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Introduction

Before my wife and two daughters and, subsequently, I migrated in 1988 from Guyana, South America, to Houston, Texas, I had taught English Language and Literature for a total of nineteen years at five different high schools in the country of my birth. However, I had planned to switch from education to law once we had settled in our new country.

My life did not progress in Houston as I had planned, and I reluctantly left my family to find work in Brooklyn, New York. Ironically, the first job I found in New York was as a special education teacher. This resulted in a lot of back and forth between Brooklyn and Houston, but my family joined me after I had completed all that the New York City Board of Education required for me to be appointed a permanent teacher.

I served for over twenty years as an educator in Brooklyn at different schools. My first four years were as a classroom teacher at a junior high school. This was followed by another four years at an elementary school. My other years of service were as an education evaluator, an IEP teacher, a teacher mentor, a small group academic provider, etc. Nevertheless, this book focuses largely on my eight years as an MIS 1 (Modified Instructional Services 1) teacher. Briefly, this meant children who were having difficulty with their academic tasks, especially reading.

The names of some teachers with whom I served have not been changed in my book, but all the students’ names have been changed. Though portions of the language used by the students may offend some readers, I have written exactly how they spoke to each other, spoke audibly to me, or mumbled behind my back.

As a teacher in Brooklyn, I learned that classroom rules help tremendously with classroom management. I am, therefore, sharing some thoughts on rules:

Once you and your class have agreed on the classroom rules for an academic year, stand firmly by the rules; do not make a U-turn. If you begin changing rules, students might see this as a sign of weakness.


	If students find you to be a tough, fair-minded teacher, they will support you, as they supported me against Phil, whose coat I wanted to lock in the students’ closet, so that he could not leave, to enforce classroom rules. (See Chapter 3.)However, I shouldn’t have told him aloud that I would make him cry before the day ended, but, having said it, I could not back out. I was lucky that my class stood with me against him.





	Never make empty threats that you and your students know you cannot carry out. For example, an angry teacher might say, “You’re always disturbing my class. One more disruption, and I’ll have you sent home.”That is not going to happen! Students see such a threat as a joke and grin at it. Further, a teacher might be lucky to have a principal remove a disruptive student and have him/her sit with the secretarial staff in the school’s main office or some other temporary detention space for a few minutes. In other words, even principals cannot send disruptive children home.






	Quickly learn how to get your students under control. Knowing their names is very helpful in both positive and negative situations, but perhaps, more so in the latter case. When students are caught doing something they should not be doing, and you address them by their names, they might remain silently puzzled or ask, “How you know my name?”That would be up to you to share your little secret, but students sometimes forget that you have a register and other records; they think that if you know their names, then you also know their parents, which could be to your advantage.





	Some students like to be called by their street names, but a teacher has to know whether calling students by such names would help with the management of his/her class.


	There would be students with whom you can have effective one-on-one dialogue, and those who will resent such. There would be those students who would beg you not to call their homes to complain about their unacceptable behaviours, and those who would tell you to go right ahead and call.
Nearly all parents would be willing to help, but some of them will not know how and might do more harm than good, as in the case of Keesha, whose mother came to discipline her but who audibly spewed some very foul language at her daughter, much to the delight of the rest of the class, as evidenced in Chapter 2.





	Always be firm and polite while making yourself the ‘Super I’—Did I permit you to step out of the line? Did I ask you to change your seat? How much time did I say you should spend in the bathroom?


	Voice control is the best control; it supersedes telephone calls, letters, parental visits, etc. Your students must hear your firm authority when you ask them to stand, sit, settle down, get ready to work, etc.


	Well-planned lessons help tremendously with class control.


	Be as creative as you can with your lessons, but you will not be able to make every lesson exciting, as some subject matters will not let you do that. Even as you are being creative, your lessons should be sound and not fluffy. Students are often motivated by meaty, thought-provoking lessons.


