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  To Linda




  
ORIENTATION




  Many people in the United States believe that low-income children can no more be expected to do well in school than ballerinas can be counted on to excel in football. Inner-city and rural children raised by parents who themselves struggled in school are thought to be largely doomed to low grades, poor test scores, menial jobs, and hard lives. These assumptions explain in part why public schools in impoverished neighborhoods rarely provide the skilled teachers, extra learning time, and encouragement given to children in the wealthiest suburbs. Educators who do not think their students are very capable are less likely to arrange challenging lessons and longer school days.




  That is the great shock of the story of Mike Feinberg and Dave Levin. Before either had reached his twenty-sixth birthday, their Knowledge Is Power Program revealed that many of these low-income students could achieve just as much as affluent suburban kids if given enthusiastic and focused teachers who believed in them and had enough time to teach them. They recruited and trained young principals like themselves who proved the skeptics wrong in cities and towns across the country.




  About 80 percent of KIPP students are from low-income families. About 95 percent are black or Hispanic. The fourteen hundred students at twenty-eight KIPP schools in twenty-two cities who have completed three years of KIPP’s four-year middle school program have gone on average from the 34th percentile at the beginning of fifth grade to the 58th percentile at the end of seventh grade in reading and from the 44th percentile to the 83rd percentile in math. Gains that great for that many low-income children in one program have never happened before.




  Feinberg and Levin and the hundreds of educators they have enlisted in this effort still have to demonstrate that their progress can be sustained. But no other inner-city educational initiative has gotten this far. KIPP now has sixty-six schools in nineteen states and the District of Columbia, including schools in nine of the ten largest U.S. cities. It plans to serve twenty-four thousand students in one hundred schools by 2011. KIPP teachers are paid extra for the more-than-nine-hour school days, the required four-hour every-other-Saturday sessions, and the three-week summer schools, but they know how much easier their working lives would be if they chose jobs in regular schools. Their enthusiasm for hard work in the classroom springs from the impact they are having, like nothing they have seen in any regular urban or rural public schools.




  Some of these teachers joke that KIPP has all the best qualities of a cult, without the dues or the weird robes. They wonder among themselves how long they will stay and what direction KIPP’s growth will take. No other program has sparked so much debate over what ought to and can be done for children stuck at the bottom of our public education system, the prime civil rights issue of this era, and this debate has for the first time become a positive discussion. How much further can these kids go?




  Levin and Feinberg learned to teach from two classroom veterans whose unusual techniques and high standards led some colleagues to resent them, but who seemed to their two apprentices to be the answer to their prayers. The two veterans, Harriett Ball and Rafe Esquith, wondered if Feinberg and Levin could survive the pounding that was in store for them. They warned the young teachers that they were going to encounter many reversals and much discouragement. Levin and Feinberg proved to be just as aggressive and annoying as Ball and Esquith had hoped, sparking several clashes with educational authorities and cementing their reputations both as troublemakers and as educators whom parents and students could trust.




  KIPP teachers these days live by results; they are devoted to seeing what helps disadvantaged children achieve and to passing on to other teachers what they have discovered. Like their heroes Levin and Feinberg, they have found that through hard work, fun, and teamwork, their students can earn for themselves choices in life that many people thought they would never have. But in the beginning, few people had great hopes for those children. Or their two young teachers.




  
FIRST PERIOD


  


  Starting Out, or A Tale of Two Teachers





  
1.


  Learning to Push




  AT AGE TWENTY-SIX, Mike Feinberg was supervising seventy low-income, mostly Hispanic fifth graders at Askew Elementary School in west Houston. It was 1995. They were the latest recruits for the Knowledge Is Power Program, or KIPP, which rhymes with trip. It was a new but imperiled middle school program Feinberg and his friend Dave Levin, twenty-five, had started the year before.




  That first year, they had run the program together in one crowded classroom at Garcia Elementary School in north Houston and they had doubled the number of students passing the state tests in that group. They wanted to create full-size fifth-through-eighth-grade middle schools, and they were going to do it in two separate cities. Levin had decided to move back to his hometown, New York City, to start a KIPP fifth grade in the South Bronx. Feinberg stayed in Houston to start a new KIPP fifth grade at a different school, Askew Elementary, since there was no room for his expansion plan at Garcia. Few of the people they knew thought KIPP would last very long in either Houston or New York. It was too stressful an approach, with long school days and very intense lessons. And Feinberg and Levin? They were too young and inexperienced to pull it off.




  Feinberg had only one important ally, the Houston Independent School District’s west district superintendent, Anne Patterson, and he had already tested her patience far beyond the point most school administrators would tolerate. He was hard to ignore, six foot three and very talkative, with a very short haircut as accommodation to his premature baldness. He was full of creative ideas but also had many demands and complaints. He was developing a reputation for being an unholy nuisance.




  Patterson, a stylish dresser with a crown of thick red hair, often ended her day in tense meetings with Feinberg. She leaned forward on her desk. She kneaded her forehead with her fingers. She tried to figure out a way to get this effusive, overgrown adolescent to accept her view of the latest crisis so that she could go home.




  At this particular moment in Feinberg’s first year running KIPP Academy Houston by himself, he was near the breaking point. Space had to be found somewhere the following year for Feinberg to add a sixth grade on his way to a fifth-through-eighth-grade program. Patterson needed a building principal who could stomach Feinberg, and whom Feinberg, one of the least collegial educators she had ever met, would be capable of sharing a building with.




