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Education: the difference betZeen hope and
despair

ThXUVda\, JanXaU\ 12 2012, 9:52 AM

I am conYinced WhaW VchoolV can be Whe diffeUence beWZeen hope and deVpaiU becaXVe of Whe impacW pXblic
edXcaWion had on m\ life. I gUeZ Xp in EaVW FlaWbXVh, BUookl\n; Whe Von of WZo NeZ YoUk CiW\ pXblic Vchool

edXcaWoUV. M\ faWheU Zho ZaV boUn in 1908 gUeZ Xp in BedfoUd SWX\YeVanW. In a caUeeU WhaW Vpanned neaUl\ 40

\eaUV, m\ faWheU VeUYed aV a WeacheU, a pUincipal, and eYenWXall\ DepXW\ SXpeUinWendenW. AW WhaW Wime, in Whe eaUl\

1960V, he ZaV Whe higheVW Uanking AfUican-AmeUican edXcaWoU in Whe coXnWU\. M\ moWheU came Wo NeZ YoUk

fUom PXeUWo Rico aV a liWWle giUl. She gUeZ Xp in Whe BUon[, Whe child of a Vingle moWheU Zho ZaV a gaUmenW

ZoUkeU. Like m\ faWheU, m\ moWheU VaZ edXcaWion aV a paWh Wo oppoUWXniW\. She ZaV Whe fiUVW in heU famil\ Wo

gUadXaWe fUom college and Vhe became a NYC pXblic Vchool WeacheU.

M\ paUenWV' faiWh in edXcaWion inVpiUeV me eYeU\ da\, bXW I did noW geW Whe chance Wo knoZ eiWheU of Whem Zell.

When I ZaV eighW, m\ moWheU had a heaUW aWWack and paVVed aZa\. I When liYed alone ZiWh m\ faWheU fUom Whe
Wime I ZaV 8 XnWil I ZaV 12. DXUing WhoVe \eaUV, he VXffeUed fUom XndiagnoVed Al]heimeU'V diVeaVe. No one kneZ

he ZaV Vick and aV a UeVXlW, life ZiWh m\ faWheU ZaV XnpUedicWable and ofWen VcaU\. I can Uecall one nighW he Zoke

me Xp aW 2 AM Wo go Wo Vchool. I UemembeU cU\ing and clinging Wo Whe VWaiUcaVe baniVWeU aV he pXlled m\ aUm and

I begged him noW Wo make me go. B\ 7Wh gUade, I ZaV doing Whe laXndU\, cooking mealV, and Vigning checkV in

m\ faWheU'V name Wo pa\ oYeUdXe billV. AV he goW VickeU, he didn'W leaYe Whe hoXVe eYen Wo go Wo Whe VWoUe - Vo I
ZaV foUced Wo Vneak inWo hiV Uoom Wo VWeal mone\ Vo I coXld bX\ XV food. When I ZaV 12, m\ faWheU paVVed

aZa\.

ThUoXghoXW WhaW fUighWening peUiod, Vchool ZaV m\ UefXge. MU. OVWeUZeil, m\ WeacheU aW P.S. 276 ZaV like a

VXUUogaWe faWheU Wo me. He ZaV VoUW of a cUa]\ gX\ - an e[-hippie Zho ZoUe WZo inch plaWfoUm VhoeV - bXW he

ZaV an ama]ing WeacheU. AV 4Wh gUadeUV, Ze had Wo Uead Whe NeZ YoUk TimeV eYeU\ da\. In hiV claVVUoom, I felW

Vafe, I felW nXUWXUed, and I felW challenged. LaWeU, aW MaUk TZain JXnioU High School in Cone\ IVland, I ZaV again

bleVVed ZiWh a ZondeUfXl life-changing WeacheU: CeleVWine DeVVaVXUe oU MiVV D. She ZaV an acWUeVV oXWVide of

Vchool and heU claVVUoom ZaV Whe peUfecW blend of UigoU and jo\. The WeacheUV aW P.S. 276 and MaUk TZain

JXnioU High liWeUall\ VaYed m\ life. If noW foU Whem, I coXld noW haYe VXUYiYed WhiV peUiod in m\ life and I ceUWainl\
ZoXld noW be VWanding heUe Woda\.

When m\ faWheU died, I ZenW Wo liYe ZiWh m\ half-bUoWheU. He ZaV 24 \eaUV old, dUoYe a VpoUWV caU, and dUank a
loW. He loYed me and I loYed him, bXW once again, I ZaV doing Whe cooking and cleaning, Waking caUe of Whe billV,

and fending foU m\Velf. The ZoUVe WhingV goW aW home, Whe moUe Volace I Wook in Vchool. I decided Whe beVW

alWeUnaWiYe ZaV boaUding Vchool and goW accepWed aW PhillipV AndoYeU. The claVVeV ZeUe ama]ing, bXW I ZaV

Xnhapp\ and oYeUZhelmed and eYenWXall\ goW kicked oXW. I ZenW Wo liYe ZiWh m\ faWheU'V bUoWheU, Uncle Hal, a

caUeeU AiU FoUce officeU Zho had been a TXVkegee AiUman. LiYing ZiWh Uncle Hal and AXnW Jean pUoYided a

VenVe of noUmalc\ - dinneU eYeU\ nighW aW Whe Vame Wime, VWUicW UXleV and high e[pecWaWionV. I ZaV back on WUack.

