T here needs
to be much more communication between university and district literacy personnel and a greater recognition of the need for phonics instruction, especially for disabled readers who number far above national norms. Officially,
the district does not recognize the need for more than incidental phonics
instruction within the context of whole-language programs.

The results of such thinking were evident in those five to eight students per
class who had not, by second grade, mastered the conventions of print- directionality, letter identification, letter-sound correspondence- nor were they close
to acquiring a basic sight vocabulary. Did Hope, I wondered, know how to read?
T he special education supervisor had been an advocate of addressing specific learning
needs and styles, but had thus far met with resistance at the three schools to which
she was assigned.
M any of the school's new teachers had a difficult time responding to student behavior and negotiating the maze that was the informal, heterogeneous classroom as defined in many district schools. Children were expected to work in small
groups; whole-class instruction was discouraged. For several years, "learning through
centers" was promulgated; then "block programming" emerged as the key concept.
For beginning teachers in P.S. 999, the distinction was more semantic than apparent. Their rooms were still organized around centers, but their schedules\ were
supposed to revolve around lengthy periods oflearning based on curricular blocks.
I'd made note of the difficulty in my journal:
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It really is asking a lot of these young teachers to both learn about working
with young children and create curriculum out of whole cloth. In fact, it's
asking too much. They simply cannot do it and this is a basic flaw in what the
district is attempting. Seems like philosophy-no textbooks, little standardized curriculum - running amok.

