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FOR CHARLES PETER GOODNOUGH, WHO TAUGHT ME THE MOST






 PREFACE

I first met Donna Moffett in August 2000, as I was finishing my first year as an education reporter for the New York Times. A new program was recruiting “talented professionals” to teach in New York City’s most troubled schools, no experience necessary, and my curiosity was piqued.

Donna was one of those brave recruits, and she was among several whom the Board of Education put in touch with me that summer as I prepared to write a series of stories about the experiment. The idea was to shadow one of these career-changers, and to convey what it was like to enter teaching with the best of intentions and the most meager preparation.

Donna seemed just the subject I had hoped for: thoughtful and articulate; warm, yet emotionally complex. At forty-five, she had been in the workforce for over two decades, and had the restlessness of someone who had long suspected there was a richer life waiting somewhere. Most important, Donna was willing to give me full access to her first year of teaching, sure to be one of the most trying periods of her life.

In other times, the press-averse Board of Education might  have denied a reporter’s request to shadow a new teacher. But Harold Levy, the new schools chancellor and the first to come from the business world, was calling for “transparency.” So from September 2000 to June 2001, I chronicled Donna’s experience at Public School 92 in Brooklyn in a series of front-page articles for the Times. This book grew out of that project.

Though I do not appear in the book, I witnessed most of the events in it. I sat in the back of Donna’s classroom a few days a month during the 2000-01 school year, and on several more days in 2002 and 2003. She and I also talked on the phone for hours and met periodically for long interviews, going over all that was happening in Room 218.

There are several scenes I did not witness, which I recreated from interviews with Donna and, in some cases, with other people who were there. In those instances where dialogue was recreated, it was based on the memory of at least one of the participants.

To afford them a measure of privacy, I have changed the names of Donna’s young students and their parents. Everyone else in the book, including teachers and administrators at Public School 92, is introduced by their real names.

It is important to note that most of the impressions and opinions reflected in the book are mine, not Donna’s. While she generously opened her classroom and her mind to me, it was not her intent to cast judgment on her new surroundings, but rather to let me observe the New York City Teaching Fellows experiment from one intimate vantage point. Her loyalty to her students and colleagues is boundless, as is the dedication of so many teachers and administrators I met at Public School 92.






 CHAPTER ONE

It was just before 7:00 a.m., not quite rush hour on a Tuesday in September 2000, when Donna Moffett squeezed onto a crowded subway train heading downtown in New York. At the World Trade Center, where she disembarked, Donna moved with ease among the lawyers, stock traders, and office workers streaming along the platform. This had been her stop for the last decade, when she was a legal secretary for Flemming, Zulack & Williamson, and she still looked the part in her trim navy dress and modest heels. Today, however, instead of ascending the station steps, entering the cool marble lobby of One Liberty Plaza, and taking the elevator thirty-five floors to the carpeted calm and wraparound views of her former offices, Donna crossed the platform and boarded the express train to Brooklyn.

It was her fourth day of work as a first-grade teacher.

Just seven weeks earlier, prompted by an ad in the New York Times, she had answered New York City’s urgent recruiting call for “talented professionals” willing to make a two-year commitment to some of its worst schools. The schools chancellor wanted new blood for these battle-weary institutions, people who were  not only driven by altruism but who would be shocked—outraged, even—by the risk-averse, apathetic culture that pervaded the nation’s largest school system. And so the New York City Teaching Fellows program came into being, an experiment born of noble-mindedness and arrogance, enthusiasm and cynicism, intelligence and staggering naiveté. For Donna and a few hundred others, it was a chance to do good—to enrich their own lives and the lives of children in need. And so they leapt without looking, into a challenging and tumultuous new career that bore little resemblance to anything that had come before.

All across America at the start of the new millennium, problems that had long beset public education had reached epidemic levels and were roiling the nation as never before. Aging schools were housing far more students than they had been built for, often in decrepit conditions, with inadequate books and supplies. Unruly students overwhelmed teachers, while parents, overworked or indifferent, shunned schools’ appeals for help.

Budgets were ever tighter, and teachers were spending their own money on crayons and Xeroxes, books and field trips. An increasingly popular school of thought, perpetuated by conservative critics of public education, held that schools had been grossly overfunded and squandered the money, since there were no true sanctions for those who failed to educate. Prominent politicians like Mayor Rudy Giuliani of New York and Governor George W. Bush of Texas, soon to be president, were proclaiming that more money was not the answer; instead, they said, public schools should be forced to compete with private and parochial schools for students and tax dollars, through voucher programs.

