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Praise for Wendy Kopp’s A Chance to Make History


“Over the last two decades, Teach For America has become an engine for bringing talent to struggling public schools, and in the process, generated a force for reform. Wendy Kopp’s recent book, A Chance to Make History, makes that case powerfully.”

—Huffington Post

 



“An optimistic narrative about school reform from an author with an unusual perspective.... Kopp’s insistence on aiming high should make it required reading for all professional educators.”


—Kirkus Reviews


 



“Kopp’s new book written with Steven Farr, A Chance to Make History: What Works and What Doesn’t in Providing an Excellent Education for All, offers an intriguing summary and analysis of all she has wrought.... Kopp’s book makes many valid if counter-intuitive points about why Teach For America makes sense.”


—Washington Post


 



“Kopp offers a perspective on lessons learned as she spotlights particularly effective teachers and techniques that have helped poor children from under-performing schools to exceed standards and get into college. Following profiles of teachers and schools, she offers lessons that are widely applicable.”


—More magazine


 



“How can we scale up the success of great teachers who have demonstrated again and again that poor children can learn and succeed in school? This is the essential question Wendy Kopp addresses in A Chance to Make History. Acknowledging that there are no easy answers or ’silver bullets,’ Kopp calls on us to move beyond ideological differences and territorial disputes and come together to transform American education.”

—Marian Wright Edelman, president, Children’s Defense Fund

 



“Sure to inspire both current and future teachers.”


—Library Journal


 



“The strength of A Chance to Make History is in documenting that genuine reform can and is taking place throughout the country.”


—Education Next


 



“America’s history is a story of struggling to fulfill fundamental ideals of freedom, equality, and opportunity. Today the frontier of that struggle is in our schools, and amid all the debate about education reform, this book is exactly what we need. Wendy Kopp draws on the collective wisdom of the thousands of brilliant teachers who have gone through the program she founded. They have become deeply informed agents for transformational change. By reading this book, you can become one as well.”


—Walter Isaacson, author, historian, and president and CEO of The Aspen Institute 


 



“When I picked up A Chance to Make History, I expected to read a glowing history of Teach For America. While Kopp is justly proud of the organization she founded two decades ago, her book goes beyond TFA to explore realistic solutions to the chronic problem of underperforming schools that turn out underperforming students. This exploration makes it a valuable addition to the vast amount of literature on educational reform.”

—Huntington News

 



“High school freshmen and veteran policy wonks alike will find A Chance to Make History: What Works and What Doesn’t in Providing an Excellent Education for All to be accessible and engaging.”


—MotherJones.com (picked up by WSJ.com)


 



“[F]illed with inspirational stories of success achieved by individual teachers and students based on passionate beliefs about what is possible . . . A Chance to Make History has a feel-good message that questions the status quo without tearing it down. Some specific educational techniques described are worthy of replication, although the practical value is more one of marketing strategy. Education idealists will gravitate toward this philosophy of transformation if they desire to ‘make history.’”


—The School Administrator


 



“Great cities need great schools, and A Chance to Make History shows us what it will take to ensure the viability of our cities’ educational systems. This is a book that’s intense in its critique, fascinating in its unexpected lessons, and ultimately hopeful in its prescription for how to realize the promise and potential of quality education for all children.”

—Cory Booker, mayor of Newark, New Jersey

 



“We need to find a way to ensure that a child’s zip code does not determine the quality of his or her education. Wendy Kopp shows us that this is entirely possible—it’s happening already in a growing number of classrooms, schools, and districts. And this book shows us how we can replicate these successes on a larger scale.”

—John Legend, Grammy Award–winning recording artist and philanthropist






AUTHOR’S NOTE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

Since A Chance to Make History’s hardcover publication in January 2011, public discussion around the core ideas it explores has become all the more vibrant. Evidence of the transformational potential of education for children in low-income communities is growing, as school systems like New Orleans continue to raise student performance levels. In districts and states across the country, new leaders are on a mission to dramatically improve outcomes across entire school systems. Among these leaders are several Teach For America alumni—including Cami Anderson as superintendent in Newark, Kaya Henderson as chancellor in D.C., John White as superintendent in New Orleans, Kevin Huffman as Tennessee’s state commissioner of education, Chris Barbic as superintendent of Tennessee’s most struggling schools, and Vanessa Rodriguez as superintendent of the New York City district that serves students in alternative education programs (including youth in the criminal justice system).