In addition, many of PS. 999's rookie teachers differed linguistically, ethnically, and experientially from their students. Some felt overwhelmed by the number of "troubled" and failing kids, as well as by the fundamental challenges of
beginning teaching. Their experiences as students and as student teachers were not
consonant with what they saw and heard in PS. 999's classrooms; they often expressed astonishment at those perceived differences. That inner-city children were
less valued, respected, and nurtured by their families was an unexamined article of
faith.
It was in the context of such categorical struggles-whole language versus
phonemic awareness; suburban versus inner city; white versus color-that I began
looking at and working with Malik and with Sandra.
* * *
Early that fall, PS. 999's teachers still trumpeting the principles of Noise Level
Zero, Sandra Spencer, holding aloft a piece of white construction paper on which
she'd cast a large zero, stood eyeing her class from the center of the room. A young,
dark-haired woman of about 22, Sandra had a broad, warm face, sparkling eyes,
and, this morning, a no-nonsense tone to her voice. "Boys and girls, I will not yell,"
she was saying. "The reason I'm asking for Noise Level Zero is so that you'll understand what you're supposed to do."
Sandra had graduated from the State University the previous spring and
was hired at the recommendation of another PS. 999 teacher, now beginning her
third year in the school. Like Sandra, she was raised in the suburbs and was part of \
an unofficial cohort of young, white, middle-class women who staffed the early
childhood monolingual classes.
An undergraduate education major, Sandra had one semester of student
teaching in which she'd been placed, first, in a kindergarten and then in a second
grade classroom. How well prepared did she feel for PS. 999?
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"Absolutely not [well prepared]. The kindergarten experience was in a very
well-to-do area. The kids came to school knowing how to read letters, how to
behave in school. The second grade kids weren't from such a well-to-do background, but they still knew how to behave and how to speak to adults." And the
children in P.S. 999? "I was shocked by what they didn't know," she said. "I'd
assumed they'd be able to do basic things-simple arithmetic with money, for example. And I couldn't believe some of the behavior I had to deal with." She faulted
her teacher preparation program for under-emphasizing the importance of classroom discipline. "The information they gave me," she explained, "made discipline
seem like it was second in importance, when it's the single most vital thing."
Rust (1994) notes that first-year teachers often complain about preservice
programs not equipping them with the requisite arsenal of classroom management
tools necessary for responding to the range of behaviors they find in their classrooms. This suggests that novice teachers think student behavior is a "front stage
phenomenon, easily addressed and open to specific treatment. In actuality, these
are among the back stage behaviors of teaching, those murky areas like labeling
students or defining exemplary practices that defy answers" (p. 216).
But Sandra's experiences in suburban schools and as an undergraduate student teacher were neither murky nor ambiguous. Being well-disciplined and wellbehaved were, from her perspective, operational givens: "I grew up in Elm City. It's
a community very much like the one in which I student taught. All the kids in my
elementary school were either walkers or took buses. The parents were involved.
No one ever had fights. You knew what you were there for and you didn't mess
around. I would never in my wildest dreams think of talking to a teacher the way
some of my kids, for example, talk to me."
There were a number of kids-think of those five to eight per class-who
distressed and concerned Sandra and whose presence seemed to define the class
and her attitude towards it. There was Mickey, a "holdover," whose sharp tohgue
and quick temper led him to numerous fights. And Keshia, short and compact, her
hair always intricately and beautifully arranged in corn rows or in a series of short
tufts held in place by brightly-colored barrettes, who would lose her temper at a
moment's notice, pushing away from her table, unable to allow any perceived "dis"
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to pass. And there was Jason, a quiet and always tired-looking boy, who finished
very little work and moved slowly and deliberately in a classroom where the central
tendency was to speed through everything. And then there was Tyesha, another
volatile child, about whom Sandra observed: "She can keep it together in here
pretty well, but in the lunchroom, look out! Anything can happen. Especially
regarding Malik. They really have to be kept from each other."
"Malik," the calling of whose name in the imperative-"Malik! Malik!" was the single most insistent and ubiquitous sound heard in Sandra's classroom
early in the year. Through September and October, Malik found himself the almost constant subject of Sandra's ministrations. "Excuse me, Malik," Sandra was
saying. Malik was slumped across the table, sprawling in the direction ofBokeem,
who was at his right. Malik was a sturdily built boy, seven-and-a-half years old,
with something of the future linebacker about his body. Big, deep dimples formed
when, eyes twinkling, he would, on occasion, smile.
It was about 9:15 and the class was busy with "The Problem of the Day,"
part of the morning routine in every P.S. 999 classroom. Malik was not working on
the problem. He was, instead, carefully sketching a cartoon-like animal figure, a
stick drawing repeated several times in identical fashion. Across the top of the
page he had, in exact and labored hand, committed the school heading.
H e rose and stood behind his chair. Everyone else seemed to be focusing on
the problem. "Please sit down, Malik," Sandra said. She had been reading the
problem to the class very slowly and carefully, as ifclarity of diction led to universal
understanding. "Malik!" she said again, taking one step in his direction. But he
didn't seem to respond, didn't sit down, showed no sign of having heard her. "Malik,
please sit down." He was wearing a hooded sweatshirt several sizes too big-this
was in marked contrast to almost all the other kids, who were in school uniform:
the boys, white shirt and dress pants; the girls, plaid skirt and white blouse. The
Parents' Association had voted for compulsory school uniforms-many families,
were recent immigrants from Mexico, and Central and South America where school
uniforms are the rule.
Malik tugged a sleeve, lifting it up over his elbow, revealing a large, splotchy
scar on his forearm. "All pencils down," Sandra ordered. There was too much noise,
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too much talking. She frowned and furrowed her brow; the kids were slow to
respond. Malik sat down, took his pencil, and began twirling it between his fingers, turning it over to carefully examine first the point, then the eraser. Sandra
walked over and snatched it out of his hand. Malik mumbled and stared at his
hands. "Okay, everybody,' Sandra said, "back to work."
"Well, she has my pencil," Malik snapped, sotto voce, to no one in particular. He rested his head on the table and pulled the hood over his head. H e occasionally peered through a slit between the edge of the hood and the desk. He didn't
work and spent rriost of the morning alternately rising from his chair to wander
around the room and laying his head on the table.
In an attempt to manage the wide range of challenging "back stage" behaviors in the class, Sandra early that fall introduced and posted a list of classroom
rules and a checklist to record good behavior.
1. I will treat everyone with respect.
2. I will come to school prepared to learn.

3. I will treat personal and school property with respect.
4. I will do my best to help others.
5. I will act responsibly and accept consequences for my actions.