Because of the harrowing conditions in so many urban schools, the middle class had largely abandoned them, departing  for the suburbs or for private schools decades earlier. It was true: Without this vocal stratum of society demanding better public schools for its children, New York and other cities faced far less pressure to improve them.

If competition was indeed foreign to public education, there was no better proof than the teachers’ unions that largely dictated how schools operated. These bargaining units, which had amassed great powers since their birth in the 1960s, all but guaranteed life tenure for the teachers they represented, regardless of their track records. They also required that no teacher earn more than others with equal experience, precluding school districts from offering higher salaries to those with expertise in shortage areas like math and science, or those who agreed to work in failing schools.

Instead, union contracts generally guaranteed experienced teachers the right to choose their own assignments, from which school they taught in to which grade or even which class they taught. Too often, this meant the neediest students ended up with the least-qualified teachers. Such mismatches were crippling urban schools from coast to coast, and this problem was just what New York and its schools chancellor, Harold Levy, hoped to fix—or begin fixing, anyway, for the road would be longer than Levy’s tenure and that of his starry-eyed recruits in the Teaching Fellows program.
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Some of Donna Moffett’s initial fears about her new life had been about her physical safety. Would the commute to Flatbush—so symbolically far from her home in Chelsea—be dicey? Would she feel like an interloper as the only white person in her  subway car, which she now often was by the end of her commute? Would P.S. 92, her new workplace, have dangerous stair-wells and metal detectors at the front door? Now that school had begun, however, Donna’s sense of worry and anticipation had shifted to the students themselves. As her train hurtled under the East River that morning, her mind filled with a very different set of questions. Would her first-graders be as happy to see her today as yesterday? Would they appreciate the stories she had chosen and follow the classroom rules she had posted? Would her heart pound a little less, and would it feel any less surreal when she greeted them in the schoolyard?

Around 7:40, Donna emerged from the subway into Flatbush, a sprawling, frenetic neighborhood at the center of Brooklyn. The morning was wiltingly hot and damp, and she was starting to perspire as she bustled down the two long blocks to school. Although P.S. 92 was less than ten miles from Donna’s apartment in Manhattan, Flatbush—where Haitian-Creole, Spanish, and Arabic mingled with West Indian-accented English—felt so foreign that it might have been across the world. She had occasionally ventured to Brooklyn’s few tourist destinations, to catch a performance at the Brooklyn Academy of Music or stroll through the botanical garden. But she had never had reason to visit workaday Brooklyn neighborhoods like Flatbush.

Once mostly Jewish, Flatbush had become a magnet for immigrants from the Caribbean, thousands of whom left beautiful but impoverished islands each year for a better life in “Bouklinlan,” Haitian-Creole for Brooklyn. The blocks around P.S. 92 were lined with Jamaican roti restaurants and Trinidadian bakeries, Puerto Rican bodegas and Haitian hair salons. The side streets held low brick apartment buildings and wooden houses, packed tightly together, built in the early 1900s. To the west lay  Flatbush Avenue, Brooklyn’s best-known thoroughfare, where buses constantly rumbled; politicians trolled for votes; and residents shopped, dined, and gathered on the sidewalks to gossip. Working class and bustling, the neighborhood lacked the menace and despair signified by the behemoth housing projects of Brooklyn’s most desolate neighborhoods, like Bushwick and East New York.

On the corner of Parkside and Rodgers Avenues, Public School 92 loomed like a fortress, its pale brick girth surrounded by a green iron fence, its name carved over the heavy front doors in Gothic script. Opened in 1905, it resembled dozens of other New York City schools built around the turn of the century, their construction barely keeping pace with the great waves of immigrants churning through Ellis Island at the time. Sturdy and grandly proportioned, with detailed façades, huge windows, and ornamental flourishes, this building symbolized the value New York once placed on educating all its citizens. A century later, however, the school had a weary air, partly because of its lackluster surroundings. Across the street was a shabby Jehovah’s Witness hall; next door, an apartment building of dark brick. Food wrappers cluttered the sidewalks; a sign on the school doors entreated, “Help Keep This Place Clean.” A yard of weathered concrete, devoid of playground equipment and surrounded by a tall chain-link fence, stretched behind the school’s graffiti-scarred brick. “No Barbecuing,” another sign warned.

