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			FOREWORD

			ANNA QUINDLEN

			Any columnist who makes sweeping generalizations is looking for trouble, but I once did just that in an essay I wrote for Newsweek. “Teaching’s the toughest job there is,” I said flatly, and the mail poured in. Nursing is tough. Assembly line work is tough. Child rearing is tough. There were even a few letters with some of those old canards about the carefree teacher’s life: work hours that end at 3 p.m., summers at the beach.

			I imagine that the people who believe that’s how teachers work don’t actually know anyone who does the job—if they did, they would know that classes may end at 3 p.m., but lesson planning and test correcting go on far into the night, while summers are often reserved for second jobs, which pay the bills. But I’m lucky enough to know lots of teachers, and that’s why I stuck by my statement. More important, I’ve taught a class or two from time to time, and the degree of concentration and engagement required—or the degree of hell that broke loose if my concentration and engagement flagged—made me realize that I just wasn’t up to the task. It was too hard.

			But if hard was all it was, no one would ever go into the profession, much less the uncommonly intelligent people who, over the years, taught me everything from long division to iambic pentameter. I don’t remember much at this point in my life, but I remember the names of most of the teachers I’ve had during my educational career, and some of them I honor in my heart almost every day because they made me who I am, as a reader, a thinker, and a writer.

			So when I first read about Erin Gruwell and the Freedom Writers, it came as no surprise to me to discover that the truth about teaching was that it was sometimes a grueling job with near-miraculous rewards, for students and for teachers alike. In Erin’s first, internationally known book, The Freedom Writers Diary, you saw this mainly through the eyes of her high school students, young men and women living with combative families, absent parents, gang warfare, teenage pregnancies, and drug abuse. Above all, they lived with the understanding that no one expected them to do anything—not just anything great, but anything at all. They’d been given up on by just about everyone before they even showed up in class.

			Except for Ms. G, as they called her, who was too inexperienced and naïve to get with the surrender or the cynicism program. Her account of assigning her students to write candidly about their own lives and thereby engaging them in the educational process, of how many of them went on to college and to leadership roles in their communities, is a stand-up-and-cheer story. That’s why it was turned into a movie, and why Erin’s model has now been replicated in many other schools.

			That first book contained the stripped-bare writings of those students, but in this one, it’s the teachers’ turn to give the rest of us a window into how difficult their job can be. In a way I never could, they answer the naysayers who question the rigor of their jobs. Here are the real rhythms of a good teacher’s life, not bounded by June and September, or eight and three, but boundless because of the boundless needs of young people today and the dedication of those who work with them. These are teachers who attend parole hearings and face adolescents waving weapons, who teach students they know are high or drunk or screaming inside for someone to notice their pain. “Sitting at the funeral of a high school student for the third time in less than a year” is how one teacher begins an entry. There are knives and fists, and then there is the all-too-familiar gaggle of girls who are guilty of “a drive-by with words,” trafficking in the gossip, innuendo, and nastiness that have been part of high school forever. One teacher recalls a reserved and friendless young woman with great academic potential and a wealthy family, and the evening the maid found her “hanging, as silent as the clothing beside her, in the closet.” Another gets a letter from a former student with a return address in a state prison, with this plea: “I know you’re busy but I would be very grateful if you would write to me.”

			Yet despite so many difficulties, these are also teachers who weep when budget cuts mean they lose their jobs, teachers who quit and are horrified at what they’ve done and then “unquit,” as one describes it. Some of them have faced the same problems of racial and ethnic prejudice or family conflict as their students, and see their own triumphs mirrored in those of the young people they teach and, often, mentor. One, hilariously, writes of how she is “undateable” because of the demands of her work: “I’m going to have a doozy of a time finding someone willing to welcome me and my 120 children into his life.”

			Teachers had an easier time when I was in school, I suspect. Or maybe back then the kinds of problems and crises that confront today’s students existed but were muffled by silence and ignorance. Certainly I was never in a classroom where a student handed over his knife to the teacher. I never had a classmate who was homeless, or in foster care, or obviously pregnant.

			And yet many of the teachers here speak my language: of pen pals, class trips, missed assignments—and, above all, of that adult at the front of the room who gives you a sense of your own possibilities. “Isn’t that the job of every teacher,” one of them writes, “to make every student feel welcome, to make every student feel she or he belongs, and to give every student a voice to be heard!”

			And so I stick with my blanket statement: It’s the toughest job there is, and maybe the most satisfying, too. There are lives lost in this book, and there are lives saved, too, if salvation means a young man or woman begins to feel deserving of a place on the planet. “Everyone knows I’m gonna fail,” says one boy, and then he doesn’t. What could be more soul-satisfying? These are the most influential professionals most of us will ever meet. The effects of their work will last forever. Each one here has a story to tell, each different, but if there is one sentiment, one sentence, that appears over and over again, it is this simple declaration: I am a teacher. They say it with dedication and pride, and well they should. On behalf of all students—current, former, and those to come—let me echo that with a sentiment of my own: Thank you for what you do.

		

	
		
			PREFACE

			ERIN GRUWELL

			When I made the decision to become a teacher, I enthusiastically studied the principles of pedagogy at my university, but the moment I stepped foot in Room 203 at Wilson High School, I discovered how really unprepared I was for the difficulty of working with vulnerable teenagers. Like so many idealistic college students who watched movies about education, I suppose that I expected my students to stand on their desks and say “Oh Captain, My Captain,” as the students did in Dead Poets Society, or to overcome all obstacles like Jaime Escalante’s students in Stand and Deliver. So there I stood in front of a room full of unruly, apathetic freshmen, with chalk on my butt, a pained smile, and a fragile facade. My students took one look at me, with my white polka dots, my white pearls, and my “white privilege,” and immediately began to make wagers on how long I would last. Luckily, my naïveté shielded me from their foregone conclusion that I would give up by the end of the week. One of them folded my syllabus into an airplane and threw it at me; some called me naughty names in Spanish; and too many defiantly carved their gang affiliations into their desks. It became painfully obvious that every theory I had memorized in my graduate courses paled in comparison to the raw lessons I would learn every day in my urban classroom.