Political leaders and advocates, including students’ families and active teachers, have worked together to effect state-level policy changes grounded in the insights drawn from schools and school systems that are effecting meaningful student progress. While there are many factors fueling these changes, chief among them is a growing critical mass of teachers who are proving the transformational power of education at the classroom level each and every day.

In February 2011, nearly 11,000 Teach For America alumni, corps members, and supporters convened in Washington, D.C., to consider  both the extraordinary progress made over the past two decades and just how far we still need to go to realize our vision. The energy in the conference hall was palpable. As Geoffrey Canada, the visionary and determined founder and leader of the Harlem Children’s Zone, reflected, “I never thought I would see this moment. I thought we would go down fighting for the cause.... But now I’m thinking we could really win!”

As the thousands and thousands of teachers, school leaders, elected officials, community organizers, advocates, and leaders left that summit, one question rang in our ears: What role will I play?

My hope is that this book will raise that question anew, and that each of us will decide to step up and lead our movement forward on behalf of millions of children who have the potential to make history.

 



WENDY KOPP

November 2011






INTRODUCTION


WHEN I FIRST DREAMED up the idea of Teach For America, I envisioned our generation rallying to address the unjust reality that even in our nation—a nation that aspires so admirably to be a place of equal opportunity—the neighborhood into which children are born still largely predicts their educational outcomes and, in turn, opportunities in life.

In the year of the twentieth anniversary of our launch, 46,000 graduating seniors, recent college graduates, and young professionals, of all academic disciplines and career interests, applied to Teach For America, revealing that the opportunity to address this injustice is more inspiring than ever. More than 5 percent of the senior classes at more than 130 public and private institutions, including 20 percent of the seniors at Spelman College and 15 percent of the seniors at Princeton University—where I first proposed the creation of a national  teacher corps in my undergraduate senior thesis in 1989—competed to teach in our nation’s most underresourced communities.

Two decades into Teach For America’s history, more than 8,000 corps members are teaching across thirty-nine cities and rural regions. They are throwing themselves into their work, going above and beyond traditional expectations to expand the opportunities available to their students. Rigorous research shows they are having a positive impact in the highest-need classrooms in the country.1


At the same time, more than 20,000 alumni have completed their two-year commitments. Twenty years in, we are seeing confirmation of Teach For America’s initial proposition—that corps members’ teaching experience would not only have a positive impact on students but also influence the priorities and long-term decision making of the corps members themselves and ultimately create a leadership force for long-term change. Although few of our alumni had originally intended to enter teaching at all, more than 60 percent are still working within the field of education today, and many others are working to impact schools and low-income communities from other fields. The ranks of alumni include hundreds of award-winning teachers, successful urban and rural school principals, school district leaders, social entrepreneurs, teacher educators, policy makers, and engaged citizens working to improve education, as well as lawyers, doctors, and nonprofit executives working to take some of the pressure off urban and rural schools by improving the conditions of low-income communities.

I have been inspired and humbled by the extraordinary commitment of our corps members and alumni. More important, I have learned from them—and from our colleagues in communities across the country—that although the obstacles are considerable, it is possible to actually solve this problem of educational inequity. It has always been possible for a tiny fraction of children growing up in low-income areas to beat the odds and find a path to achieving the American dream. But what I have seen over the past twenty years is hard evidence that we can ensure all of our children in urban and rural communities have the opportunity to attain an excellent education.

This book is an effort to share what our corps members, alumni, and colleagues have taught me about the problem of educational inequity and what it will take to solve it.




A NATIONAL INJUSTICE 

On the Upper West Side of Manhattan, where my husband Richard and I are raising our family, our three school-age boys attend public schools. Chances are good that they will read and write and do math at grade level, even without heavy lifting on our part or extraordinary motivation and ability on their part. I say all this with trepidation as I’m a nervous parent, my kids are still young, and of course I wonder some days whether they will make it at all. The default and likely path, however, is that unless they fall far below the averages, they will finish high school and college and end up with an array of professional options.