Donna was supposed to greet her small charges in this yard every morning at 8:00 sharp, then lead them through the intimidating building to their new classroom. She arrived just in time. The schoolyard was a sea of navy-and-yellow uniforms as hundreds of children made their way to the proper lines and fidgeted, jostled, and gabbed until the teachers led them inside.  The principal, Diana Rahmaan, stood sentry at one of the scarred metal doors, saying, “Don’t push!” and “Hope you’re on better behavior today!”

Donna was still sweating in her tailored outfit, obsessively counting her students to see how many had yet to arrive. How could she possibly keep track of twenty children she barely knew, among hundreds who were almost identically dressed? What was to stop a stranger from whisking one away while her head was turned? Just thinking about this possibility made her a little breathless.

[image: 003]

One of Donna’s first aims as a teacher was to learn the names of her twenty students as quickly as possible. To this end, on the first day of school she had reported to the concrete yard with her computer-generated class list in one fist, her camera in the other. The names on her roster were lyrical and exotic, bearing almost no relation to the Annes, Michaels, and Thomases with whom she had attended first grade forty years earlier at St. Raymond Elementary School in the Bronx. Shakeela, Jamal, Briella, Manette: Nearly all Donna’s students were the children of Caribbean immigrants, and some had arrived in New York just before starting school. Donna was anxious to photograph not only the students but also their parents, in part because she wanted to recognize the person who came for each child at dismissal, but also to signal that she expected them to be present, in spirit anyway, as their children progressed through first grade.

Most of the adults who delivered students to her line in the schoolyard that morning had been polite but reticent as they met Donna, slightly taken aback by the new teacher’s exuberant  greeting. Still, all consented to having their pictures snapped, slinging arms around their children and smiling—some stiffly, some with amusement—as she clicked away. Some were not parents, Donna learned, but stepfathers, aunts, and sisters, even friends of the family. All but one were black; the exception was a white woman whose son, a sullen boy named Curtis, had olive skin and thick dark curls.

Donna had the pictures developed that first weekend after school began, and stuck them in an album with Winnie the Pooh on the cover. On Monday, she brought it to school, writing “FAMILY ” in big letters across the front. Family was a theme of the first-grade curriculum at P.S. 92, and the album would fit in nicely with many of the lessons taking shape in her head. She stood the album on a corner of her desk and encouraged the students to page through it, saying, “We’ll be writing about families a lot this year!” But it was also tempting to scrutinize the pictures for clues about the students’ lives at home. Did Trevor’s unkempt hair and pajama-top shirts mean that he came from a chaotic household? Was Jamilla, who towered over her classmates, truly only six?

Was that a nurse’s uniform that Shakeela’s mother was wearing, and did that mean she worked at nearby Kings County Hospital? Nicole’s father shrank away from the camera, a pained, apologetic smile on his face, while Melissa’s mom, very pregnant and with a huge grin, seemed almost to blot her frightened-looking daughter out of the shot. Little Curtis stared at the camera grimly, just as he often looked in class those first few days. Stefanie’s mom, only half in the frame, seemed in a hurry.

A photograph of Donna in the schoolyard on this late-summer morning would have shown a petite woman, about five-foot-three, shouldering a tote bag stuffed with notebooks and  teacher manuals. She looked a little younger than her forty-five years, with soft brown curls framing a round, pleasant face. Her warm eyes darted around the yard from behind small oval glasses with plain wire frames. She looked kind and motherly, although she had no children; only her smile, ever so tense at the corners, hinted that she was not entirely at ease.

Only eight of her twenty students had shown up by 8:00 a.m., but Donna still lined them up, shortest to tallest, for the march upstairs. Nicole Peat, a feather of a girl whose navy jumper seemed on the verge of swallowing her, went first. Jamilla Atkinson, the girl who looked much older than six, brought up the rear, glowering. The school was half a block long, dreary but clean, with windowless, echoing hallways painted light blue. Donna was learning to walk backwards, so that her nearsighted eyes could stay fixed on her brood. She stopped periodically to silence their chatter, bringing a finger to her lips and widening her eyes in emphatic slow motion. Most of the students were responsive, although Curtis rolled his brown eyes and heaved disgusted sighs whenever she stopped. Slowly the little group paraded past the brightly papered bulletin boards and banal inspirational posters that lined the halls: “Excellence Starts With You!” and “Our School’s Building The Future One Student At A Time.” Some of the building’s grand original details could be glimpsed here and there, like the bathrooms’ brass doorknobs, elaborately engraved with the words “Public School.” The prevailing smell was of floor polish and slightly musty books—an oddly pleasant combination.