			I planned to teach my students about Shakespeare and his sonnets and about Homer and his tale of an odyssey, but I quickly realized that my students couldn’t care less about figurative language and metaphors. At fourteen, everything in their lives was literal, focused on reality. When you feel the pang of hunger in the pit of your stomach, that’s reality. When you are shot at on your way to school, that’s reality. When you have been a pallbearer at your friend’s funeral, that’s reality. In order to reach my students, I would have to understand their predicaments and make my lessons reflect their reality. Shakespeare’s sonnets would have to mirror the eulogies they gave at their friends’ funerals, and Odysseus’s struggle to return to Greece would have to personify their everyday struggles to make it home alive.

			Once I recognized the importance of seeing my students as individuals, I realized that in order for them to embrace any academic lesson, I would have to build a bridge between what they already knew and what I wanted to teach them. One of the activities I used to engage them was the Line Game. I separated the class in two, divided by a piece of tape on the floor, and then asked students to walk to the line if my questions pertained to them: “Stand on the line if you know where to get drugs.” “Stand on the line if you’ve visited a relative in jail.” “Stand on the line if you’ve lost someone to senseless gang violence.” Prior to this provocative exercise, my students’ journal writing had been perfunctory and uninspiring. One student, Maria, had written in her composition book, “I hate Erin Gruwell! I hate Erin Gruwell, and if I wasn’t on probation, I would probably shank her!” Yet when Maria and the other students courageously walked to the line, exposing their vulnerabilities, they realized that everyone has a story; they just needed the opportunity to be heard and an entrée to the healing power of writing. Suddenly, their journals began to bear witness to the death of a cousin, to a father being incarcerated, or to the shame that came with being homeless. We saw one another with new eyes, and as a result, we treated one another differently. Room 203 became a safe haven for students to be honest, to write about their most painful moments, and to dismantle the barriers between us.

			As my students became more like a family, I was surprised by how difficult a balancing act being a teacher really is. At the end of each day it became more impossible to leave my students’ problems in the classroom. Then there was the fact that my social life was beginning to implode, and I was spending way too much of my own money on school supplies.

			All too often, after a brilliant lesson failed to make any noticeable impact and I feared I wasn’t getting through to my students, I began to question myself: “If they don’t care, why should I?”

			When I sought solace from my colleagues, the naysayers in the teacher’s lounge often made me feel worse. To them, I was idealistic and burdening my students with unrealistic academic expectations.

			As I packed up my students’ work to take home with me at night, I often felt as though I was shouldering every student’s burden. But when I got home, I had problems of my own: student loans to pay; a husband who would rather have me make dinner than grade papers; and the all-too-noticeable effects of sleep deprivation. And after another late night of reading students’ journals, before I knew it, it would be 6 a.m. again and I would have to muster up the courage to face my frustrations again.

			As I made that forty-five-minute commute back to work, contemplating how to make my lesson plan relevant this time, I tried to ignore the nagging voice that often asked, “Do I really want to be a teacher?”

			But every time one of my struggling students had an aha! moment, I knew that I had made the right decision. Those priceless moments when students’ faces lit up, their hands flew in the air, and I knew they “got it,” validated all the sleepless nights and began to ease my self-doubt. The small victories rejuvenated my spirit and set the stage for my students’ legacy. To pay homage to the 1960s civil rights activists the Freedom Riders, my students decided to band together and call themselves Freedom Writers. However unlikely it had seemed when we started, the Freedom Writers now follow in the footsteps of authors who came before them, those same authors on my syllabus that was once folded and thrown at me.

			When The Freedom Writers Diary was first conceived, it was 150 stories photocopied and bound at Kinko’s. Even though the book was sprinkled with expletives, the brutal reality of racism, and the heart-breaking ramifications of sexual abuse, an underlying message of hope resonated. When a New York publisher agreed to publish the book, we were ecstatic. Far surpassing our wildest imagination, The Freedom Writers Diary became a best seller. We knew that many students suffered through experiences similar to my students’, but we didn’t anticipate that so many readers would identify with their tragedies. Our readers were no strangers to depression, addiction, abuse, alienation, and disappointment. The Freedom Writers Diary united their voices in a way that spoke to each person who read the book.

			With the success of The Freedom Writers Diary, the Freedom Writers and I began to understand the importance of sharing our story. When Miep Gies, the woman who had hidden Anne Frank, told us that we must “bear witness,” we realized that indeed we must use the book to make a difference in the lives of others. That lesson became even more urgent after we visited Auschwitz concentration camp in Poland and witnessed firsthand what happens when voices are silent. Holocaust survivors challenged the Freedom Writers and me to “never stand idly by,” heightening our determination to make a difference.

			After the Freedom Writers graduated from high school in 1998, I began to teach at the same university where I had learned how to become a teacher. My graduate classes came alive each and every time the Freedom Writers “guest lectured” about how dyslexia impacted their ability to read and about how their home environment affected their ability to do their homework. They spoke about the transformative power of picking up a pen rather than a gun. As I watched my graduate students frantically take notes, ask questions, and shed stereotypes, I realized that my Freedom Writers had become teachers. Together they and I replicated some of the unorthodox techniques I had used to engage them in Room 203, such as filling plastic champagne glasses with sparkling apple cider and making a Toast for Change to inspire future teachers who wanted to reach their students in a similar way.

			At the same time, I was immersed in the halls of academia with professors who studied theory, and I began to learn that some of the practical lessons that I often devised on a whim actually had academic merit.

			After visiting different schools around the country, the Freedom Writers and I were humbled and exhilarated by teachers who were using our book in their classrooms. This was the impetus for the Freedom Writers who worked beside me at the Freedom Writers Foundation to re-create the magic of Room 203 and build a teacher’s institute that used our own curriculum to replicate our success.

			With the Freedom Writers’ help, I began to assemble teachers from across America and Canada until I had recruited 150 Freedom Writer Teachers. Recruits had to believe that every kid could make it; they had to believe that one size does not fit all; and, most important, they had to teach to a kid and not to a test. The seeds of revolution were planted.