	Remember that my advice is not to be treated as gospel.








Chapter 1 Tough Times in Texas

My wife, Margaret, and daughters, Malaika, thirteen, and Nathifa, twelve, left Guyana for Houston, Texas, in April 1988. They lived with my mother-in-law for three months, while I remained in Guyana to complete my teaching assignments, but, as agreed, by the time I arrived in Houston in August of that same year, my wife had rented an apartment.

After nineteen years of teaching at different high schools in Guyana, I resigned from my senior master (assistant principal) post at the Bishops’ High School in 1987, but freelanced as an English Language and Literature teacher from September 1987 to July 1988 at the St. Rose’s High School, where I had served for two years as an acting senior master, and the Bishops’ High School.

I also taught a large group of Mr. Newton Profitt’s Adult Education students seeking a second chance at the Caribbean Examination, at the Bishops’ High School twice weekly outside of regular 8:30 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. school hours, and another large group of students selected from four or five high schools by the Ministry of Education, at the St. Stanislaus College (High School). The latter group had been selected by the Ministry of Education for academic enrichment.

Teaching aside, I wrote a weekly column, “A Word with You, Please” for the Guyana Chronicle and presented a weekly thirty-minute folklore programme, Ganga Time, on radio. The weekly column sought to help high school students come to grips with the expectations of the Caribbean English Language and Literature curricula.

It was extremely difficult to leave what I loved doing, but I did not live alone. When I arrived in Houston, I did not feel comfortable with my wife alone maintaining us, so I immediately set about preparing to work.

The first fact I learned about Houston was that of its expansiveness; when I asked someone how far he/she was from me, the answer was mostly given in minutes of freeway driving. That meant I would have to acquire a driver’s licence. I had briefly owned a car in Guyana, but while being driven around Houston by friends on wide freeways and seeing cars zipping by, I knew that I would have to forget my easy Guyanese driving.

I calmed myself, however, noting that my wife and my father-in-law, both of whom had never driven in Guyana, were Texas-licensed.

With a good friend instructing me, I quickly got my Texas licence and began applying for managerial jobs, such as running a little league sports programme, but a lack of experience or some other obstacle often stood in my way. Having decided in Guyana to switch from education to law upon arrival in Houston, I thought I would teach for three or four years before trying to get into a law school.

The first step was that a Texas agency charged me nearly a hundred precious dollars to evaluate my Guyana Teachers’ College certificate and University of Guyana degree. The agency approved my Guyana qualifications but advised me to check with a university for courses (including Texas History) that I would have to take before being able to teach in Texas.

I went to one university and was given a list of the necessary courses, but I tried to circumvent the requirement by asking a few school districts to speak directly with them about my teaching experience in Guyana. One Houston official was impressed but said the best he could do was talk to me again after I showed him documentation that I had registered to take the necessary courses. I drove all alone for four hours to Dallas, leaving our apartment at 4:00 a.m. for an 8:00 a.m. interview, only to hear the same statement from another ‘impressed’ official.

For me to be able to pay for university courses, my wife would have to work more hours, and I disliked the idea. I thought it better to try saving some money before registering for the courses. However, finding work was not that easy! I applied for several clerical jobs, but after taking many potential employers’ English and arithmetic tests, I was told, “You’re over-qualified.”

I also applied for a job teaching English to people whose first language was some other. I was interviewed and told that I stood a good chance of being hired. When I called after three weeks to ask whether I had been forgotten, the female interviewer said she had never assured me of any possible employment.

In desperation, I applied for whatever was available through temporary agencies, which collected their agency fees from an employee’s earnings. I took a job as a gardener at a fun place named Fame City, which had water rides and many other forms of entertainment, clipping shrubs and turning on sprinklers, but it lasted only about a month.

Then, there was another one-month job filing papers for a law firm. My wife’s brother-in-law, Keith Jordan, who became my good buddy, also found me a month’s work stacking and labelling items in a warehouse.