  “I can be quiet and accommodating,” Feinberg told her, “until I perceive in any way, shape, or form that someone is doing anything directly or indirectly to fuck with my babies, and then I become Mama Bear.” Patterson already knew this. Patterson had promised to tell Feinberg by the Christmas holiday what space she had found for his expanded school, but it was January and she had no information for him. He kept calling her and showing up at her office. “Mike, you’ve got to be patient,” she said.




  Feinberg felt the Houston Independent School District was like an ocean liner: it took forever to make even the smallest turn. He would have preferred to be paddling a canoe—small, light, versatile, ready to careen down any rapids in its way. It occurred to him, not for the first time, that he would not be having this trouble if he were teaching the children of affluent Anglo parents in the River Oaks neighborhood. His students lived in Gulfton, a sprawling collection of apartment complexes full of Central American immigrants. If KIPP had been in River Oaks, getting reviews from parents as favorable as Feinberg was getting in Gulfton, and if that mythical River Oaks KIPP had not been able to find space for the following year, those rich parents would have been screaming and yelling and the school district would quickly have found a way to give him everything he wanted.




  Perhaps he should start screaming and yelling. Perhaps not. It often seemed to do more harm than good. But what if it were not him but his students who made the noise? With that thought began the KIPP Academy’s first advocacy-in-democracy lesson. One of the advantages of the long KIPP day, from 7:30 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., was that there was time for creative diversions. He explained to the children that American citizens participated in their government not only by voting but also by exercising their right to file grievances with whoever was in charge. This included the people who ran schools, motor vehicle departments, housing agencies, public hospitals, tax assessment bureaus, and garbage collection companies. Some people petitioning for redress wrote letters. Some used the telephone. The point was never to accept bad service or bad products without a protest.




  Feinberg had his fifth graders practice proper manners when complaining to officialdom. It was important to be persistent, but also polite. They had to act like serious adults. “Look, the minute you call up and start giggling on the phone, this is all ruined,” he said. He waved his arms as he stood in front of a blackboard full of key words and phrases. “These are not crank calls. You are not Bart Simpson, calling Moe’s Tavern and seeing if you can get the bartender to say something nasty.”




  He gave them a script to practice with: “Hello, my name is Armando Ruiz. I am an extremely hardworking student. I am part of the KIPP Academy and we were supposed to know where we were going to be next year, which school building we would be moving to, but we don’t know yet. I wonder if you have any information to give me about where our new school is going to be. My family and I are very worried about where we’re going to be next year because we want to make sure we continue to get a great education.”




  The next day would be a good time for them to make the calls, Feinberg told them, since they would be at home. It was a professional development day. Only teachers would be in school. He handed each child a list of the telephone numbers of twenty administrators, including the Houston Independent School District superintendent, the deputy superintendent, the director of facilities, the director of transportation, members of the school board, and Patterson herself.




  About 9:30 a.m. the next day, he got a message that he had an urgent telephone call. There was no phone in the KIPP trailers. He had to walk to the Askew main office. The call was from Patterson.




  “Mike! Make them stop! Make them stop now!”




  “Anne? What are you talking about?”




  “You know damn well what I’m talking about. They are calling me. They are calling the district. I am starting to get people in the district calling me and yelling at me. Make them stop now.”




  “Anne, I can’t,” he said. “They’re at home.”




  “What do you mean, they’re at home?”




  “This is our professional development day. They are at home.”




  “How are they calling, then?”




  “I gave them all the numbers.”




  “You whaattt? You gave them all these numbers? The switchboard is ringing off the hook. They’re all calling.”




  “What are they saying?” he asked. He was interested in how well his students had carried out their assignment.




  “They want to know where they’re going to be next year.”




  “And what’s wrong with that?” Feinberg said. It was best to keep Patterson on the defensive. “Like, you don’t tell me where we are going to be next year, so I am having the kids ask.”




  Patterson ended the conversation quickly. Feinberg, as she expected, was going to be no help. She would have to explain to her bosses what had happened. As was standard operating procedure for administrators dealing with mischievous underlings, she would tell everyone she was going to put a stop to this.




  But that was a lie. There was something about Mike, and his friend Dave, that she thought deserved both protection and encouragement, even if they were two of the most exasperating teachers she had ever met.




  LEVIN WAS HAVING similar trouble in New York City. Now fourteen hundred miles apart, he and Feinberg still spoke to each other by telephone nearly every day. Levin envied Feinberg’s chutzpah in unleashing his advocacy-loving students on the Houston school bureaucracy. He was sure the Houston officials would bend. He wished New York were as easy.




  Like Feinberg, Levin was hard to miss. He was the same height, six foot three, although a bit leaner. While teaching a lesson, he was always moving, talking, asking questions, keeping everyone on top of what was going on. Levin was making some progress in the classroom. He was turning into an exceptional teacher, but it was clear to him that he was not good enough.




  Twelve of the forty-seven students Levin recruited his first year in the South Bronx had quit by the time he started his second year. The woman he had hired to serve as an administrative director had developed a philosophical dislike of his methods and had left. Frank Corcoran, the sweet-tempered teacher who had come from Houston to help him, was having trouble maintaining discipline in his classes. The Porch, a way of disciplining children by isolating them in the classroom, had worked in Houston but not in the Bronx, and Levin stopped using it. His students were used to punishment and hard times. They didn’t see being forced to sit in the corner and not to talk to classmates as any great penalty. Levin looked for ways to raise his students’ morale and his own. He asked his barber to shorten his big mop of curly hair, hoping it would make him feel sharper. But it still wasn’t enough.




  Levin was not sure where to turn. Marina Bernard, a young teacher he hired after he fired his school director, had a suggestion. She had taught at Intermediate School 166, a public school for sixth-through-eighth graders, also in the Bronx. It was full of kids with the same troublesome attitudes the KIPP students had.