The horrors that plagued some New York school buildings, and that Donna had expected to encounter—crumbling walls, leaky roofs, burnt-out lights—were not present here. There was no metal detector, for those were only in place at the city’s factory-sized  high schools and a few troubled middle schools. P.S. 92, like most city elementary schools, had only a uniformed guard at a desk.

“Take off our jackets, take off our backpacks, take out our notebooks!” Donna delivered this directive in a bright, even tone as she snapped on the classroom lights and the students filed in. Following them was Ruth Baptiste, a young Haitian-American woman who had been assigned to Donna’s classroom as an “educational assistant,” or aide.

Room 218 was an ample square with high ceilings and three tall, paned windows looking out on Parkside Avenue. The floor was blue linoleum tile. The desks—actually small tables with four cubbies each—were new that fall, their decades-old predecessors, scarred with scratches and graffiti, now piled in a fenced-off area next to the yard. Barely a week after Donna had taken over the room, it was a riotous garden of color. Eager to make it her own, she had already added plenty of personal touches: A colleague from the law firm had made a curtain printed with bright rulers, jack-in-the boxes, and lions clutching notebooks, which Donna had hung over the door-less coat closet. She had also brought posters with lines from poems she admired, betraying her romantic view of the job that lay ahead. One was Edna St. Vincent Millay’s “Recuerdo,” describing an exuberant outing that perhaps symbolized for Donna the adventure she was undertaking:
We were very tired, we were very merry—
We had gone back and forth all night upon the ferry.





The other was Langston Hughes’s “Harlem,” which Donna had thought of often during her years at the law firm: 
What happens to a dream deferred?

 



Does it dry up 
like a raisin in the sun?





A plastic jug shaped like a teddy bear, filled with animal crackers, sat on Donna’s heavy wooden desk in the back of the room. (She had been advised to relegate the desk there, since she would be on her feet most of the day and would have little use for it.) In the science corner, a miniature insect kit with plastic magnifying glasses and fake bugs adorned a round table, as did several toy badges inscribed “Park Ranger.”

Some of the students took far longer than others putting their backpacks in the closet; Curtis disappeared inside it, peering out every few seconds with a clownish look, until another boy pointed him out. While some sharpened pencils and others whispered provocations to their seatmates, Donna stood at her chalkboard, writing her newly minted classroom rules for the students to copy and reciting them in the same bright, slightly tense tone.

“We will come to school by 8:00 a.m. every day,” she said.

“I can’t come by 8:00 a.m.,” Curtis moaned, making a few classmates titter. Donna raised her eyebrows and looked searchingly at Ruth Baptiste, who only shrugged.

“We will enter and leave our school and classroom quietly,” she said. “We will sit in our seats, listen carefully, and cooperate. We will raise our hands when we would like to speak. We will be polite, show respect, and use our inside voices. We will work hard and come to class prepared.” During Donna’s brief summer training, her instructors had harped on the importance of establishing rules off the bat. The rules, they said, should be as integral  to a classroom as the desks and wall decorations.

She might as well have added: “We will not be scared.” Because more than anything, Donna Moffett was frightened as she started her fourth day as a teacher, smiling resolutely at these children whose lives she was determined to help shape. She had tied her fate to theirs, or at least that was how important and scary this career change felt as she stood in front of these tiny strangers in the bright, humid classroom.

Donna’s rule about arriving promptly had clearly not sunk in yet: Children continued to straggle in at 8:15, 8:20, 8:25. Some came with older siblings who pushed them through the door and took off; others came alone. As they copied the rules into black-and-white composition notebooks, Donna looked around and the tension briefly left her smile. “Since you are being so good—I’m so proud of you—I think we’re going to have another party on Friday.”

Room 218’s first party had been on the second day of school, also a Friday. Apple juice and animal crackers and dancing for the last twenty minutes before the dismissal bell. A celebration, Donna had called it, for she had been so exhilarated and relieved to have made it through the first forty-eight hours. She would soon learn that P.S. 92, where nearly three-quarters of the students could not read at grade level, did not condone frequent parties.

A party? Stefanie Shaw jumped to her feet. Stefanie was the second-shortest girl in the class, with chipmunk cheeks and bunches of braids clipped with bright plastic barrettes. She was also the only girl who did not show up in the navy-and-yellow uniform that P.S. 92 urged but could not require students to wear as part of a citywide uniform policy that had begun a year earlier. School systems around the country had taken a page  from Catholic school playbooks in the 1990s, adopting uniform policies on the theory that if students dressed neatly and identically, there would be fewer rivalries and distractions. Anecdotal evidence from some of the first districts to try uniforms, such as Chicago and Long Beach, California, suggested they improved attendance rates and decreased school violence.