The longest temporary job I had lasted about two months. One day, I was in a Fame City office filling out an application for a junior manager’s job. As I stood at the counter focusing on completing the application form, a strong male Texas voice drawled behind me, “You lookin’ for work?”

I turned sharply and saw a white man of about six feet four. I told him that I was looking for work as a junior manager.

“I got some paint’n,” he said.

“Painting? I know nothing about that.”

“I’ll show you,” he said slowly. “After you han’ in thad application, I’ll be riide outside.”

After handing in my application, I met the tall white man. He introduced himself as “Jim”, a Fame City maintenance manager, and he took me out into the compound to an open-sided rotunda with wooden benches and a large umbrella-shaped roof held up by thick, smooth, cylindrical concrete columns. There was paint in a pan and a roller brush nearby.

Jim demonstrated how to roll the paint onto the brush to prevent spillage and how to roll the paint evenly onto a column without paint flying or dripping. His demonstration lasted for one minute before he handed me the roller brush, saying, “Now, you do it.”

After I had rolled a few strokes, he said, “Hey, you’re hired; come tomorrow.”

Jim said that I would be paid four dollars an hour. I turned up the following day, and he introduced me to two African American males with whom I would be working. He said the painting of the columns, roof, and ceiling of the structure he had demonstrated on and similar structures in the Fame City compound would last two weeks.

At the end of two weeks, the two African American males left, but Jim told me, “Hey, you paint good, I’m raising your pay to four fifty an hour, an’ I’m bringing two new guys to work with you for two more weeks.”

So, I had earned fifty cents on my hourly wage, and the two new men came. One was a white American, and the other was an elderly Iranian, and Jim found other structures for us to paint. At the end of two weeks, the white American left, but Jim brought another white American to join me and the Iranian, saying he had another two weeks of work.

He also told me, “Hey, you speak English well; I’m putting you in charge of these guys, and I’m giving you fifty cents more an hour.” Before the end of the two weeks, Jim fired the white American for smoking cigarettes on the job, but I had nothing to do with it—I did not even know that we were being watched on cameras when Jim came flying to where we were painting and told the fellow, “Git outa here!”

The Iranian man and I were taken to another Fame City site in Houston, where we painted a further two weeks, and I earned myself another fifty cents on my hourly pay.

I wasn’t sure whether Jim was helping me because he knew that I had just arrived in the United States. Whatever the case, I welcomed the painting for the little bit of money but more for the experience. As I became quite skilful at it, I believe that my training in teachers’ college as an art and English Language teacher was helpful to me. The money, though, was never enough for me to take the required university courses for teaching.

While feverishly looking through a newspaper one day for any job opportunity, I saw that a company was hiring teachers to teach English in Japan on four-to-six-month contracts, and, not knowing what else to do, I applied. After passing the written test, I was invited to an interview, where my female interviewer’s main concern was how comfortable I would be in Japan.

I concluded that she thought the Japanese might not be keen on a man of African descent. Nevertheless, she said I had a chance at a later date and that I should stay in touch. When I left her office, I knew she would not call, nor did I plan to.

Another newspaper ad said that an internationally known school of languages was hiring teachers. Before leaving our apartment, I telephoned the number given in the newspaper and was told to go in to complete an application. When I got to the place, a woman and a man in the office said they were not hiring. I dejectedly drove back to our apartment.

Once there, I called the number again and was told that they were hiring teachers. So as not to yell something nasty, I hurriedly hung up the telephone.

I applied for the position of sports coach at a children’s recreational centre in one of Houston’s wards. I knew that I would have to learn American sports, but I had been and still was a keen all-round sportsman (especially track, cricket, volleyball, and swimming) and was very confident that I would grasp American sports quickly.

When I was interviewed by a female African American, I mentioned that I was a fast learner of sports. I did not know whether she had ever heard that, but after she mentioned how well I spoke, in a less-than-complimentary tone, I left there knowing that I would not have that job.