  “I know what you need,” she said to Levin. “You need to go over to 166. He’s there. You just got to learn how to control him.”




  She was speaking of a Bronx public school legend, Charlie Randall. He was a forty-nine-year-old music teacher who had grown up virtually parentless in the poorest neighborhoods of Orlando, Florida. He was a talented teacher, famous for producing terrific bands and orchestras with children who had never played instruments before. But he was also, everyone said, quite volatile. There were stories of his violent temper. On at least two occasions, they said, he had done serious harm to school staffers who had wounded him in ways he could not forgive.




  Randall’s first look at Levin confirmed his assumption: another crazy white boy. The kid was arrogant too. Who the hell did he think he was to come into Randall’s neighborhood and act as if he was going to rescue Randall’s kids? The veteran teacher already knew how to help disheartened and confused students find a way in life. He had grown up like that himself. He knew how to reach them. Could this Yale man ever understand such children?




  Randall was polite, but he told Levin he was going to stay where he was. Levin kept calling. He knew as well as Feinberg the power of the personal approach, of advocacy that politely and persistently made the points that had to be made, over and over. He called Randall nearly every day. “How you doin’, Charlie? How are things going?” he said. Did Randall have some advice for Levin on adding a music program? Could he come over on Thursday afternoons to teach music to a few KIPP kids?




  The last request was a way to earn extra money, so Randall agreed. He brought with him the battered instruments he always kept in the trunk of his car: an old keyboard held together with duct tape, a beat-up violin, a couple of drums, and a few bells. When he got to KIPP, he was surprised. There was a warmth that he did not usually find in schools in the Bronx. The bulletin boards were colorful and welcoming. The kids were absorbed in what they were doing.




  Levin kept coming at him. But the young teacher had no master plan. If he had envisioned what would happen—that Randall would create an orchestra that would include every student in the school and become an East Coast sensation—if he had dared even to suggest such a thing to Randall, he would have been dismissed by the older man as completely insane.




  Finally Levin came up with the right argument. During one of their telephone conversations, Randall was explaining for the eighty-ninth time that he was just too old and too set in his ways to change schools. “I’m established. I am a master teacher. I have teacher-of-the-year awards and other stuff like that. I just don’t need this.”




  “Wait,” Levin said. “When you retire, what are you going to leave behind?”




  Randall thought about it. “Well, nothing,” he said. “I have these awards, and some memories. That is all I expect.”




  “That’s a mistake,” Levin said. “If you come with us, you will have me, and Marina, and the other staff that will be coming on board. You can leave everything you know with us, and we can carry on your legacy.”




  Whoa, Randall thought. That was a tough one. It was coming from a smart-ass kid. What did he know about legacies? But Levin wasn’t going to give up, as Randall had thought he would. Levin said he wanted to stay in the ghetto, unlike those other Ivy League guys that always left. If he was working that hard to get Randall, maybe he meant it.




  
2.


  Risk Takers at Play




  MIKE FEINBERG AND DAVE LEVIN met in Los Angeles in July 1992, at the summer training institute of a new program for recently graduated college students called Teach For America. The idea was to take the brightest products of the nation’s finest colleges and sign them up for two-year commitments to teach in the worst classrooms in the largest and poorest cities and most backward rural communities.




  The creator of Teach For America, a Princeton graduate named Wendy Kopp, was just a year older than Feinberg and three years older than Levin. She was not naive. She acknowledged that her idea carried some risk. But at the very least, the Teach For America corps members would learn something useful about this part of society. In the future, when they became lawyers and doctors and financiers, she hoped they would remember their Teach For America years and use their money and political influence to ease the poverty they had witnessed firsthand.




  Levin and Feinberg agreed with the concept. Like many Teach For America recruits, they couldn’t think of anything better to do. They weren’t ready for graduate school. They weren’t ready for real jobs. This sounded like an adventure. The other corps members were all their age. It was like an extra two years of college—some drudgery during the day but still time for fun at night.




  They had both been assigned to teach in Houston, so they bunked in the dormitory at California State University, Northridge that the summer institute organizers dubbed Texas House. They ate dinner together the first night at a barbecue to welcome the new trainees. They noticed the basketball courts nearby before they noticed each other.




  The first words Feinberg remembers saying to Levin after being introduced were, “Hey, Dave, do you play basketball?”




  “Yeah, I play a little,” Levin said. Feinberg soon discovered this was typical Levin understatement, a way to both charm strangers and put them at a disadvantage.




  In the summer of 1992, Teach For America was just one of dozens of plans to fix what was proving to be the most intractable and devastating social problem in the country—the stubborn persistence of poverty and ignorance in the country’s biggest cities and smallest farm towns. Most American public schools in the suburbs were adequate, and some were quite good. But the 25 percent of schools at the bottom of the academic and social scale were mostly awful and not getting any better. Their students were at a severe disadvantage in making lives for themselves that did not repeat the cycle of poverty from which their parents and grandparents had found no escape.




  The National Assessment of Educational Progress, the federal government’s sampling test of student achievement, showed almost no progress in reading for nine-year-olds, thirteen-year-olds, and seventeen-year-olds between 1971 and 1992. Math achievement was only a little better, with nine-years-olds improving by ten points, thirteen-years-olds by three points, and seventeen-year-olds by two points during those twenty-one years.