Such lists were commonplace in the rooms of P.S. 999 and were seldom
questioned or discussed. Asked about the derivation of this particular series of
behavioral rules, Sandra said, "I pretty much copied what Miriam [an experienced
teacher on the grade] did."
* * *
The children in Sandra's room were divided into five groups, each assigned to a
table. Each group bore the name of the "center" in which it sat and was referred to
accordingly by Sandra. Thus, "The Manipulatives may get their coats." The checklist affixed to the wall adjacent to the list of rules displayed each group's name. Groups
earned checks for exemplary behavior-being quiet when called upon to do so\vas

one highly prized behavior. Amassing a sufficient number of checks over the week
earned a group the right to participate in special end-of-the-week activities. Frownedupon behavior, on the other hand, could cost a group already earned checks.
'Tm waiting, class," Sandra announced. Group after group snapped upright
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in their chairs, folded their hands, and stared hard as she stood, marker in hand,
eyes on Malik, next to the checklist.
* * *
I'd been observing Malik for two weeks because he'd been referred for evaluation
to the Committee on Special Education the previous spring and was now awaiting
special education assignment. Lani Torres, the assistant principal assigned to the
early childhood program, identified him as a "student at risk." I was interested in
the at-risk student, interested in seeing whether, in the context of my staff development work with Sandra, I could make the match between Malik and his teacher
a more effective one. My observations had led me to see that such students existed
in every class. The district had one of the highest rates of referral in the city. Kids
like Malik were ubiquitous.
Lani Torres had worked in the district for close to 30 years, beginning her
career as a paraprofessional in a school around the corner from P.S. 999. Rooted in
the neighborhood and a product of the New York City school system, she worked
closely with Flora and was very much her temperamental opposite: calm, softspoken, contemplative.
"Malik first came to my attention last year as a first grader," Lani explained
early in October. "He was in Mr. Woodrow's class. Mr. Woodrow came into my