I ZaV When foUWXnaWe enoXgh Wo go Wo HaUYaUd ZheUe I YolXnWeeUed in afWeU-Vchool and VXmmeU pUogUamV in a

pXblic hoXVing deYelopmenW in Ro[bXU\. ThaW e[peUience pUoYided me ZiWh Whe oppoUWXniW\ Wo do foU oWheU kidV

ZhaW MU. OVWeUZeil and MiVV D had done foU me - Wo pUoYide Whem ZiWh a Vafe, VWUXcWXUed and caUing leaUning
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HQYLURQPHQW. I ZHQW RQ WR EHFRPH D WHDFKHU DQG HYHQWXDOO\, DW 24, WR FR-IRXQG RR[EXU\ PUHSDUDWRU\ CKDUWHU

SFKRRO LQ BRVWRQ ZLWK EYDQ RXGDOO, ZKR LV QRZ CEO RI UQFRPPRQ SFKRROV. IQ WKH WHQ \HDUV VLQFH ZH IRXQGHG

RR[EXU\ PUHS, WKH VFKRRO KDV FRQVLVWHQWO\ RXWSHUIRUPHG VFKRROV LQ WKH PRVW DIIOXHQW FRPPXQLWLHV LQ

MDVVDFKXVHWWV. IQ 2004, I OHIW RR[EXU\ PUHS WR DWWHQG YDOH LDZ SFKRRO EHFDXVH I ZDQWHG WR ILJXUH RXW D ZD\ WR

GR ZKDW ZH KDG DFFRPSOLVKHG DW RR[EXU\ PUHS RQ D ODUJHU VFDOH.

AIWHU D \HDU DW YDOH, I UHDOL]HG WKDW WKH EHVW ZD\ IRU PH WR FRQWULEXWH WR FKDQJLQJ WKH FRXUVH RI XUEDQ HGXFDWLRQ

ZDV WR ZRUN GLUHFWO\ LQ VFKRROV. TKDW'V ZK\ I ZDV WKULOOHG ZKHQ EYDQ DVNHG PH WR FRQVLGHU MRLQLQJ UQFRPPRQ
SFKRROV. SR, LQ P\ 2QG DQG 3UG \HDUV RI ODZ VFKRRO, I ZRUNHG IXOO-WLPH DW UQFRPPRQ, FRPPXWLQJ EHWZHHQ

NHZ YRUN CLW\, NHZ HDYHQ, DQG BRVWRQ ZKHUH P\ ZLIH MHOLVVD ZDV ILQLVKLQJ XS JUDG VFKRRO. WLWK WZR VPDOO

FKLOGUHQ, WKRVH \HDUV ZHUH GLIILFXOW. HRZHYHU, ZH IHOW LW ZDV ZRUWK LW EHFDXVH ZH NQHZ WKH LPSDFW WKDW TXDOLW\

HGXFDWLRQ FRXOG PDNH LQ D FKLOG'V OLIH DQG ZH ZHUH FRQILGHQW WKDW UQFRPPRQ FRXOG SUHSDUH WKRXVDQGV RI NHZ

YRUN CLW\ NLGV WR HQWHU, VXFFHHG LQ DQG JUDGXDWH IURP FROOHJH.

OXU ZRUN ZRXOG QRW EH SRVVLEOH ZLWKRXW WKH H[WUDRUGLQDU\ FRPPLWPHQW RI MD\RU BORRPEHUJ DQG CKDQFHOORU

KOHLQ WR VFKRRO FKRLFH DQG HGXFDWLRQDO H[FHOOHQFH DQG, RI FRXUVH, RRELQ HRRG DQG PDQ\ RI \RX LQ WKLV URRP.

OQH RI WKH PRVW VLJQLILFDQW SURMHFWV UQFRPPRQ SFKRROV DQG RRELQ HRRG KDYH DFFRPSOLVKHG LV WKH GHYHORSPHQW

RI E[FHOOHQFH CKDUWHU SFKRRO, RXU DOO-ER\V VFKRRO LQ BHGIRUG SWX\YHVDQW WKDW ZDV IRXQGHG E\ PDXO JRQHV.*

TRGD\, WKH VFKRRO VHUYHV QHDUO\ 300 VWXGHQWV LQ JUDGHV K-5, YLUWXDOO\ DOO RI ZKRP DUH AIULFDQ-APHULFDQ. TKLV
\HDU, 100% RI E[FHOOHQFH VWXGHQWV VFRUHG PURILFLHQW RU AGYDQFHG RQ WKH VWDWH PDWK H[DP DQG WKH VFKRRO ZDV