  In urban school districts, about 40 percent of fourth graders could not read well enough to study independently. Their progress for the rest of their school days was likely to be slow and to hit a dead end of adult illiteracy and frequent unemployment. After a 1983 national report, A Nation at Risk, pointed out how badly many students were doing, several states raised teacher salaries and created new tests to measure both student progress and teacher competence. But millions of low-income children continued to fail to learn to read, write, and do math well enough to go to college or get a good job. Many people accepted this as inevitable. A 2001 Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll found that 46 percent of Americans thought only some students had the ability to reach a high level of learning.




  One widely discussed educational remedy was a national program of learning standards that would set a goal for all public schools to make a certain amount of progress each year, particularly with disadvantaged students. Schools would be made accountable, proponents said. State and local governments would provide extra support for those schools that did not make the grade. The federal government would budget extra dollars for the effort.




  Shortly before Feinberg and Levin reached Los Angeles, the administration of President George H. W. Bush adopted such a plan, called America 2000, which would evolve into the Goals 2000 program. Several Democratic governors, including Bill Clinton of Arkansas and Richard W. Riley of South Carolina, had supported the idea. They had created similar accountability programs so that multinational companies would no longer be reluctant to build plants and offices in their states for fear that the public schools would not be good enough to provide skilled workers and would not be able to prepare the children of their executives for college.




  Some scholars and legislators, many of them politically conservative, supported a different kind of school reform. They argued that the public school system was a monopoly with little incentive to improve because it had no competition. They recommended two changes: a system of tax-funded scholarships, called vouchers, that would allow public school students to attend private schools, and a new category of public school, called a charter school, that would be run by energetic educators with fresh ideas who would not have to follow the usual school district funding, hiring, and curriculum policies. In particular, they said, charter schools would not be beholden to teachers’ unions and work rules that sometimes lessened the available time for teaching.




  Over the next fifteen years, these two strands of reform—sometimes in opposition, sometimes in an uneasy alliance—would come to dominate educational policy and provide the conditions that allowed Feinberg and Levin’s schools to flourish. Each side of the debate would produce one far-reaching change in the way public schools operated. The Goals 2000 program evolved into a bipartisan federal law, the No Child Left Behind Act. It required schools to raise the achievement of black, Hispanic, and low-income children or risk being taken over by outsiders who would pursue those goals. At the same time, the movement to challenge the power of public school bureaucrats would lead to an upsurge of public charter schools, particularly in large cities. This would provide a haven for Levin-Feinberg methods such as longer school days and school years, principals’ power to fire poorly performing teachers, and regular visits to students’ homes.




  Teach For America, in its first year in 1990, sent about five hundred very inexperienced teachers into inner-city and rural classrooms. Thirty percent of them did not fulfill their two-year commitments. Some of the most prominent experts on teacher training in the nation’s most highly regarded education schools said Teach For America was a terrible idea: it subjected the low-income students it claimed to help to clumsy, ill-trained, inexperienced teachers who would do much harm.




  But most principals who hired the corps members said they appreciated their energy and enthusiasm. The number of school districts in the program grew. Levin and Feinberg were among more than 560 new corps members in 1992. The program would continue to grow so rapidly that by 2007 there would be 3,000 new recruits, for a total Teach For America corps of more than 5,000. Less than 10 percent dropped out after their first year. On many college campuses, Teach For America would become the leading single employer of recent graduates.




  FEINBERG’S EXUBERANT SELF-DEPRECATION and gregariousness were what first impressed Levin when they were introduced at the Los Angeles Teach For America barbecue. Feinberg seemed to be one of the nicest, funniest, and most social human beings Levin had ever met. Everyone loved Mike. He became the nucleus of their group, as he had often been with his friends in high school and college. Levin was happy to be in his orbit.




  Levin had just turned twenty-two and looked younger. He had dark, curly hair and a wide-eyed smile. He was quieter than Feinberg, but not shy. His self-confidence was particularly evident when he was talking to women. Feinberg would turn twenty-four in October, having completed his undergraduate studies at Penn a year late, after taking time off to earn some money as a bartender. He wore his brown hair long then, often in a ponytail, but in a very few years most of his hair would be gone.




  Feinberg and Levin bonded quickly over their mutual fondness for putting themselves into situations for which they were ill prepared. When their group in Texas House ran out of beer one night, they heard one thirsty trainee say she had a car but didn’t want to drive to a liquor store that late. Feinberg decided to impress the young woman by chivalrously volunteering to take her keys and do the errand for her. He invited Levin along.




  “You know how to drive a stick shift?” Feinberg asked Levin.




  “No.”




  “Well, that’s okay. I got it.”




  In the car, Feinberg turned the key and listened with satisfaction as the engine roared to life. Then he turned to his new friend and said, “You know, I really don’t know how to drive a stick either.” Levin smiled. This was his kind of guy. They set off anyway, the gears grinding and the engine stalling, grinding and stalling, as they lurched down Reseda Boulevard.




  In planning their days at the institute, Levin and Feinberg agreed that the afternoon courses in classroom management and educational theory were mostly a waste of time. They read all the mimeographed materials and completed the projects required. But they almost never went to class. They took their morning student-teaching duties at inner-city Los Angeles schools much more seriously. The bus picked them up at 7:00 a.m. That was much earlier than they were accustomed to rising in college, but they were always on time, properly attired in dress shirts, ties, and khaki pants.




  Feinberg was assigned to Latona Avenue Elementary School. On the first day, he observed the class. On the second day, he was supposed to teach a lesson for an hour. But his mentor teacher thought that was baby stuff. “Look, Mike,” she said. “This is sink or swim. I’m not going to have you teach for just an hour. You are going to take over the whole class.” He taught the class nearly every morning for the next three weeks. It was difficult, and a bit frightening, but his mentor teacher guided him along. He thought he made progress.