Unthinkably, I applied to work as a warden in a prison. I took the academic test and the other tests that examine the speed of one’s eye-hand coordination. The physical test was the last one that I was waiting to have done. While I waited, I also did some telemarketing, but quickly found that too boring, although a few ladies kept me on the phone chatting about my “kind a nice voice”.

There were many days when I thought of returning to Guyana. However, my wife had a decent administrative job at a hospital, and she and my two daughters loved Texas. I was the one who had to deal with discomfort. My teaching hurdles forced me to look seriously again at becoming a lawyer. Although I knew that money to attend law school would be a major problem, I applied for entry, but I had also begun thinking about New York.

As much as I disliked the uncertainty in my life, some things, such as grasses that I knew as “para grass” and “crab grass” in Guyana and which were around Houston, pastures with cows and horses on the city’s outskirts, and irrigation canals where I loved watching fish swim in low water, attracted me to the city.

I also loved the colour and texture of the clay, which was much like Guyana’s, the huge, green, house lots, the cleanliness of the city, and being able to park for free beneath The Summit and watch a few Houston Rockets’ games live for an affordable price. Further, although I had had bitter-tasting experiences, there were three that were memorably pleasant.

In winter 1989, Houston had a destructive couple of days of freezing weather. One night, at around 11:00, I was driving to get my wife from work when the cold strangled my large old car. Another car going in the opposite direction made a U-turn and came to where I was.

A young white man of about twenty-five rolled his window down and asked if he could help. After I had told him about my car’s trouble, he said he wouldn’t come out in the cold to help me, but he would take me to get my wife some seven miles away. Pushing and steering alone, it was difficult for me to get my car fully off the road, so I left it partially obstructing traffic, gladly accepting the young man’s offer.

He introduced himself and talked about returning to the United States from South Korea only a few days ago, and driving around that night to relax, among other topics. The young man first drove me to get my wife before taking us home from where I called Keith to come drive me to my abandoned car. When we reached the spot, there were what seemed to be about four tow trucks and a police car. I pretended to see no one and went to my car. As I opened the driver’s door, a policeman asked on his megaphone, “Hello, that your car?”

I went to the police vehicle and acknowledged to a white policeman that the car was mine. The policeman told me that the trucks were there to tow my car, and I said, “Sir, they can tow it, but I wouldn’t be able to pay for it. I’ve just come to this country, and I’m struggling to find work.”

The policeman left me standing by his car and went to the tow truckers, who had exited their vehicles and formed a little group. He said something to them and came back to his car. After about two minutes had passed, he turned on his megaphone and said, “The man said he cannot afford to pay, why don’t y’all git movin?”

The men got in their trucks, cursing. The policeman then asked me to sit in my car, and he used his to push mine safely into a mall compound, where we left it overnight. The following day, I moved my car after Keith had fixed it.

A second policeman showed the third act of significant kindness towards me. One night, as I was late and racing to get my wife from work, I drove through a red light. As soon as I had done that, I heard the whoop of a police siren, and a young white policeman hiding nearby on his motorcycle pulled me over. “Do you know why I stopped you, Sir?” he asked.

“Yes, Sir.”

“Why’d you run the light, Sir?”

I explained my lateness in going to my wife. He asked for my insurance and licence and, while looking at my licence, he repeated in a light tone, “Brumm’l?…Brumm’l?…Brumm’l? Where’re you from, Mr. Brumm’l?”

“Guyana,” I answered.

“Alright, go on, but be careful, Mr. Brumm’l.”

My three good Samaritans had shown me that Houston could be a benevolent city, and that encouraged me to seek my piece of Houston pie. I was able to tell stories at the children’s museum on Allen Park Way, the Julia Hester House, and a few other places. However, the opportunities were not very regular, and the money was not enough. I was therefore more certain that I should head to New York.