In New York, uniforms were proving popular among Hispanic parents, many of whom had attended Catholic schools, and parents of Caribbean descent, who had grown up wearing uniforms to strict island schools. But since the school system had not outright required uniforms—that would incite civil-liberties challenges, system administrators feared—some parents, like Stefanie’s, followed the policy haphazardly or not at all. On this day, Stefanie wore jeans and an acrylic sweater that would become her self-styled uniform, growing stained and frayed as the year went on.

Stefanie’s eyes were like flashcubes, and they darted around the classroom constantly, never fixing on one thing for more than a few seconds. She charged to the front of the room and wrapped her arms around Donna’s waist. Donna tried to shake herself loose, but Stefanie was steadfast. Donna took several steps backward; Stefanie still clung, dragging along. She opened her mouth wide to reveal a piece of bright purple gum. It was only 8:40.
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No sooner had Donna succeeded in dragging Stefanie back to her seat that morning than Manette Petitjean, tall and thin with a lacy white kerchief covering her head, walked in, disrupting the class again. “All eyes on the board,” Donna said cheerfully.  Only a few eyes followed her directions. Under his breath, Curtis imitated her, scrunching his face and mouthing the words.

To start the morning literacy lesson, Donna again directed the class to copy phrases off the blackboard. One boy put his pencil down after writing a few letters and announced, “I can’t see the board!” Another refused to get started, making Donna wonder if he even knew how to hold a pencil. A third boy quickly tired of the exercise and began wandering around the room, muttering, “Gotta go to the bathroom, gotta go now, now.”

Stefanie, meanwhile, had snuck to the back corner and was trying to pry open the wooden cabinet where Donna had stowed the leftover juice and cookies from Friday’s party. She was hungry, always hungry, and lunch was still a long way off. As the year progressed, she would clutch her stomach miserably, requesting chicken and rice in the middle of a math lesson or candy at dismissal. For now, though, a cookie from her new teacher’s closet would do. Her hunger was making her bold and rebellious.

Suddenly, Donna’s voice rang out from the front of the room: “Reprimands first!” she said, more as a reminder to herself than to the class, as she wrote Stefanie’s name on the board. This tactic, gleaned from her few lessons in “classroom management,” the Board of Education’s euphemism for discipline, promptly failed. Stefanie cast a sly glance at Donna, then scurried to sit at Donna’s desk. If she couldn’t get a cookie, she would settle for her teacher’s attention.

Trying a bit of humor, Donna announced that Stefanie was now the teacher. “Do you want to come up here and teach the lesson?” she asked brightly.

“No,” Stefanie said as she rifled through attendance records.

Donna’s next tactic was to ignore Stefanie, hoping she would return to her seat if no one was watching her exploits. But as soon as Donna continued discussing the months of the year, Stefanie appeared at the blackboard and grabbed a piece of chalk.

“Miss Shaw, do you want to write the word ‘family’?” Donna asked, her voice growing higher and tighter. Stefanie shook her head and scribbled gibberish on the board.

In her old life, Donna might just now be catching the subway in Chelsea for the twenty-minute ride to work. She might have slept until 7:30 and lingered over the newspaper and a bowl of oatmeal, or even a plate of pancakes, before leaving her cozy, immaculate apartment. This morning, breakfast had been a piece of toast on the way out the door, and a cup of coffee from the corner bodega sat cold and barely touched on Donna’s desk. But there hadn’t been a spare second to miss it, never mind drink it. School had been in session for forty-five minutes; another ninety minutes to go until lunch, at the unthinkable hour of 10:15 because P.S. 92 had too many students for them all to eat at the normal time. Donna’s feet were throbbing. The muscles in her throat felt wrung out, and her round face glimmered with sweat. She was aching for a moment to herself. She had one last, desperate idea: time for a bathroom break.

When the students assembled to go to the bathroom, they did not stay inside the yellow pieces of tape that Donna had attached to the floor at the front of the room—another tip from her whirlwind training, meant to mold packs of hyper students into an orderly line. Some students also chattered as they lined up, breaking a class rule. So Donna sent them back to their seats and waited, arms crossed, until they were silent. The trainers had warned her to be unyieldingly strict about the rules for the first  few weeks, when the classroom tone gets set and after which it is hard, sometimes impossible, to change. They sat for what seemed like ten minutes, though it was more like two. When she gave the O.K., they jumped out of their seats so quickly that two chairs fell over.