  Levin’s mentor teacher, on the other hand, mostly ignored him. She gave him a small group of students and a list of questions to review with them. She did not offer many suggestions. This part of the day, he thought, was proving as useless as the afternoon methodology classes.




  At night the Texas House partying resumed, with food and beer and epic basketball games. They were passing time, waiting to go to Houston.




  
3.


  Road Trip Wisdom




  LEVIN’S CAR, WHICH he’d had shipped from New York, arrived just as the summer institute in Los Angeles was ending. Feinberg agreed to help him drive it to Houston. They stocked the backseat of the gray Ford Taurus with Doritos and Cokes to tide them over between stops at McDonald’s.




  The Texas House gang celebrated the end of their training with a tour of the Sunset Strip’s tawdry wonders. Feinberg acquired a tattoo on his left shoulder blade. It was the earth, about half-dollar size. He was told to keep it moist. As he and Levin drove through the Mojave Desert the next day, they pulled over every two hours so that Levin could apply some Neosporin to the spot that his new friend couldn’t reach.




  The road trip, despite such delays, was a triumph, at least from the point of view of two self-confident men aged twenty-two and twenty-three. They thought they were operating on the highest intellectual and programmatic plane. The car radio played a report on the activities of White House drug czar William Bennett. What if the nation had an education czar, they wondered—not a bureaucrat like the secretary of education but someone with real power to make changes?




  By the time they stopped for a Neosporin break in the sunbaked town of Blythe, on the Arizona border, they had completely dismembered and reassembled the public education system. They had figured out how to fix everything. They had detailed plans for better schools. They had ideas for financial incentives for students, families, and teachers so that more students could go to college. They even had a budget, about $150 billion, which they would take from the Defense Department, since it no longer had to spend all that money on the cold war.




  They had a late lunch in Phoenix with a friend of Feinberg’s who attended Arizona State University. Then they kept driving. About midnight they passed a sign that said a state park was fifty miles ahead. Levin said he was too tired to keep going. Feinberg insisted they push on until they got to the park. The gate was locked, so they climbed over it and slept on a flat patch of grass in their sleeping bags until dawn.




  They arrived in Houston later that day. With a posse of other corps members, they arranged housing at the Creole on Yorktown, an apartment complex near the Galleria mall in west Houston. Feinberg, Levin, and their roommate Tim Dibble, from the University of Arkansas, rented a three-bedroom, second-floor apartment for $750 a month. A game of twenty-one on a nearby basketball court determined who would get the biggest bedroom. As expected, Levin won.




  They visited Wild West Outfitters. Feinberg fell in love with both cowboy couture and the very loose alcohol laws. He tried on a hat. A man with an eerie resemblance to Clint Eastwood walked up and said, “If you wear your hat like that, you look like a tourist.” The man’s name was Sonny. He adjusted the hat for this greenhorn customer. “If you need any help with anything in the store, let me know,” he said. “And go ahead and have a beer.”




  Feinberg’s and Levin’s eyes widened. Beer in a clothing store? Were they in heaven? They found the keg in a corner. Soon they were happily making several purchases. Levin bought boots, but not a hat, because everyone told him he looked fourteen years old when he put it on. Feinberg got the whole outfit and began wearing it immediately, even to work.




  Because of his alleged bilingual abilities, Feinberg already had a teaching assignment at a new school, Garcia Elementary, although the Garcia faculty was using classrooms at Berry Elementary until its building was finished. Feinberg was not sure this was the best assignment for him. His Spanish was not good. In fact, Feinberg had begun his training earlier than most other corps members. He and thirty other recruits had flown to Cuernavaca, Mexico, in June for three weeks of extra practice to hone their Spanish so that they would be ready for jobs as bilingual teachers. He later remembered the Cuernavaca program as a three-week-long social gathering. It did little for his language fluency other than to teach him that two Dos Equis at the local grocery store in Cuernavaca cost one American dollar. The program organizers, realizing how far behind Feinberg and three other recruits were, relegated them to what Feinberg called the dumb class. Much of the time, they played Spanish Scrabble. On his last day in Mexico, he won a game by putting down the word zorro and getting a triple-word score.




  The Garcia principal, a short, trim, well-dressed woman named Adriana Verdin, shrugged off Feinberg’s confession that he wasn’t a fully qualified bilingual teacher. She was going to give him one of the older grades, where his Spanish skills would not matter so much. She had no intention of going easy on him in other matters, however. He had to have a semester’s worth of lesson plans ready by the end of the week. His class roster had thirty-three names. Twenty-seven of them showed up the first day. They were all fifth graders, but their ages ranged from nine to fourteen. They were all Hispanic. Several knew no English at all. The first day of class, one little girl became upset, talking frantically, tears flowing, mucus coming out of her nose. Feinberg did not understand a word. He panicked. He thought, God, what have I gotten myself into?




  It took Levin much longer to get an assignment. Teach For America did not select schools for its corps members. They had to interview with principals. Levin had the impression that the first two principals he spoke to would not hire him because he was white and their schools were nearly 100 percent African American. At a Teach For America luncheon, one of the speakers, Joyce Andrews, principal of Bastian Elementary School, sounded like someone who might be willing to give him a try. Her school was 90 percent African American, but when he told her he was still looking for a job, she seemed receptive to hiring smart young people just out of college, no matter what their ethnicity. After asking him some questions, however, she said she couldn’t take him. Her only opening required a teacher with a certificate in teaching English as a second language. He didn’t have that.