			These teachers came to Long Beach, learned techniques directly from the Freedom Writers and me, and then went back into their classrooms and had even more success with their students than I’d had with mine. The results were amazing. Not only did their students excel, but the teachers did as well. Their students began to graduate, and the teachers got promotions and many won prestigious teaching awards. But the most important element of our program was the collegiality and sharing that took place at our training sessions in Long Beach and in the virtual classroom we created online. Suddenly, there was someone to listen to these teachers, validate their experiences, and make them feel that they were not alone.

			As the Freedom Writer Teachers continued to collaborate, I saw how important it was for each teacher to share his or her story in the same poignant way my students had shared their challenges. Through sharing their journals and blogs with one another, they invited us into their classrooms. In doing so, they also sparked controversy. One teacher was targeted by the Ku Klux Klan for using our book; another was criticized on the air by radio hosts; and one lost her job. But what we learned from being thrown into the center of the censorship storm by those who tried to ban our book was that controversy makes more teenagers eager to read it and more innovative teachers want to integrate our book into their curriculum.

			As we were forced to come to terms with the difficult choices in our lives and in the lives of our students, I saw similarities between these 150 Freedom Writer Teachers and the original Freedom Writers. Many of the teachers were just as bound up in insecurity, doubts, and fears about using their voices to tell their stories as the Freedom Writers. Oftentimes, teachers’ real voices are muted or gagged, so when it comes time to speak out, they get caught up in an inner struggle. On the surface, our teachers may have different backgrounds—different religions, ethnicities, or sexual orientations—but here was an opportunity to work together and speak in an honest way to anyone who chose to listen.

			The technology available to the Freedom Writer Teachers allowed us to work side by side even when separated by geography and time zones. Unlike The Freedom Writers Diary, which was created on computers donated to Room 203, this book was created on laptops donated by Hewlett Packard in a virtual classroom managed by Microsoft.

			At the request of the original Freedom Writers, the Freedom Writer Teachers laid open their lives, confessed their fears, and exposed the painful truth behind teaching. It was not an easy process. This would not simply be an anthology; it would be the collaboration of a newfound family. The Freedom Writer Teachers wrote and rewrote stories that cut deeply into their pasts. In mentoring and editing one another’s stories, their bonds were solidified. Some of these teachers struggled more than their students realized. When a husband leaves one teacher, she goes back to work the next day. When another’s student is shot, the teacher still goes back to work. When a school is bombed, yet another teacher has to make the students feel safe. Teachers return because their students need them.

			Occasionally, I embraced my old cheerleading ways and rallied their spirits. When deadlines loomed, it was the Freedom Writers who took great pleasure in helping me ensure that the teachers turned in their stories on time. In the end, through much cajoling, herding the cats, and too many Keystone Cop moments, we had our 150 stories.

			This book mirrors the yearly cycle in teaching—the anticipation of a new school year, the challenges students face, attempts to engage students, the feelings of disillusionment that often creep in, and by the end the rejuvenation the teacher feels to empower his or her students. Each section is filled with the personal stories offered up honestly by the Freedom Writer Teachers from their own experiences, both successful and sometimes utterly painful. Some rose to the challenge, some suffered in silence, some were fired, and some succeeded. These are their very human stories.

			I wish I’d had this book before I began my journey as a teacher. I would have had more realistic expectations about the power a teacher has, and also about the barriers that spring up all around to challenge that power. Freedom Writer Teachers have come together to share poignant stories from their classrooms: the ups, the downs, the triumphs, and the tragedies all candidly presented to frame a new understanding of what it means to be a teacher.

			I am hopeful that this book will speak to your favorite teacher, and that that individual will find a piece of her or his life within these pages. I am hopeful that you will feel empathy and compassion for educators. And I am hopeful that teachers can see themselves in the faces of their courageous colleagues who have shared their insecurities in the classroom and the little victories that sustain them. Through this book, the Freedom Writer Teachers have become teachers to all of us.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			FREEDOM WRITER TEACHERS

			Think of that teacher, that one teacher—the one who made the difference, who saw you and pushed you to find out who you wanted to become. This book is written by 150 people who attempt to be that teacher in the lives of their students, every day. We come from elementary schools, middle schools, high schools, and universities. We teach in public, private, parochial, and charter schools. Our students are urban, suburban, and rural. While they may not travel uphill both ways to get to our classrooms, many must work to learn in spite of their lives.

			We are the first-year teacher facing his class for the first time. We are the veteran who has changed young lives for more than thirty years. Our lives revolve around our students, more than is probably healthy. Though our official titles may not be “teacher”—some of us are called social worker, professor, guidance counselor, administrator, school board member, even mayor—we all work to educate the students in our charge.

			Beyond our shared commitment to educating each of our students no matter what challenges are thrown our way, we are also bound by a shared experience. We’ve all traveled to Long Beach, California, multiple times and been trained by Erin Gruwell and the Freedom Writers in an attempt to re-create the magic of Room 203 in our own classrooms. In the process, the bond that formed between the Freedom Writers has been manifested among this family of 150 teachers.

			This book is meant as a rare window into the workings of education. We know we can never truly capture every moment, but we have done our best to share our highs and lows. Each section represents a psychological phase in a teacher’s year. Beginning with the anticipation of the first day of school, working through the challenges of engaging students, the disillusionment and rejuvenation intrinsic in the school year, and the empowerment of students by year’s end, these stories tell what was happening when that teacher—that one teacher—was working to help you find out who you wanted to become.

		

	
		ANTICIPATION

		So many emotions go through the mind of a teacher at the beginning of the year. Thoughts like “Am I ready for this?” and “Do I really want to be a teacher?”

		Before my students walked through the door on that first day of school, I was positively giddy. Armed with a meticulously typed syllabus and inspired by the literary canon, I was prepared to bring literature to life. Yet as my disengaged students sauntered in, my enthusiasm quickly turned to panic. Within moments, I realized my students didn’t like reading, didn’t like writing, and didn’t like each other. But like so many teachers, I had hope: hope that my students would find themselves within the pages of a book, hope that they would find their voices in their writing, and hope that they might find a friend or two.