“We’re running out of time for stories,” Donna warned.

The second attempt was more successful, and Ruth Baptiste escorted the students to the bathrooms down the hall. Donna was lucky to have her; full-time classroom aides were now almost unheard of in most city schools, thanks to budget cuts.

Urban schools everywhere had begun hiring aides in the 1960s as part of Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty, typically choosing parents and other neighborhood residents for the positions because they knew the local culture and they needed work. But the academic contributions of classroom aides varied widely in New York, where they were not formally trained, were often poorly educated (no bachelor’s degree was required), and had few duties spelled out in their contract (aides, too, were protected by the teachers’ union). They were poorly paid, earning just over $20,000 a year on average, and many considered the job a pit stop on the way to full-time teaching or another profession.

The community school district that P.S. 92 had been part of before it was assigned to the Chancellor’s District of failing schools had a disproportionate number of aides; it was one of many that had doled out these jobs for years as a favor to neighborhood residents. Because there were so many and they had job protection, Sandra Kase, the Chancellor’s District superintendent, decided to put some of the aides in kindergarten and first-grade classrooms like Donna’s, even though she thought many, with their lack of education, were more a hindrance than a help.

A motivated, enthusiastic aide could be a godsend, especially  in overcrowded classrooms or among children with chronic behavior problems. In the best situations, the presence of a second adult allowed every student more personal attention, and the aide would work with small groups while the teacher instructed the rest of the class.

It was odd to share her classroom with another adult, but Donna welcomed Baptiste. Without her, more of Donna’s early attempts to keep order in the classroom would have been as fruitless as trying to herd cats.

In the startling quiet of the bathroom break, Donna hurried to the back of the room to arrange the reading corner for story time. But her hard-won minutes of composure were almost immediately disrupted when the students returned and started arguing over who got to sit in the small wooden chairs, versus on the floor. The squabbling was apparently audible in the hallway, for suddenly Brenda Robertson, the assistant principal in charge of first grade, burst into the classroom and raised her right hand—the gesture used at P.S. 92 to invoke silence. Robertson’s voice was far stricter and more foreboding than Donna’s, and when she shushed the students, they immediately obeyed.

A breeze cooled the muggy room as Donna started reading  Jamberry, by Bruce Degen, a book she had brought from home. Donna loved the book’s rhymes and whimsical illustrations, and she had read it to the class a few times already. Several students had memorized the first line: “One berry, two berry, pick me a blueberry!” This was just the kind of scene Donna had imagined when she heard about the Teaching Fellows program. The students looked so sweet and enthusiastic, gathered at her feet with their chins up. Baptiste was smiling from her perch behind the circle, and even Robertson seemed to relax as Donna read, easing her disciplinary glare before she left the rapt class.

When Donna read the book’s last page, about the author’s memories of picking berries in the woods behind his childhood home, the students looked dreamy, as if trying to imagine such a pastime in Flatbush. This half-hour, at least, had been a success.

From the beginning, Donna liked story time best, and her enthusiasm was contagious. For the time being, Donna’s students were still reading together in Room 218, which she loved because it seemed a calming, bonding experience for them. Soon, however, the children would be evaluated and assigned to groups for “Success for All,” the strict reading program that every classroom in the Chancellor’s District was obliged to use. They would be scattered among different classrooms for reading instruction—perhaps a good thing in that students would be placed with others at their skill level, but difficult and distracting for small children who savor the familiarity of their own classroom.
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The following day, when Donna announced it was time for a story, most of her first-graders leapt from their seats and hustled to the reading corner. Only Curtis appeared unenthusiastic, slouching at his desk after the others had plopped onto the floor.

Donna had chosen A Rainbow of Friends by P. K. Hallinan, a book that celebrated differences like physical disabilities and shyness. In these first weeks, she wanted to impress upon her students the importance of acting like family—sticking together and loving and looking out for one another.

“Repeat after me,” Donna said, using her new pointer to tap on words she had written on the blackboard. “Bonding means becoming good friends. Harmony. Richness. Friendly agreement.”  Curtis, still at his desk with his back to the reading circle, was stomping on the floor.

“Curtis, up!” Donna called. “Join the class in the reading corner.”

“I hate that,” Curtis replied.