My wife and I painfully agreed that I should visit New York to see whether I would find living there easier. It was just as painful for us to ask my wife’s mother’s niece, Pat, for me to stay with her and her two sons. The pain of having to ask to be housed was due to our fierce independence; we had bought a house in Guyana in both our names while in our very early twenties, about six months before getting married; had moved in on the day we got married—Christmas Day 1972—and had never run to anyone, not even our parents, for help.

It mattered not that Pat had stayed with us in Guyana when she had returned to the country after many years in New York to arrange to marry her sweetheart; we didn’t want her to think that we were asking her to reciprocate.

With a little luck, I would have made a different decision. I knew that my father’s niece, Constance, and her son, Errol, lived in New York, but I had no contact information for them. Errol had grown up with his grandmother, my father’s sister, whose house for many years was on my father’s lot in our village. Errol was a few years younger, but he and I had shared boyhood adventures and regularly slept at night on a makeshift bed on our floor. I saw Errol as a brother and would not feel uncomfortable asking him for help.

Despite the decision that I would head to New York, I half-heartedly wrote the Texas Southern University Law School for information on what I would have to do to get in, just in case.

I began riding Greyhound buses to New York in 1990, hoping to find permanent employment, but not necessarily in education, although I wasn’t sure what. On my first visit to the city, I learned that there was a need for teachers. Anxious to stabilize my life and to help my family, I applied, giving my Texas address. I did not return to Houston immediately, however, staying at my wife’s cousin, Pat, for about two weeks to see if any other job opportunities would stir.

Meanwhile, Pat said that she had been trying to get someone to paint her kitchen. I mentioned that I was a painter; she bought the paint and, using my Texas experience, I did the job, and she loved it.

While travelling through Manhattan on the bus on my trips to New York and walking through streets in Brooklyn, I observed how much more densely populated than Houston (especially the former) the two cities were, and all the buildings seemed to be of brick, concrete, or some other impenetrable material.

I marvelled at the tall, elegant Manhattan skyscrapers kissing the sky, with many of them seemingly made of steel and thick, unbreakable glass. Being on any given slow-moving bus in Manhattan and looking through a window, I felt as if I were being swamped by oceans of other vehicles, people, and too many buildings. The feeling of being swamped was even stronger when I rode the Numbers 3 and 4 trains in Brooklyn, and waves of people getting on made it difficult to breathe.

I somewhat understood buildings squishing each other, like too many clothes in a tight closet, in highly commercial Manhattan, but I didn’t like the private houses in Brooklyn all joined together, with many of them having little or no space at the front, even for a couple of plants. I feared the humongous apartment buildings, each housing hundreds of people, and wondered whether the residents shared my concerns about fire or some other emergency.

Two of my thoughts about the families in houses stuck together were whether there was any yard space for their children to play and for the families to grow vegetable gardens. However, my feelings on houses stuck together gradually softened. While staying with Pat, whose house on Hopkinson Avenue (later Thomas Boyland Street) was joined to two others, she opened a door to show me her fair-sized backyard.

When I went out, I saw her neighbours’ backyards, too. Nevertheless, the yards could not match those I had seen in Houston, with large spaces in front and behind (especially the latter), just as in rural Guyana.

Though Pat was kind to me, I really wanted to see Errol, and it happened very unexpectedly! One day, as I opened Pat’s front door to go somewhere, Cousin Constance was walking past on the kerb in front of the house. I could hardly believe that it was she!

“Cousin Constance!” I yelled.

She turned her head sharply left towards my voice and, upon seeing me, exclaimed, “Eh, eh, Roy! What you doing here?”

I told her why I was in New York and how much I would love to see Errol. She replied that she lived alone and that I was welcome to stay with her. I thanked Pat, packed, and joined Cousin Constance. We turned left on Blake Avenue, just a few metres from Pat, and walked about eight blocks to her home on Howard Avenue. I later met
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