		What I quickly found out was that there was too much work to be done before the first bell and even more work for me once my students finally went home. My days often started before dawn and continued into the wee hours of the morning. I would have to manage my own expectations. I learned that I had to be quick on my feet when a student challenged me, flexible when my best lesson plans failed, and willing to embrace every teachable moment.

		The stories in this section expose the day-to-day emotions and expectations that every teacher, regardless of experience—or lack thereof—faces at the beginning of the school year. Some are terrified but mask their well-founded fears; others are seasoned and their passion is palpable. Still others are desperately trying to justify their career choices after leaving the private sector. The Freedom Writer Teachers share the daily grind of lesson plans gone awry, trying to reach reluctant learners, all the while remaining steadfast in their mission to teach even the most unteachable.

		1.

		I stood in front of the class and faced complete silence. Shuffling feet and blank stares were all that echoed back to my question: “What makes you unique?”

		For middle school students striving their hardest to fit in and to conceal their differences, it was a challenge. On their first day of the school year, I saw it as a grand opportunity for them to answer my inaugural question and begin breaking down barriers. Multicolored index cards lay unmoved on desks as my eyes ventured around the room. No pencils moved. It was as if the ballad of street crickets who accompanied me in my attempted sleep last night packed up their fiddles and banjos to serenade my classroom.

		As my first teaching minute squirmed around the clock, a seed of doubt crept into my mind. Scanning the room for a glimmer of hope, I started to worry. Can they read my anxiety about starting the year? Will the sweat from my hands leave marks on the desks of my students? Will my students respect and welcome one another? Could we form a classroom built around tolerance?

		The students craved the normalcy of the first day. They weren’t expecting to think or reflect; they just wanted to check out who was seated around them. They damn sure weren’t answering any questions other than their name and schedule.

		The night before, I had envisioned students frantically filling in the back of the index cards with their beliefs, personality, and defining moments. The scene before me was something else entirely. Some struggled to write a single thought. Watching the seconds tick away, I repeated my question in other words: “Look around the room. If I took you out of the equation, what would we be missing? How are you different from anyone else in here?”

		Something clicked. Stories of summer glory, faded vacations, family secrets, hidden treasures, and teenage life flashed behind my students’ eyes. The wait time was paying off, and finally almost all of them had scrawled at least one aspect of themselves.

		I glanced over shoulders: I won the championship for amateur goat tying. I flew to the Bahamas for a summer of sun. I’m one of eight children in our apartment. My grandmother taught me everything I know. I’m not unique—I stopped at this one.

		Miguel was tapping his pencil. How could he be trapped in school for another year? Education had lost its appeal, simply because he had no voice. The look in his eyes told of expected failure, whittling chances, and exceeding apathy. The first lesson I learned from my students is that I’m up against their past, present, and future. I pressed to know more.

		“Where were you born?”

		He casually responded, “San Antonio.”

		I quickly recognized he was the only student of Latino descent in the class. I ventured further: “Were your parents born in Texas?”

		Lowering his voice, he said, “No, they’re from Mexico.”

		What does it say about our community, our education system, and our nation if a thirteen-year-old boy feels uncomfortable asserting his cultural identity? This was my first chance to connect with one of my students.

		“Feel free to write whatever you think makes you unique, but I hope you at least feel comfortable writing real stories.”

		“What you mean real stories?”

		I spoke up so the entire class could hear: the ones who scribbled something in one second, the ones who elaborated infinitely, and the ones who just started thinking about the question while drawing their name in bubble letters.

		“Everyone in here will be posed with a dilemma in writing and also in life—to be either lightning, which changes every moment it flashes, or a stone watching and yearning in deafening silence. Which one will you be?”

		I asked again, “What makes you unique?”

		Miguel sat and thought about whether I had answered his question. He erased his former reply, wondering where he should go now. I walked around the room collecting the finished products, all the while with an eye drawn to the side following his pencil. I knew I had asked difficult questions of my students. Had it been too much? I berated myself, picking away at the scab of first-day desperation. I picked up Miguel’s card last and walked back to the front.

		I was born.

		2.

		My feet hurt; my head hurts; my whole body hurts. Today was the first day of school, and all the hard work of getting my classroom ready was hardly noticed by my students. Why would they notice, though? They have no idea how heavy the boxes of books were. All they see is the colorful spines lined up on shelves, waiting to be pulled out and read. How could they possibly know that sweat had dripped from my forehead as I knelt on all fours and scrubbed the rug to remove spots from last year’s soda dribbles? Would the welcoming signs and flowers on my desk even register with them?

		As I surveyed the room, I felt deep satisfaction. I liked the way it looked. I liked the neat rows of books and the shiny floors. I liked the welcome mat at my door and the bulletin boards waiting for student work. It was worth it—those late nights of work after a day full of district staff development. The chorus of complaints from teachers who never have enough time has died down now because everything was, in fact, ready. This morning, 2,253 students arrived, went to classes and lunch, and rushed out at the end of the day. The cycle has begun again.

		Never does a school year begin without a skip of my heartbeat and a late night of last-minute preparations. I know that every student who walks through the school door does so with new hope—hope that this year things will be just right.

		“This year the teachers will like me, and I’ll like them,” they think. “This year I’ll do my work—go to class—stay out of trouble. This year I will not repeat my mistakes.”

		I feel the same way. This year I will grade papers quicker and return them sooner. This year I’ll learn my students’ names faster. This year I’ll be more organized.

		A clean slate every August. A new opportunity to try again to get it right—or at least do it better. Is there any other place that renews itself with hope every year as school does?

		“Are we going to keep this pace and do this same kind of activity every day this year?” asked one of my students as he left my class on the first day of his last year in high school.

		“Well,” I said hesitantly, not knowing if his question was going to be followed by a complaint or a compliment, “probably—why?” I feared he would tell me it was too slow, too fast, too boring, and too irrelevant.

		“Because if every class is going to be like this one, I think it’s going to be an awesome year.”

		3.

		I’m so scared my hands are shaking. My mind is moving fast. Am I ready for this? Do I know what I am doing? I could easily walk out the door right now. The sound of the bell. Here they come. I hope this was the right thing to do.

		A few students enter, but most hang out by the hallway, leaning up against the drab gray wall. I can smell the disinfectant from where the janitors scrubbed pencil marks off the walls outside my classroom. A couple more students enter my room, looking around at the brightly decorated walls.