WKH QXPEHU RQH HOHPHQWDU\ VFKRRO LQ NHZ YRUN CLW\ RQ WKH DHSDUWPHQW RI EGXFDWLRQ VFKRRO SURJUHVV UHSRUW.
TKH E[FHOOHQFH EXLOGLQJ LV LWVHOI DQ LQFUHGLEOH VWRU\ RI FRPPXQLW\ UHQHZDO. IW ZDV D GLVWULFW VFKRRO, P.S. 70, IRU

QHDUO\ D KXQGUHG \HDUV XQWLO LW ZDV VROG DQG IHOO LQWR GLVUHSDLU. B\ WKH WLPH RRELQ HRRG DQG UQFRPPRQ SFKRROV
IRXQG LW, LW ZDV D EXUQW RXW VKHOO ILOOHG ZLWK HPSW\ FUDFN YLDOV DQG VWUD\ GRJV. WH JXW-UHQRYDWHG WKH EXLOGLQJ DQG

WXUQHG LW LQWR D VWDWH-RI-WKH-DUW K-8 IDFLOLW\.

SKRUWO\ EHIRUH ZH PRYHG LQ, I ZDV ORRNLQJ WKURXJK DQ ROG ERRN HQWLWOHG NHJURHV RI AFKLHYHPHQW WKDW KDV D
FKDSWHU DERXW P\ IDWKHU. IQ DQ XQFDQQ\ WZLVW RI IDWH, I GLVFRYHUHG P\ IDWKHU KDG EHHQ WKH SULQFLSDO RI P.S. 70,

QRZ E[FHOOHQFH, LQ WKH 1940V. IQ UHVWRULQJ WKH EXLOGLQJ, ZH KDG QRW RQO\ UHVWRUHG D FRPPXQLW\ LQVWLWXWLRQ, EXW
XQEHNQRZQVW WR PH, ZH KDG KHOSHG WR UHVXUUHFW P\ IDWKHU'V OHJDF\. AW WKH JUDQG RSHQLQJ RI E[FHOOHQFH, VHYHUDO
PHPEHUV RI WKH P.S. 70 DOXPQL DVVRFLDWLRQ EURXJKW WKHLU FODVV SLFWXUHV ZKLFK LQFOXGHG P\ IDWKHU, DQG H[SODLQHG

WKH LPSDFW KH KDG RQ WKHP. *AOWKRXJK P\ WLPH ZLWK P\ SDUHQWV ZDV EULHI, I IHHO FORVHU WR WKHP HDFK WLPH I ZDON
WKURXJK WKH GRRU RI E[FHOOHQFH.

M\ IDWKHU XVHG WR WHOO D VWRU\ WKDW FDSWXUHV WKH XUJHQF\ RI RXU ZRUN. HH ORYHG EDVNHWEDOO DQG RQH ZHHNHQG,

ZKLOH SOD\LQJ, KH EURNH KLV ZULVW. WKHQ KH ZHQW WR ZRUN RQ MRQGD\, ZLWK KLV ZULVW LQ D FDVW, WKH SULQFLSDO
VWRSSHG KLP DQG WROG P\ IDWKHU - ZKR QHYHU WRRN D VLQJOH VLFN GD\ LQ KLV QHDUO\ 40 \HDU FDUHHU - WKDW KH FRXOG

QRW WHDFK ZLWK KLV FDVW. M\ IDWKHU H[SODLQHG WKDW KH ZRXOG EH DEOH WR WHDFK MXVW ILQH. TKH SULQFLSDO H[SODLQHG WKDW
WKHUH ZDV D UHJXODWLRQ DERXW QRW WHDFKLQJ ZLWK D FDVW DQG DJDLQ WROG P\ IDWKHU KH FRXOGQ'W WHDFK. M\ IDWKHU WKHQ

ZDONHG RYHU WR WKH FRXQWHU LQ WKH PDLQ RIILFH DQG VODPPHG KLV FDVW GRZQ VKDWWHULQJ LW. HH EUXVKHG WKH SLHFHV LQWR
D WUDVK FDQ, SXW KLV KDQG LQ KLV VXLW SRFNHW, DQG ZHQW WR WHDFK KLV FODVV.

IQ D QDWLRQ ZKHUH WKHUH LV D 30-40 SRLQW DFKLHYHPHQW JDS EHWZHHQ ORZ-LQFRPH VWXGHQWV RI FRORU DQG WKHLU PRUH

DIIOXHQW SHHUV, LQ D QDWLRQ ZKHUH VWXGHQWV ZLWK WKH PRVW LQFRPH DUH VHYHQ WLPHV PRUH OLNHO\ WR JR WR FROOHJH WKDQ
VWXGHQWV ZLWK WKH OHDVW, LQ D QDWLRQ ZKHUH RXU XUEDQ VFKRRO V\VWHPV KDYH KLJK VFKRRO JUDGXDWLRQ UDWHV DURXQG
50%, DQG LQ D QDWLRQ ZKHUH RQH LQ IRXU AIULFDQ-APHULFDQ PHQ EHWZHHQ 19 DQG 29 LV HLWKHU LQ SULVRQ, RQ
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probation, or on parole, we need to bring to the work of closing the achievement gap the same sense of urgenc\

m\ father brought to his teaching. We cannot afford to let up or slow down.

Together we can build great schools and change histor\