“I’m sorry you hate it, but you still need to do it,” Donna said, her tone gentle. She felt a particular tenderness toward this strange, moody boy with a mop of curls to match her own and a perpetual scowl. He had misbehaved more than any of his classmates in these first few days, but his grouchy comments were often strikingly funny and sophisticated. In a manner both endearing and disturbing, Curtis seemed much older than his age.

Grudgingly, Curtis left his desk and sat down behind the group. As Donna read aloud, most of the students paid such keen attention that her heart fluttered. Here were Luis and Stefanie, two of the worst-behaved students, jumping up to point out the pictures of rainbows and identify the colors.

Then, suddenly: “Curtis, why are you kicking Christopher? One of the things we’re doing is bonding and becoming very good friends.”

“He ain’t my friend,” Curtis mumbled.

Then, when Donna pointed to the letter R and asked Stefanie what letter it was, the girl shouted, “D! No, K!” But it was when Briella, a chubby girl with a sweet baby face, began sucking her thumb that Donna lost patience.

“Is this pre-kindergarten?” she asked, raising her voice. “Now we’re in first grade. We’re going to try not to suck our fingers when we’re in the first grade.”

This was a mistake; all eyes immediately focused on Briella and several more thumbs, including Stefanie’s, went into mouths. There were a few minutes of chatter and reprimands  before Donna started reading the book again. After a passage ending with, “A friend may be challenged in movement or speech,” she stopped to explain that some people cannot walk and are confined to wheelchairs. In the back, Curtis murmured, “Good.”

After another passage that began, “Each friend is given a share of our hearts, so no one feels different, unloved, or apart,” he covered his eyes and shook his head. “Don’t say that, don’t say that,” he groaned. Baptiste, sitting next to Curtis, said “Mmmm,” and sadly shook her head. “My God,” Donna thought. But she was not about to give up on Curtis that morning.

“Curtis, can you tell us what some of your interests are?”

“Nothing, besides sleeping,” he said.

“Shakeela? How about you?” she asked a girl who seemed especially sweet-tempered.

“Sharing,” Shakeela answered promptly.

“Sharing, that’s lovely!” Donna said. In the back, Curtis added, “Sharing is dumb.”

When the children were back at their desks, Donna asked each student to shake her or his neighbor’s hand, as if ending a church service. Most followed her direction; Curtis put his head on his desk before limply extending his hand for Stefanie, his eager neighbor, to grab. The display of goodwill excited some of the girls so much that they jumped from their seats to hug Donna. Instead of reprimanding, she laughed. “I think it’s very exciting to have love. Isn’t it exciting to have love and smiles?”

Curtis rolled his eyes. But when Donna turned her back to write directions on the board, he silently reached back across the table for Stefanie’s hand.
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Frequently, in those early days, such blessed stretches of relative calm could fast devolve into chaos. Donna would move too quickly through a morning story or activity, and have fifteen or twenty minutes to spare before lunch. Exhausted, she would direct the students to the “learning centers” that she had set up in corners of the room: one for reading; another, with her insect kit, for science. A third, with plastic blocks and coins, was for math. Most of the children were noisy and jumpy; their attention spans had run out. Donna wished that P.S. 92 offered some sort of gym program; even though she had been there less than a week, she had already noted that her students were desperate for physical exercise during the school day. Their only recess time was the ten to fifteen minutes after lunch when they were allowed to play in the crowded schoolyard. Since there was no playground equipment, the principal activity seemed to be chasing each other in circles on the asphalt.

On this morning, however, the single student who had chosen the reading corner, Shakeela Jones, had picked up Jamberry  and was thoroughly engrossed. She was quietly reading the book out loud, pronouncing almost every word correctly and shutting the noisy classroom out. She stumbled over “berry,” but “jamboree” rolled easily off her tongue. Though Donna could claim no credit for Shakeela’s ability, she was one-twentieth of the way toward her goal of having every student read by June.

Soon, however, disorder ruled the rest of the classroom. Donna passed out animal crackers from the jug on her desk, but a few boys grabbed extras when her back was turned, and the floor was strewn with crumbs by the time they were ready to line up for lunch. Just as they had before the bathroom break, the girls talked in line; even after Donna had sent them back to their desks three times, some were still talking. By 10:20, five minutes  into the lunch period, Stefanie was scribbling on the board again. Donna asked if she wanted to be the teacher instead of going to lunch, and Stefanie shrieked like some high-strung tropical bird. Donna tried another experiment: writing “scream” on the board. The girl started crawling around the floor: If she could not eat lunch after waiting all morning, she would have to distract herself from her hunger by any means possible.