		The tardy bell rings. The students slowly come into the room. Most are wearing shorts, flip-flops, and remnants of summer tans.

		“Hello. My name is Mrs. Lancing, and this is my first day of teaching. I’m excited to be here and to get to know each of you. I really love literature and reading. I used to read book after book when I was your age.”

		Okay, that sounded stupid. They could care less what I did at their age. Looking around the room, I see a couple of the girls smirking at one another. Is it about me? My mind is full of white noise at this point. I know I’m supposed to say something, but what?

		Gulping a mouthful of air, I ask, “Do you have any questions for me?” My voice sounds weird.

		These guys are going to eat me alive.

		I notice the boy before he speaks because his massive frame looks to be about six feet tall sitting down and he must weigh over 250 pounds. God, I hope he never starts a fight in class. He asks, “How come you ain’t be a teacher before? Did you get fired?”

		“No. Although I am an adult, it took me a bit longer to decide what I wanted to do, so here I am.”

		My college professors said new teachers shouldn’t reveal personal information, but I feel these students need to understand why I am here.

		“I thought I didn’t need to go to college. My husband was making good money, and I was doing okay in my different jobs. I thought having a job only meant making money to pay the bills. I didn’t realize a job could also be a calling.”

		From the corner of my eye I see a boy with a bright red football jersey uncross his legs and turn toward me, so I keep going.

		“I graduated college the same year my daughter graduated from high school. It was very hard to study and take care of a home and be there for my kids. They needed help with homework and theirs came before mine. Sometimes I was up past midnight working on assignments while washing clothes and making grocery lists.”

		I was also incredibly shy, but I’m not sure I want to say this to the students. Do they really have to know that I hated speaking to anyone? Or that I would hide behind my mama’s leg and stare at people? When I did talk, I sometimes stuttered, which was another excuse to not talk. Less nervous now, I move on: “Anyway, I was really shy and hated talking. I even stuttered so that gave me an excuse to not have to.”

		I stop and swallow the lump in my throat just as I hear a voice ask: “So when did you start talking?”

		Looking across the room, I can’t tell which student it is.

		“Not till I was about twelve. I started reading, and one of my first books I fell in love with was a book about a little girl trying to survive the Holocaust, and it was called The Hiding Place.”

		The students are actually listening to me. The room is very quiet. The only sound is the ticking of the clock over the chalkboard.

		“I had a calling to do this and I had to do it. As soon as I made the decision to do it, I felt like I was a whole person.” Shivering from chill bumps, I wrap my arms around myself.

		4.

		Today is the first day of the school year, and I wish I could bottle up all of the feelings I have and save them for the entire year. After last year, I thought that I would be anxious and nervous, but I am only excited. My students are 150 new personalities ready to burst through my classroom door and into my life.

		The best part of my day is seeing my students from last year, who greet me with big smiles and hugs. I imagine that some of them are a little surprised to see me return. I’ll bet some thought that I wouldn’t have the nerve. The last time I saw any of my students was a little over a month ago when I came face-to-face with one of my ninth graders in a juvenile courtroom.

		As we were preparing for finals last spring, Shanece returned to class after a long absence, the result of several attempts to run away from home. Before entering my class on the day of her return, I asked Shanece to tuck in her uniform shirt. Shanece refused, and as she began to protest, an administrator passed by and immediately pulled Shanece into her office.

		Thirty minutes later, Shanece burst into my classroom. Her eyes were wild and brimming with tears, her arms full of books, shoes, and pictures torn out of her newly vacated locker. She threw her books on the floor and yelled, “You got me put out of school! This bitch got me put out of school!”

		Shanece crossed my classroom, yelling, until she stood just inches away from me in the far corner of my room. The next thing I remember, someone was holding Shanece in a bear hug as I dashed to the front office. As I ran out of my classroom, I had a strange and surreal realization: Shanece just hit me in the face.

		The next time I saw Shanece, she was being led out of the school in handcuffs. I was taken into the school’s conference room to complete a victim’s report, followed by a meeting with my administration, who encouraged me to press charges against Shanece.

		My gut reaction: Hell, no.

		However, after a long conversation with my administration, I became convinced. If Shanece could enter a counseling program through the juvenile system, they said, she could receive the help that she needed.

		When I arrived at the juvenile center for Shanece’s trial a month later, I was escorted to a waiting room and met by my “victim liaison.” She told me that in most cases students plead guilty and the sentencing occurs without any testimony at all. She led me into the courtroom, where I saw Shanece and her parents for the first time. For an entire school year, I had tried every day to win her trust. Now, I was just another person working against her.

		The judge called the court to order, and when Shanece was asked to speak, she began to cry. She turned to me for the first time since entering the courtroom and apologized. I bit my lower lip and tried my best to hold it together. I hope she knew that I was sorry, too.

		A moment later, Shanece pleaded guilty and was assigned a juvenile parole officer.

		As I listened to the terms of her probation, I became confused and concerned. Shanece wasn’t assigned to a counselor or to an anger management program. Six months of supervision by a parole officer? What was happening?

		I started to protest, but I had no idea what to say, and before I could act, the trial was over. The entire process lasted less than fifteen minutes.

		After the hearing, I demanded answers from my victim liaison. She informed me that the charges against Shanece had been changed. She was charged with verbal assault so that she would be more likely to plead guilty and the case could be moved more quickly through the court. Because the charges had been changed, she didn’t qualify for any of the counseling programs.

		I left the courtroom appalled. Throughout the entire process, I had been labeled a victim. But the only victim in this scenario was Shanece. She was the victim of a community that taught her that in moments of desperation the only answer is violence. The victim of an educational system that lacks the resources to educate its children. The victim of an exhausted judicial system that views our youth as cases on a docket instead of children in need.

		Shanece is the reason I am sitting in my classroom today, the reason I am ready to begin a new school year. There are 150 students entering my room, and I am determined that they will not be victims anymore.

		5.