  A job was available at Patterson Elementary, a more affluent school on the west side that was about one-third white, one-third black, and one-third Hispanic. Levin did not want that. He felt he could give more to a school like Bastian. On the Friday afternoon before the first Monday of school, Levin drove to Bastian and walked into Andrews’s office. It was time for extreme measures. He remembered Feinberg’s pretense at skill with a manual transmission during their beer run in Los Angeles.




  “I got that certificate,” Levin said to Andrews.




  “You do?”




  “Yes.”




  “You’re hired.”




  He figured, correctly, that she was either too busy or too clever to check his story. But he soon regretted his lie. The first week, his class had just sixteen sixth graders. It looked easy. By the second week, in a typical reshuffling of latecomers, he suddenly had thirty-two. Some of his sixth graders were associated with rival gangs. They ranged widely in age, just as Feinberg’s students did. One of the older children walked across the room during class, zipped down his fly, pulled out his penis, and asked a girl for oral sex. Levin sent him to the principal. He was sent back in thirty minutes. Another student threw a book at Levin’s head. The office kept him an hour before sending him back, sucking on a Tootsie Pop.




  By the end of September, both Levin and Feinberg were wondering if the Teach For America idea had been a mistake. They had not considered, when they worked out their plan for the salvation of public education, that they would be such terrible teachers. It was becoming clear that no one—not even ten-year-olds—would ever listen to a word they said.




  At their apartment they worked on their lessons until 11:00 p.m., and sometimes later. They were so exhausted that they fell asleep almost the second they slid into their beds. Their clock radios seemed to buzz them awake a minute or two later, the beginning of another long day.




  Neither teacher knew how he was going to survive. They were both ashamed at how awful they were. They began to talk about what they might do, not to get any better, since that was out of the question, but at least to make it to the end of the school year still sane.




  
4.


  Problems in Houston




  THE CHAOS IN THEIR CLASSES demolished Levin’s and Feinberg’s assumptions that their charm, intelligence, and energy would guarantee their success. Anarchy reigned. Children raced up and down the halls. Few of them did their homework. Noise was a constant problem. Students were unimpressed with the new teachers’ Ivy League degrees and clever patter.




  Quincy, for instance, was in Levin’s class at Bastian. He was a sixth grader but didn’t look it. Five feet ten inches tall, he was often angry and mean. He teased, taunted, and slapped other children. He ignored teachers who told him to stop. He saw no reason to do anything asked of him by Levin, who had almost no experience disciplining children.




  Levin sought advice from his principal and the mentor teacher assigned to him. Much of what they told him was vague or didn’t work. The general disorder at the school convinced him that the principal, despite her good heart and sincere desire to make things better, was not going to be much help with Quincy.




  It occurred to Levin and Feinberg, in their weary conversations, that they were trying too hard to be what they thought teachers should be, and not trying hard enough to be themselves. They had good instincts in other parts of their life. Why not in their classes? On a particularly tense day, Levin responded disastrously to this insight without considering that it might conflict with rules for teacher behavior, and with the law. As usual, Quincy was wandering around the room, harassing other students. “Sit down, Quincy,” Levin said.




  Quincy acted as if Levin did not exist.




  “Sit down now!”




  No response.




  Levin walked up to the boy in the middle of the classroom, grabbed him under both armpits, picked him up, and carried him back to his seat. Levin had never lifted a child that heavy. He wondered, in a panic, if he could make it all the way to Quincy’s chair without dropping him. His strength gave out just as he got there. Instead of gently lowering the boy into his place, he dropped him into it, with more force than he had intended. Mortified, Levin retreated to his desk and began to wonder exactly when he would be fired.




  He had been told, more times than he could count, not to touch kids. It was a huge no-no, an invitation to lawsuits and a cause for dismissal. He worried about his job. He worried about Quincy. What did it say to a child who had probably been mistreated from an early age that a teacher could slam him into his chair?




  But Levin noticed that the class quieted noticeably after Quincy had been put in his place. The boy was a bully. Levin wondered if his failure to protect other children from Quincy had contributed to the sour mood that usually enveloped his class.




  Levin decided to visit Quincy’s parents and apologize, even though home visits were another thing he had been told not to do. The rule was that contact with parents had to be limited to the telephone and their visits to the school. It was made clear that young white teachers should not be wandering into the neighborhoods served by Bastian Elementary.




  Levin didn’t care. He felt bad about what he had done and could see no alternative to making a personal visit and apology. He found the small wood-frame house where Quincy lived, not far from the school. He knocked. Quincy’s mother came to the door. She was heavyset, shorter than her sixth-grade son. She looked weary. “Evening, ma’am,” he said. “I am Mr. Levin, Quincy’s teacher. May I come in?”




  She looked surprised to find him on her doorstep. She seemed apprehensive. Conversations with teachers about her son were rarely pleasant. But she invited him in. Levin sat down on the couch and gave her an honest look of sadness. “Ma’am,” he said, “I feel really bad. Something came up today in class. I don’t know if you know that your son has been slapping other kids.”




  “I know my boy,” she said in a neutral tone.




  “Well, today he wouldn’t listen to me, so I had to carry him back to his chair.”




  She nodded.




  “I hope you don’t mind me doing that. I hope I don’t have to do it again.”




  “Do whatever you have to do,” she said. She saw the relief in his face. “Listen,” she said, “you’re the first teacher that ever came to the house. Do whatever you have to do to my son. He doesn’t listen to me. Do whatever you have to do.”