At 10:25, Brenda Robertson appeared in the doorway, raised her eyebrows at Donna, and silently led Stefanie out. Later, she would inform Donna that it was against school rules to keep children from lunch, even if they were misbehaving. It was among the first of many reprimands Donna would receive that year.

“I think you’re finding out that I’m a strict teacher,” Donna said to the girls who remained, her heart pounding harder than ever.
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In recruiting the fellows, the Board of Ed had promised four weeks of training in August, then free, evening graduate courses during their first two years of teaching. It would take that long for the fellows to get a master’s degree in education, and with it, the permanent teaching certification that New York State required.

Donna could not have been more enthusiastic when she had reported for training on August 1, practically swinging as she walked from the last stop on the Number 2 subway train in Flatbush to Brooklyn College, a surprisingly picturesque, old-fashioned campus where she and her “cohort” of about 100 fellows would be studying for their degrees. The setup, designed in great  haste by the Board of Ed, the City University of New York, and the teachers’ union, the United Federation of Teachers, was this: Each cohort would be divided into groups of about fifteen, and those groups would take classes together at their assigned college campus from 9:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m., five days a week.

Then, from 4:00 to 6:00, they would meet with their “fellow adviser,” a veteran teacher who would give them practical tips about everything from setting up their classrooms to navigating the Board of Ed payroll system. Along the way, the fellows would study for and take the Liberal Arts and Sciences Test—the most basic certification exam, which they had to pass before September—and get assigned to a school during a one-day job fair just for them. These were long, grueling days, but while Donna felt exhausted by week’s end, the giddy joy that she awoke with each morning more than made up for it.

For Donna, like most of the other fellows, the daily coursework was like an unpleasant-tasting cough syrup. The reading curriculum, a jam-packed compendium of education philosophers like John Dewey and Paulo Freire, was partly meant to give the fellows a whirlwind tour of the values and beliefs that had shaped public education in the United States. Hundreds of pages were assigned each night, including densely worded chapters on brain development and child psychology. Donna dutifully highlighted passage after passage and took copious notes, but she and others in her cohort rightly wondered how all this highly theoretical information would matter when they were standing at the front of a frenetic elementary-school classroom.

Far more satisfying were the late-afternoon hours spent with her adviser, a woman named Monica Brady whose enthusiasm almost matched her own and who would be advancing from teacher to assistant principal at a school in the Bronx the next  month. The sessions were fun and a bit silly: Brady would have one fellow act as the teacher and others as students to prepare them for quotidian challenges that had nothing to do with Dewey and Freire. They would practice lining up to go to the bathroom, walking backwards to keep an eye on the class, and checking the stalls to make sure no student was lingering.

Monica advised them to have a basket of bathroom supplies—soap, paper towels, even toilet paper—in their classrooms at all times, since school bathrooms were so often lacking these essentials. She urged them to have little rewards like stickers on hand, especially in the first weeks of school, as incentives for students to follow the rules. She warned them about the pencil problem—how children would use the excuse of needing to sharpen their pencils to leave their seats and wander—and said they should allow sharpening only twice a day, always at the same time. Donna, who had never spent much time around children, never would have thought of such issues. She was fascinated and grateful.

Monica had the group write responses to statements she wrote on a blackboard—statements that would prove immensely relevant to Donna’s first year. “I am here to save the students,” was one; another was, “My position as a Caucasian female will/will not affect my teaching.”

“Who is anyone to suggest others need saving?” Donna wrote about the first supposition, though the idealism coursing through her veins compelled her to add, “I cannot save students in the vast sense, but I hope I can be a small part of a collective effort to make a difference. Tiny changes add up; the personal is political. I have enough optimism to believe each person can, and should, make a difference in the life of others.”

Donna had been thinking hard about the race issue throughout  the training; it troubled her that nearly all the fellows in her group were white, while virtually all the students they would teach and many of their future colleagues in the schools were black and Hispanic. The most time she had spent with people of other races was decades ago in middle and high school in the Bronx, where poor black and Puerto Rican children from the projects mixed, often tensely, with middle-class Irish and Italian kids.

“I must be realistic about what it means to be invited into a community that is 99 percent black,” she wrote. “I will be an ‘outsider’ wanting to become an ‘insider.’

“Yet,” she continued hopefully, “despite awareness of race and gender, I believe we are all obligated to work individually and collectively to transcend these characteristics, to shed so-called identities which separate us, and to focus on our common humanity.”
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