		“You’ve been so successful. Why are you giving up now?” “I hear you’ve changed careers. Why?” “You’re going to do what?” Family, friends, and strangers could not believe that I would leave my career as an attorney to become a high school teacher. I had practiced law “only” four years, some of them said. “Why would you leave now?” But I’d had an epiphany and I knew I had to follow my heart. Many of today’s teenagers are apathetic—about their education, their futures, their lives—and I was going to do something about it.

		As an attorney, I saw kids as young as twelve who had given up on those daring, delicate dreams first imagined when they were five and six years old. Dreams of becoming a doctor, a lawyer, or a firefighter were set aside on a dust heap of hopelessness. I met teenagers who were more willing to risk going to jail than graduating high school. I had discussions with young men and young women who trusted and admired the drug dealers and gangbangers who were destroying their communities more than they trusted the teachers and mentors who were providing those same students with tools necessary for a bright future.

		The apathy stunned me. But rather than putting my head in my hands, I tried to understand why so many young people simply didn’t care about their future. Why would they willingly forgo college, settling for increasingly inadequate minimum-wage work? Why would many students view their teachers and principals as enemies and gangs as friends? After a lot of thought, I decided that many youth lack a support network. Our young have been devalued by society. They have been repeatedly characterized as lazy, disrespectful, and selfish. They have been shown that their thoughts and feelings do not matter. And they have been told one too many times that “children are to be seen and not heard.”

		But our youth reflect society’s beliefs about and expectations for them. If young men or young women don’t think their teachers care about them, how can we expect them to trust? When we treat them as expendable or worthless, how else are they supposed to view themselves? Our children are more than adults-in-waiting, and their worth and their rights begin long before they can drive, vote, serve their nation in the military, or drink alcohol. They deserve our attention and our respect, and we owe it to them and to ourselves to treat them with dignity. If our children are starving for love and support, then it is up to all of us to meet their needs.

		As a high school teacher it is my goal to love and support my students unconditionally, to be their cheerleader. Educators are charged with the responsibility of providing their students with more than a strategy to pass a standardized test. We must pass on to our students those lessons that will enrich their lives, lessons that will sharpen their ability to think critically, lessons that will help them grow into the men and women they are capable of becoming so that they can become productive members of our society.

		I love and support my students the way I love and support my own children, and I urge other educators to do the same. I champion their successes and help to empower them when they fail. Above all, my students know that even if no one else believes in them, I expect great things from them; when no one else is willing to listen, I will be their sounding board; when they have no one else to ask for advice, I will talk to them openly and honestly. As an educator, I am more than just a classroom teacher; I am one of the cornerstones in the foundation for their future success.

		When I am faced with those questions of why I left law to become “just a teacher,” I remember a letter I received from the mother of one of my students:

		
			I want to thank you for whatever it was you said to David the other day. Whatever you said really touched him. … He told me that it was not until after the two of you spoke that it hit him that “this is it for high school and it is all fixing to be over in a few days. Therefore, I had better start making some decisions about my future.” He said he did not want to sit around wasting time in and out of part-time jobs here and there, trying to decide what he wanted to do with his life. … Thank you, for your kind words, your understanding, your patience, but most of all, for all that you have done for David his final year in high school.

		

		That is why I am a high school teacher.

		6.

		I was once a lawyer in Mexico, a good lawyer. Now I’m a teacher in America, a good teacher. My road from the courtroom to my classroom was a tough one, but it has been mi camino a la verdad (my journey to the truth).

		I never saw myself doing this job. When I discovered I couldn’t practice law in the United States, I needed a job and I wasn’t going to operate a leaf blower. My chance came from an elementary school principal and a program for foreign professionals to become educators. My assignment was first grade. Piece of cake, right?

		A few days later, I was in a classroom in front of six-year-old kiddos. What do I teach? I was trained to deal with judges and criminals, not with children. I made many mistakes my first year. One of my students was sleepy almost every day.

		“Pedro, why are you always sleepy?” I asked him.

		“I stayed up late last night. My mom let us watch television until twelve a.m.,” he said.

		“How come she let you do that?”

		“She doesn’t care.”

		I wanted to hug him, but instead I said, “I’ll talk to your parents to see if you’re telling me the truth.” However, I never got in touch with them because I didn’t know how to handle a parent conference.

		I was always afraid that the principal might come into my room and see Pedro asleep and realize that she’d made a big mistake by hiring me. I woke Pedro up as often as I could. But he wasn’t able to keep his eyes open for long. I used to deal with the most stubborn, most difficult judges with ease, yet this sleepy little six-year-old was getting the best of me. My job depended on how well my students learned, on how well I could adjust, and on how effectively I could engage kids like Pedro.

		I attended many training sessions, but I struggled to make progress. Students didn’t have the slightest clue what I needed from them. I improvised my lessons and felt desperate when they didn’t work out. Most days I just wanted to leave school for good, and when the school year came to a close, I was extremely relieved.

		Somehow God made me stick it out because He always had this bigger plan in mind for me. The following year I made a pledge to myself to be the best at what I was meant to do. I went back to college and enrolled in a teacher training program. I learned how factors and needs affect children’s behaviors. I put this knowledge into practice immediately. I could see a huge transformation in my kiddos. With every success I felt invigorated. The classroom was alive with learning. I was transforming from attorney to teacher.

		My students also began to see the potential in themselves to transform. Lolita, a nonreader, suddenly discovered that a veil had been lifted from her eyes.

		“Maestro, ya puedo leer, mire.” [Mister, I can read now, listen.] She read fluently a small paragraph.

		“Awesome job!” I said. “How did you make it, Lolita?”

		“Usted me dijo que yo podia hacerlo si lo intentaba aunque no pudiera. [You told me I could do anything if I try hard.] Mi abuelita se va a poner happy, maestro. [My grandmother is going to be happy.] Gracias, maestro.” [Thanks, Mister.]

		I remembered how much she had struggled. I gave her the courage and the necessary tools because I knew she would be able to do anything with guidance. Her excitement was contagious. The class had witnessed a true transformation right before their very eyes.

		Lolita could read.

		An unexpected letter from Lolita’s grandmother arrived on my desk. It said, “I want to thank you for your time and dedication in teaching my granddaughter. She will never forget what you have done for her and neither will I. You will be in her heart when she receives her diploma.”