  Levin walked out of the house feeling better but puzzled. Why had he been warned not to visit parents? What could be so wrong with it? It had helped in this case. He had met the mom. As far as he could tell, in her eyes he had shown her respect by coming to her home rather than telephoning her or summoning her to the school. Quincy never became a model student, but his behavior improved a bit after that day. Levin began to react to classroom crises with more confidence. Why, he asked himself, couldn’t he be more active in handling misbehavior, rather than cower in his corner of the classroom? Why could he not make the same connection with other parents that he had with Quincy’s mother?




  He made out a schedule of home visits for himself. He tried to call on the parents of at least one student every day, right after school. It didn’t matter if the student was doing well or not. He wanted to meet the people who were raising these kids. He needed clues to what might motivate them. More important, he wanted the children to know that he cared enough to spend some of his after-school hours visiting their homes, the center of their lives. Once he met their parents, he thought, he could more easily solicit support if the children were not doing what they ought to be doing.




  Feinberg had begun dropping in on parents too. He had an additional excuse for violating the no-home-visit rule. He needed to improve his Spanish. Only half of his students both understood his English and responded to him in that language. A few more seemed to understand what he was saying but answered only in Spanish. Several were still completely adrift in an English-speaking sea.




  Like Levin, Feinberg had been assigned a mentor teacher who was not as much help as he had hoped. The teacher had some good ideas for decorating his room, but when it came to teaching, she had little to say. Eager for help from anyone he could find, Feinberg latched onto another Teach For America corps member, a thin, blond Notre Dame graduate named Frank Corcoran. He had been teaching for a year when Feinberg arrived. Corcoran was artistic and musical. He would eventually become a founding KIPP teacher in New York and a national award winner, but in 1992 he was full of doubts about his abilities. He would answer questions Feinberg had, but he took no initiative in offering advice.




  Feinberg’s students mostly lived in small wood houses surrounded by low wire fences. They had flowers and dogs, many dogs, of every imaginable breed. When Feinberg knocked, it would often be his student, or a brother or sister, who opened the door. The child would look startled, then slam the door in his face. Feinberg would hear laughter and whispering inside. He would knock again. There would be footsteps, adult footsteps, and the door would open. It would be a parent or grandparent, surprised but impressed. Maestro! Come in, please.




  He often sat down in a tiny living room with a kitchen just beyond. Some of the paint was peeling. There were travel posters and pictures of Jesus on the walls. He was offered a drink. He mentioned the letter in Spanish that he had sent home to parents, introducing himself. He reminded them that he had said he was looking forward to teaching their children and planned to visit them at home.




  “I am Señor Feinberg,” he said again in Spanish, to help them become familiar with his name. “I am very impressed with what I am seeing from your child in my class. I am sorry about my bad Spanish and my Chicago accent. If there is anything I can do to help you or your child, please get in touch with me.”




  The families were mostly from Mexico, although Feinberg met parents who had come from all parts of Central America. Often, they invited Feinberg to stay for dinner. At first he felt uncomfortable accepting. Many of his students seemed hungry in the morning. He didn’t like the idea of eating food their families could not afford. But when he stayed, the evening often went so well that he decided he was foolish to worry. If he wanted to fit into their culture, he should not turn down invitations to share a meal.




  He still found it difficult to entice students to focus on his lessons. Every week he tried something different: group learning, learning centers, direct instruction, whole language. He was lost. At one point he had the class of thirty-three students divided into seven reading groups. It was a recipe for chaos. He had low, medium, and high reading groups for English speakers; low, medium, and high reading groups for students who could handle only Spanish; and a seventh group for those he didn’t know what to do with. No matter what the group, he did not know how to teach it. He could not communicate his expectations.




  But listening to Levin’s stories, he was grateful there were no fights, no bullies like Quincy. His students saved that kind of activity for lunch or recess. He saw no outward displays of defiance toward him, but he began to understand that some of the Spanish remarks might have that intent. He kept hearing one word, “chupa,” over and over.




  “¿Cómo se dice ‘chupa’ en ingles?” he asked one little girl.




  “That means ‘suck,’ “ she informed him solemnly.




  “Oh, thank you,” he said.




  Each night he and Levin tried to figure it out. They liked to get home by 6:00 p.m. so that, before planning the next day’s lessons, they could watch Star Trek: The Next Generation. It was so full of hope, so different from their daily grind. In the twenty-fifth century, they noted, everyone was literate. All these people of different races walked around with little tricorders, which they operated with great skill. The fifteen-year-old on board the Enterprise was doing nuclear fusion.




  They would have dinner, usually something they cooked up from the large stock of cheap meat and vegetables they bought at Sam’s Club. Whatever it was, the recipe was the same: bake it for thirty minutes, and wolf it down.




  Back in class, Feinberg worried about the pace of his lessons. Whatever he wanted to do each day, he often got through only 25 percent of it. He could not manage his time or his class. Something was always slowing him down. His fifth graders were mostly reading at a third-grade level or below. He was tempted to do the reading himself aloud in class, yet that seemed like giving up. He forced his students to read, making the lessons even slower. The students who were reading would stumble. The students who were not reading would be bored.




  It helped both Feinberg and Levin to bounce ideas off each other at night. But it was like trying to learn how to pilot the Enterprise. Neither of them knew quite what galaxy they were in. They needed help.




  
5.


  Meeting Harriett Ball




  AT BASTIAN ELEMENTARY, a one-story building surrounded by low shrubs, the principal’s office was just inside the main entrance, to the right. Thirty steps farther down the hall was Levin’s room, on the left. On the right across the corridor from Levin was the room of a tall female teacher he had begun to notice. She seemed to have everything he lacked: creativity, charisma, organization, timing, and the absolute devotion of her students.