office one day to let me know that there were serious complaints from parents that
Malik was pushing and hitting children. And there was also the fact that he was a
wanderer in the room, never staying in one place long enough to get any work
done. I spoke with Malik and then I met with the class. The teacher , the staff
developer, and I spoke about strategies to use with Malik, who wasn't present at
the meeting. I suggested that perhaps he'd work better with smaller groups led by
the paraprofessional. But the behavior continued."
Lani called Malik's mother and asked her to come to school. "She was helpful. She was not defensive. She listened to what we said. She even called Malik in,
front of her and we told him we were all there because we were very concerned
about his not learning. His mother spoke to him in a very stern way about how he
was supposed to behave in school. He nodded his head a lot and he agreed with
what she was saying."
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Lani and Mr. Woodrow met with Malik's mother about five more times
over the course of the year. Such meetings, frequent time-out in the office, and a
behavioral checklist had been the ongoing interventions. But the pattern of troubling behaviors continued: Malik teased, hit, refused to work, and wandered around
the classroom and into the hall. His teacher, a second-year teacher, grew increasingly frustrated. Repeated meetings with Malik's mother had no impact on his
behavior. "We thought that the father was not in the picture," Lani said. "I never
spoke or asked about him and the mother never mentioned him, either. There are
a lot of people in the community who receive welfare support, and we don't push
certain questions because usually we get the wrong answers."
Malik's problems were not limited to the classroom. "We met with all the
teachers to find out how he was doing in different settings. In most cases he was
difficult," Lani said. Malik's school life was framed by unhappiness, fighting, teasing, and cursing. "We simply didn't know what to do with him. He was particularly
having difficulty in the lunchroom."
But his problems didn't surface in the classroom and lunchroom only. "He
was having some difficulty in the computer lab, some difficulty but it wasn't great,"
Lani said. She and I were meeting in her office that morning with Gloria Kravitz,
one of P.S. 999's two guidance counselors. "And there were other teachers-those
who gave academic preps in the room -who had a lot of trouble with him, and
he'd usually wind up in my office. But it wasn't until early this year that I found out
there was a father figure after Gloria and I met with the mother."
Gloria was very concerned about my plan to work directly with Malik. She
feared that Malik's mother could get "confused or mixed messages" from me. I
asked her what she meant. "Well," she began, "we pushed strongly for the referral;
we feel he belongs in special education. His mother is very tentative about the idea
and I'm afraid she'll back away from the process if she hears positive things from
you about him. What I can see happening is you work closely with him this year
and things improve. As a result, we don't get the mother to agree to the referral.
But next year, say you're no longer in the picture, and he reverts to old tricks and
we're back in the same situation then. You see my point?"
I agreed that she had a point and promised to update her regularly about my
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work. But the response was strategic, not heartfelt. I fundamentally disagreed with
her. The family's reluctance to accept special education assignment seemed entirely sensible to me. How would Malik benefit from placement in a self-contained
special education classroom filled with other young boys with behavioral problems?
Although Gloria had little direct contact with Malik, she accepted the Committee
on Special Education's findings. "He doesn't have a learning disability. The C.S.E.
is going to recommend an MIS (Modified Instructional Services) 2 placement"
(MIS 2 classes are generally for students deemed to have behavioral or emotional
problems).
Lani had listened to all this carefully and as I got up to leave, she turned to
me, saying, "By the way, there's something about the mother you probably should
know. Well, you know, she's a very troubled woman. She's tried to...you know...herself"
I thought of the special education supervisor's awkward phrase, "suicidal ideation."
Lani was being circumspect because there were kids in the office.
Later that same day, Lani explained: Early in September, weeks into the
new school year, Malik was suspended from school. I'd known about it at the time;
I'd been in Sandra's room and, noticing that he was absent, had asked after him.
Mickey shrugged, "I dunno. He's in the office I think." I asked why. "He was
getting out of hand. He was screaming at the teacher."Then Keshia piped in, "He
wasn't screaming." But Mickey was relentless, "Oh, yes he was! He was saying,
'Get your hands offa me."' Keshia nodded in assent, "Oh, that's right."When Sandra
had a free moment, I'd asked her about Malik: "I'm told he attacked one of the
paras in the lunchroom. I guess they're calling his mother."
Lani now elaborated, "He was having a lot of difficulty all morning in class,
And then he tried to push the paraprofessional down the stairs as the class was
going down to lunch." Malik was brought to the office and after hearing what had
happened, Lani called Malik's mother and met with her that day. And for the fust
time, Malik's father was included. "The father spoke with me on the phone thatsame day. He said we had to be more stern with Malik. He also said he hated that
Malik's mother was not stern enough."
Lani had walked downstairs with Malik's mother after the meeting. ''.And as
they-Malik, mom, and the babies- were leaving, she turned around, eyes full of
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tears. She said she needed help also. She said she was seeing things happen to
Malik that had happened to her when she was in school. She said she was very
depressed and that she'd tried to kill herself once before. She was saying all this
right in front of Malik. I'd never got a scent of this before. She didn't fit that
category as far as I was concerned. She'd seemed like an all-together person. I
hugged her and told her that we could get help for her. I also told her that I wanted
to share this with Gloria. We work with families, too. She said, 'fine.' I'd hoped
that she'd turn around and come back into the building with me so that she and
Gloria could sit and talk, but she didn't and it hasn't come up again since that one
conversation."
I met Malik's mother, Mrs. Brown, for the first time two weeks later. Gloria
Kravitz introduced us and I thanked her for allowing me to work with Malik. She
was a young woman in her early twenties with two younger children in a double
stroller. Malik leaned down and kissed the younger of the two babies. Mrs. Brown
never made eye contact-she stared off to the side, her gaze zipping right past me.
"I'd like to meet with you every so often," I said, "to let you know what I've been
doing with Malik and to get your ideas about how he's doing." She seemed uncomfortable. I wasn't surprised. How else would she feel? School was the place
where the bad news was delivered, a place redolent with the unspoken judgment
that "you are a bad parent!" I wanted to be sure she really approved of my working
with Malik. "If it'll help him," she said, 'Tm for it."
I wondered about imposing myself on her and her family. Ifshe were indeed
emotionally burdened, why add to the burden by probing her feelings about Malik
and school? On the other hand, might not she welcome an opportunity to talk? I
wasn't sure and decided that I needed to feel out the situation before proceeding
with that part of the project.
But the questions proved moot; Malik's mother decided not to meet with
me. But I had her permission to work with Malik and spent time in his class,room
every week for the balance of the school year. Classroom teaching rests at the heart
of my professional life. I call myself a teacher even though I now assume other
roles: course instructor, advisor, staff developer. I'd taught kids like Malik each year
of my teaching life. They'd suffered my incompetence at P.S. 922, but I'd learned a
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thing or two in the years since. You could draw a line from Roberto and Larry,
students that first year at P.S. 922, through subsequent generations of troubled and
troubling kids - Lydell, Hector, Sean, Miguel, Erin, Demetrius, Kwesi, Hillary,
Kenny- with whom I'd worked. Malik was a member of a special club whose
membership card quoted each kid's teacher: "It was a great day! ____ was
absent."
To work with Malik and Sandra was, in a way, to work again with the others; it was a means of revisiting myself and earlier situations. Here and now, in P.S.
999, I thought I could make a difference and I was pleased. And so I began a series
of weekly and twice weekly visits to Sandra's class, quickly establishing a relationship with Malik. I read with him, did several informal assessments, kept him "on
task," and generally hung out with him and the others in his group.
And as the year wore on, Sandra feeling her way through the thicket of
school and district mandates and the vagaries of first-year teaching, a number of
things happened: Through the fall, Malik kept getting suspended for a variety of
infractions; his mother and father remained steadfast in their opposition to special
education placement. Sandra grew increasingly frustrated with what she felt was a
general lack of support, her frustration extending to me: "I'm not sure who you're
here for, me or Malik."
Malik's behavior gradually improved. His father assumed a greater role in
monitoring his behavior on a daily basis and the results were striking. When the
school year ended, Malik was promoted to third grade and talk about special education had faded.
* * *
I returned to the school late the following fall. I was no longer doing staff development there, but I wanted to see how Malik was handling the transition to third
grade. I was also curious to see whether he'd been placed with another first-year
teacher. I asked Gloria Kravitz to direct me to his class. "He's not here," she said.'
"His mother transferred him to P.S. 888." P.S. 888? That was not good news. P.S.
888 was a failing and truly awful school around the corner. I'd worked there as a
staff developer for one year. Why would Malik's parents opt for that school?
"I think," she said, "that what happened was that there were little incidents