		This kind of recognition was definitely better than winning a case.

		Gracias, Pedro and Lolita. Thank you for helping me find mi verdad.

		7.

		Not everyone stays. Even fewer return. First lady Michelle Obama did. And so did I. I grew up in the shadow of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s legacy, and I studied in the same high school as the Nobel laureate and civil rights martyr. When I realized my calling to become a teacher, I knew that I would return. This profession is a privilege—to usher the next generation of leaders to realize their potential; to serve the Atlanta neighborhood that gave, and continues to give me so much; to bind myself to the legacy of service Dr. King challenged us all to live. Every day I ask myself, “How can I fulfill my own dreams and those of my students?”

		Marian Wright Edelman reminds me that “it is the responsibility of every adult … to make sure that children hear what we have learned from the lessons of life and to hear over and over again that we love them and that they are not alone.”

		Teaching is an art that must take place both in and outside of our schools in order that our students may see the connection between learning and serving.

		My relationship with my students is a special one. Because I walked the same halls and sat in the same classrooms when I was a student, they relate to me in a way few other educators are fortunate enough to experience. And even though many of my students are high achievers and scholarship earners, there is often darkness behind the light.

		Skill is often not enough. One of my students is a great debater and was given the opportunity to compete in a national tournament held in Washington, D.C. Sadly, he could not attend because the registration required that he have health insurance—insurance he no longer had because both of his parents lost their jobs at the GM and Ford plants. I realized that even those students who delve deep into their studies face barriers.

		Another student maintains a 94 grade-point average, a winning attitude, and a thirst for putting pen to paper. But, caught up in her academic success, she was dehydrated. Drained, every day she fought the fear of no longer having her two HIV-positive parents in her life.

		I keep seeing this child in my mind’s eye. I see her in class working away as if no care in the world presses upon her. I see her writing away to earn A’s across her report cards. How do I separate my role as teacher from that of social worker? When she tells me that she needs “just a couple more days” to gather the money for a trip, because the money she had set aside had to be used to buy her parents’ medicine, how can I remain fair to the other students? Do I give her more time? Do I pay for her trip myself?

		Another one of my students admits that he wants to murder his father, because his father refuses to pay child support. He still bears the scars of being forced to watch his mother being dragged across floors only to see the man who abused her abandon his family and forget who and what he left behind.

		When the students have done all that they can, where do we and the education system meet them? It is heartbreaking to teach students who have talent but no stage on which to perform because of where they live; who have artistic ability but no canvas on which to express themselves because the school district keeps cutting back. It is heartbreaking to teach students who come from torn homes that have fostered broken definitions of what romantic love really is and should be, and students who are so young but already convinced that they’ll never be able to live debt-free because half of their family’s bills are in their names.

		For many of my students, I am all that they have. And I am giving all that I am to move them beyond their present circumstances. Teaching is my life. Helping my students become their best selves gives my life purpose, meaning, and hope. Today is a better day. I am what my students need. I am a teacher.

		8.

		I am looking out at the largest audience of educators to whom I have ever presented an autism workshop. I am lit onstage, and they are sitting in darkness. It’s a beautiful state-of-the-art theater, which I would rather be exploring, touching, playing in, but I am here on a mission. There is too much ignorance, and I can help solve that. I look down at my service dog, Shakespeare, whose soulful eyes encourage me. I launch.

		“My name is Joy Marie and I am autistic. I am middle-aged, overweight, talented, and articulate. But it hasn’t always been this way. I have always been odd. I didn’t talk until almost four, didn’t read until fourth grade, and I was always picked last for sports games. How many of you were picked last for sports?”

		Out of 250 teachers, close to half raise their hands.

		I continue: “This is interesting to me that those who are teaching the leaders of tomorrow, so many were not the winners. Yet here you are—encouraging, enlightening, and empowering the next generation!”

		There is soft laughter. After some anecdotes about my childhood that establish my humble autism beginnings, I ask questions.

		“What do you think of when you hear the word ‘disability’?”

		Hands are raised, and voices call out: “Broken.” “Hurt.” “Alone.” “Incapable.”

		“Are these positive attributes? Of course not.” I pause. “What about the word ‘autism’?”

		They respond: “Lost.” “In their own little world.” “Closed off.” “Socially inept.”

		My work is cut out for me.

		“In third grade,” I say, “I was tested for IQ at 85. I didn’t read or talk in discussions. Now I have twelve hundred books in my home, and I certainly talk a lot!” There are more titters. “I began reading a lot in sixth grade, and then in seventh I began writing. In tenth grade I was retested, and my IQ was suddenly 150. How many of you think you can predict the future of a two-year-old? What will that child do? Who or what will she become? Do you know?”

		I close my eyes and walk about the stage and remember that I am up high. Shakespeare has walked in front of me near the edge of the stage. “Good dog!”

		“I want you to imagine something. What are you wearing now? Can you feel the seams? The tags? Your feet? Do you have on socks? Sandals? Clogs? Feel your feet. Feel your clothing. Feel the seat, your butt. Look around you at the colors everyone is wearing! Browns, red, blues, black, yellow—there’s an orange shirt. Look about this theater! Look at the ceiling! Cool patterns, parquet, look at the walls with the swirling fabric! There are circles and stripes on the carpet. So much input!

		“While you are gazing about, keep your mind on your feet, your clothing, and the chair you are in. This side, I want you to sing ‘Row, Row, Row Your Boat.’” They begin, tentative then strong. I move to the other side. “You are to sing ‘Jingle Bells.’” This group starts out loud, no encouragement needed. I yell over the din, “How do your toes feel? Your back and arms? Keep looking about you at the colors and people!”

		I pause center stage. The chaos is wonderful. I have to shout: “Now turn to someone in a different row and have a conversation!”

		Total bedlam. I motion for calm. They are well-trained teachers.

		“This is life for many on the autism spectrum! Your students begin the day—if they slept—with alarm clocks, family noises, maybe other kids, maybe a dog barking. They have to choose clothing, take a shower—can you imagine feeling each pellet of water, the scratch of a towel, the overwhelming scent of shampoo and soap? Then the bus ride to high school? The crowded hallways and pathways of this campus? Then you expect an autism student to learn anything at 7:30?”