  Her name, he learned, was Harriett Ball. He peeked into her classroom every chance he got. She was a whirlwind. She laughed and sang, and scolded when necessary, but so quickly and with such rapid changes of tone and mood that he had to listen carefully to catch every word. She played her students like an orchestra. With her nod, the fourth graders would begin a musical chant, something that sounded like the multiplication tables. With her raised hand, they would snap back into silence.




  Levin had heard the legends about Ball. The other teachers had voted her teacher of the year twice. She was African American, stood six feet one inch tall, and wore her hair down to her shoulders. Her voice was a deep, vibrant alto. She had a lively sense of humor and a foul mouth when crossed. She was seriously addicted to tobacco. She would dress soberly one day, dark solid colors, then appear in her favorite leopard print the next day. At age forty-six, she was a strikingly charismatic figure: Parents wanted their children in her class. Kids loved her. She was always bending, leaning, exerting herself to gain students’ attention. Some of her classroom exercises were noisy and bothered teachers in nearby classrooms. But her splendid test results indicated that all that movement helped children learn, particularly the restless boys. It was further proof to Levin that skepticism about low-income students’ abilities was misplaced.




  One morning while Ball had her class working on their warm-up lessons, Levin stepped hesitantly into her room and walked over to speak to her. Ball saw a tall young man with a slight slouch. He seemed to have rehearsed what he wanted to say. “Ms. Ball?” he said. “Excuse me. I’m Dave Levin. I have the class across the hall. I’ve been noticing your class and I have never seen a teacher like you before in my life. It is amazing every time I pass by your kids. Do you mind if I sit in your room during my breaks and just watch what you do?”




  Ball was happy that he was interested in improving as a teacher. She had grown accustomed to sloth and stagnation among some of her colleagues. Even if they heard something useful at a professional development session, they would often return to their classrooms, close their doors, and resume their old habits. Ball called that “going status quo.”




  She told Levin he was welcome to watch her and then got back to her class. She was bothered during one of his visits when he propped both feet on her desk. She did not say anything at first, since the children were present, but she eventually broke him of that bad habit. He was ready to do anything she told him.




  Each evening, back at their apartment, Levin would tell Feinberg what he had seen Ball do that day. Feinberg arranged to take a half day off so he could visit Bastian. He had to see firsthand what his friend was so excited about. At first, Feinberg found it hard to understand what Ball was doing. He could not catch all of the words and gestures. She moved too quickly for him to absorb it all. As he listened to one chant after another, he began to comprehend the calls and responses. A series of very simple chants had the multiples of each number from two to twelve embedded in the song. Ball started with a marching beat. The students shouted out the numbers in tight groups: “Seven, fourteen, twenty-one! Twenty-eight, thirty-five, forty-two! Forty-niiiiiiiiiiine, fifty-six, sixty-threeeeeeeeee, seventy, seventy-seven, eighty-four! Whoomp, there it is!” Ball referred to them as “finger rolls,” which KIPP would later come to call “rolling the numbers.”




  Ball drilled her students on their times tables as well as verb conjugations and place-names. But it wasn’t all chants. Feinberg watched Ball conduct a reading class. He was intrigued at how different her approach was from his own. Her students read out loud as his did, but the pace was faster and the conversation more detailed and more engaging. She interrupted, asked questions, made comments.




  Feinberg was transfixed. He stayed there for two hours. Then he, Levin, and Ball had lunch. It was the beginning of the Ball tutorial, one master teacher and two rookies meeting for the next two years. They watched her in class. They asked her questions over drinks at King Leo’s and the other Houston clubs she favored. They invited themselves to her home on weekends for more instruction. She warned them that if they just copied her routine, they would not be doing their students much good. They had to incorporate their own personalities into their lessons. Trying to turn themselves, two clumsy white boys, into one-of-a-kind classroom diva Harriett Ball would not work. The point was to make the classroom vibrant, fun, and interesting for their students and for them. A teacher who did not enjoy teaching was going to make a mess of it.




  Ball had one concept that took some time for them to grasp but eventually proved vital. She called it “disposable crutches.” Her lively mind produced a stream of mnemonic chants that attached essential rules of grammar and mathematics firmly to the brains of her nine-year-olds. The children learned the words as easily and eagerly as rap lyrics, which was not surprising, since Ball had some of the same musical gifts as the new urban singers and composers. The finger rolls and other chants were short, funny, often nonsensical songs that had the advantage of being hypnotically rhythmic and allowing fourth graders to shout the words as if they were praising God at church. Which was appropriate, since Ball felt it was the Creator who had revealed to her this inspired way of teaching. He’d spoken to her when she moved from Austin to Houston with her four children right after her divorce, another decision she’d made with God’s help.




  Ball explained finger rolls to Levin and Feinberg very carefully. The device was only a temporary means to an end, she said. It was a crutch, one to be disposed of eventually. They should not want their students to feel they had to recite the entire rhyme whenever they had to multiply. The chant was an entertainment, a bit of fun that created a team spirit and gave the students an excuse to repeat the algorithms again and again. The more they rolled their numbers, the more the multiplication tables would become second nature. Nine times 8 would be 72, and 11 times 12 would be 132, just like that.




  There was an even more important dimension to the repetition. She made the point several times: success in increasingly complex arithmetic carried with it a feeling of accomplishment that thrilled inner-city children. If Levin and Feinberg succeeded in adopting her methods, their students would soon be doing difficult problems quickly and correctly, which would surprise and impress their parents and older siblings. They were crossing a bridge from today, where school was an annoyance, to tomorrow, where they understood tricky concepts and wanted to learn more.
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