occasional paper series

I wolfe 145

in the beginning of the year, and she decided that she didn't want a recurrence of
last year. I think they feel the school has identified the child as a problem." Incidents? What did she mean? I asked, but she couldn't provide any specifics. I asked
for the name ofMalik's third grade teacher. Perhaps she could shed some light on
things.
Gloria took a copy of the school roster, a thick sheaf of computer printouts,
and looked up Malik. "You know," she said. "I was wrong. He was discharged
September 4, the first day of school. He never started the school year here."
Those "incidents"?
"I was mistaken. I must have been thinking about something that happened
at the end oflast year.''
I thanked Gloria for her time and got up to leave. "Do you want someone
else to work with, John? We've got plenty of ripe ones for you."
I smiled and left the Guidance Office.
* * *
Four years have passed and I am doing much less "staff development" work in
troubled schools these days; my professional focus has shifted to other areas. But
last spring I had occasion to regularly visit a school located in a large local hospital.
I was there monthly to observe an advisee who had arranged the placement in
order to satisfy her special education fieldwork requirement. The classroom was
designed for in-patient children on the psychiatric ward. Managed care has cut
deep swathes through hospital services: therapeutic interventions are limited in
time and scope; the kids come and go. Many of the children have horrific pasts;
stories of abuse and criminality are part of their baggage. My advisee, a gifted and
caring student, did the best she could under exacting conditions: the classroom
was tiny, the cooperating teacher in many ways rigid and unyielding, the kids a
transient presence only. The setting evoked the P.S. 999 special education supervisor's
warning-that unheeded, impending crisis involving kids in distress I'd quickly
and cavalierly dismissed. At the hospital, in this classroom, were kids-seven,
eight, nine years old- for whom suicide and homicide were not merely"ideational."
I didn't know what to do with this. It was more than disorienting, watching these
little kids being little kids in a classroom, knowing that some of them had commit-
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ted-and had done to them- the unspeakable.
But simply registering disorientation and dissonance is insufficient. Action
is required, practice steeped in understanding and insight. Educators must, I think,
aspire to such understanding and meaning, no matter how tentative, no matter
how cloaked in questions. I worked with my advisee that spring and, in the process, tried to hone a vision clear enough to connect my first classroom, circa 1967,
to Sandra's class in P.S. 999, linking Alfred pondering Robert Frost's face through
Hope crying for her brother and Malik burying his head in his arms, somehow
interlacing those children and classrooms to the abused and abusing six-, seven-,
and eight-year-olds in the hospital school.
But a unifying vision proved elusive, and in the end I'm left with questions
only, questions that push and prod, that keep one thinking and acting: What becomes of our children? Who is responsible? And what are we going to do?
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