		Shakespeare barks. I pick him up, calm my own sensory overload, and look into the dimness.

		“Every person is a gift. Your autism students experience the world differently. They are artists—have you ever asked to see their drawings? They are poets—check out their Facebooks. They are sensitive and, yes, often lost.”

		Scratching my dog’s ears, looking up at the lights shining from the theater pipes, the patterns and chaos all about me, I have one last salvo.

		“Each of you has a gift, a talent. If you are a visual person, be the eyes for your autism student. Describe this world. If you are a historian, frame this experience, create a scaffold for interpreting life. If you are a word person, define words, read the dictionary. Make sarcasm illegal. Each autistic person is a gift. Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to find the gift. Change your words—the words ‘broken,’ ‘lost,’ ‘wounded.’ Opt for words that lift up, such as ‘creative,’ ‘unusual.’ Change yourself, and maybe by making the world safer, friendlier, we just might choose to come out of the universe in our minds and to join the universe that is yours.”

		Let there be Light.

		9.

		Like so many lessons, my story is not perfect or refined. It doesn’t make any attempt to meet any benchmark or standard, and it doesn’t prepare anyone for a standardized assessment. It is simply a life lesson that I share with my students. It is a lesson from my soapbox, but the soapbox is sturdy, tried, and true.

		Since I am not an architect, composer, or celebrity, I don’t expect buildings, songs, or stars to be named after me. However, if my students understand the Three Birthdays on their own terms, not mine, I will help their human spirit rise to levels that they would have not experienced otherwise. My legacy will live within my students.

		Many of my students are at-risk and have been removed from the traditional classroom. Most have a parole officer, are documented truants and runaways, and have been to juvenile detention or family court.

		During the school year, my students and I learn a lot from each other. They arrive with the enthusiasm, the curiosity, and the apprehension of children. Finally, they are no longer children but responsible adults in training. They wear the freshman badge, much like a trainee on the first day of a new job.

		They can’t fathom or understand their new roles in society, so it is up to me to guide them through the first days of the rest of their lives. I set them up by asking, “How many birthdays do you have?” Their responses vary from the number of celebrations they have had to the number of milestones their parents and grandparents have experienced. But I tell them, “You have only three birthdays.” The rest are just recognitions of another year of life—in my opinion, they are milestones, not birthdays. In disbelief, they ask, “Mister, what do you mean?” And so their first lesson begins.

		“Your first birthday takes place at whatever age you enter high school,” I tell them. “Your actual age is unimportant because many of you have entered high school at different ages.

		“The world no longer looks at you as a child,” I continue. “Now, you’re a young adult, one of life’s trainees. Your parents and your community believe that the time has come for you to take on some responsibility. You have begun your ascent into adulthood.

		“In middle school, you had a taste of having more than a single teacher all day and the freedom of moving between classes without adult supervision. In high school, the practice is over, and it’s game time. The road toward adulthood has been set.”

		They nod a bit, so I continue.

		“Then, there is your eighteenth birthday. Whether you’re still in school, graduated, or dropped out, you’ll be considered an adult. Responsibility is wrested from your parents and placed squarely on your shoulders. You must now become accountable.

		“No longer are your parents required to feed, clothe, or provide a roof over your heads. Great freedom comes with this ‘second birthday,’ but you must also be ready to bear the responsibility.”

		I give them an example: If they are caught shoplifting from a convenience store at seventeen years, eleven months, the manager will call the police, but the police will most likely call and release them to their parents. However, if they are caught shop-lifting from the same convenience store at eighteen years, six hours, the manager will call the police, and they will most likely go to jail, with one phone call and bail set. From age eighteen on, I tell them, “the person responsible for the choices you make, good or bad, will be you. With the ‘second birthday,’ you can vote and die for your country.”

		Then, I ask them if they can guess the “third birthday.” I get a few takers, probably because this is the birthday that most teenagers long for. “That’s right,” I say, “your ‘third birthday’ is when you turn twenty-one years old. It is a rite of passage. After three years of practicing responsibility and accountability, society feels you’re ready for any and all that the world has to offer.

		“On your third and final birthday, you can finally party like a rock star, and you have unlimited access to alcohol. No longer do you have to ask your older relatives to buy you alcohol, sneak alcohol out of your parents’ cabinet, or bribe a stranger to buy it for you. Now you can have as much or as little alcohol as you like. So, how is this your final birthday?”

		I like to tell my students a story about a commercial that was on TV some time ago. The commercial starts with a bartender and a blender. The bartender pours some mixers and then some alcohol into the blender. Before the bartender puts on the lid, he drops in a set of car keys and then he starts the blender. The sound of grinding metal reminds you of nails across a chalkboard.

		Because my students live in a community that is plagued by alcohol abuse, I feel compelled to tell them that chaos ensues when you add alcohol to any situation. In the hopes that maybe they can break the cycle, I tell them that alcohol affects you on every level. It heightens your emotions, slows your reflexes, and clouds your judgment. I tell them that I hope that during the time between their second and final birthdays they mature into responsible and accountable adults able to deal with these choices.

		Some of the students ask, “So, Mister, what about your twenty-fifth, thirtieth, or even fortieth birthdays?”

		I tell them, “Those are simply milestones. In high school, you learn to be responsible. On your eighteenth birthday, you became accountable. On your twenty-first birthday, you must be both while having complete and unlimited access to alcohol. Besides those three birthdays, you have celebrations and anniversaries, and you achieve milestones.

		“Happy birthday, and welcome to the rest of your lives.”

		10.

		I knew that Dad was sick, but I had the hope that he would get better. No such luck.

		The first day of school had me excited and ready for what was going to be a great year. During preplanning I had laid out everything so that I knew everything I wanted to do and when I would be able to do it. Then on the way home my mom called me to let me know that the doctors had told her Dad had days or, more likely, hours. I headed to the hospital. After my sister arrived, we all took turns saying our good-byes. Of the three of us, I went back to his ICU room the most frequently. I had to apologize for the things I had done that had hurt my parents. I wasn’t always a good son, but at
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