A few blocks north, the statistical odds of success are very different. Unless parents or their children demonstrate extraordinary and sustained effort while juggling all the challenges of poverty, and get some lucky breaks as well in the form of access to special opportunities and extra supports and resources, the statistically probable path is that a child will not attend college and will not enjoy the breadth of educational, economic, and life opportunities that my children will likely enjoy. This is due not to differences in ability or motivation but rather to the luck of their birth.

Children in low-income communities are, on average, two to three years behind in reading skills by the time they reach fourth  grade.2 Half of them will not graduate from high school.3 Those who do graduate will read and do math, on average, at the level of eighth graders in high-income areas.4 These gaps impact African American, Latino, and Native American students most severely because they are much more likely than Caucasian students to face the challenges of poverty.

The consequences of these disparities are devastating for the more than 15 million children in our nation who are growing up below the poverty line, for their families, and for our society. High school dropouts have three times the unemployment rate of college graduates.5 Young male high school dropouts are a shocking forty-seven times more likely than college graduates to be incarcerated .6 Given the dramatically disproportionate representation of children of color in schools in underresourced communities, this problem is a serious obstacle to racial equity—decreasing the diversity of our college campuses, workplaces, and the ranks of political and economic leadership. The problem also weakens our economy; a recent study shows the economic impact of the achievement gap to be hundreds of billions of dollars—contributing to the “economic equivalent of a permanent national recession.”7 And needless to say, we will not fulfill the potential of a strong democracy if whole generations of children in the historically most disenfranchised communities don’t have the basic skills and critical thinking skills to engage fully and make good decisions. When we fail to ensure our children attain a quality education, we pay a massive cost—in moral, civic, and economic terms.




NEW OPTIMISM IN THE FACE OF A PERSISTENT PROBLEM 

Our policy makers and educators have been grappling with this challenge for decades. In the sixties and seventies, we committed to  desegregate schools in order to ensure that all of our nation’s students have access to an equal education. Unfortunately, though, poor and minority students continued to lag academically. Sociologist James S. Coleman exposed this reality in 1966 in the widely cited “Coleman Report,” which showed that—given the weak influence of schools at the time—students’ background explained 90 percent of their achievement in school.8


Twenty years ago, the prevailing assumption in most policy circles was that socioeconomic circumstances determined educational outcomes. We had not found a way to provide children growing up in poverty an education that overcame its effects on any significant scale, and many assumed that fixing education would require fixing poverty first.

During my senior year in college, a hit movie, Stand and Deliver , made a national hero of Jaime Escalante, a teacher in East Los Angeles who coached a class of students to pass the AP Calculus exam. At the time, it seemed stunning that a teacher could get kids in a high-poverty community to excel at that level—so stunning that the Educational Testing Service questioned the validity of the test results of Escalante’s students, creating the drama that attracted the attention of Hollywood. Movie audiences around the country were moved by the depiction of a charismatic and heroic teacher who could miraculously beat the odds with his students. We saw Escalante as an outlier—not as an example that could be widely replicated.

There was another hit movie around the same time, Lean on Me, which featured the efforts of a school principal at Eastside High in Paterson, New Jersey, who took unorthodox measures to create a safe environment for his students—but did not fundamentally change their academic outcomes at all. Eastside High was, and continues to be, a school where academic success is the exception rather than the rule. (In September 2008, New Jersey Monthly ranked the  school 311th out of 316 schools in the state.)9 That we would put this school up in lights is a striking example of the prevailing ideology when the movie was made.

In the early 1990s, there were in fact a small number of widely heralded examples of schools that changed the trajectories of children growing up in poverty. One of the most acclaimed was Marva Collins’s Westside Preparatory School in Chicago, which she founded as a private school in 1975, initially to educate her own children and their neighborhood friends. The school’s results were extraordinary—its students, including those who had been labeled as learning disabled by their previous schools, excelled academically, and many went on to attend the nation’s finest universities.10 Yet while a handful of schools like Westside Prep were changing the lives of their students, the working assumption at the time seemed to be that if the school leaders left, the success would not continue. Indeed, in the case of Westside Prep, the school ultimately closed its doors in June 2008, citing enrollment and funding challenges.

During my senior year, I saw a growing recognition that we had to do something about the educational inequities that were threatening to undermine our position in the global community. In the fall of that year, a Fortune article featured a summit in the business community on this very subject.11 “Let’s stop lamenting the crisis and do something about it,” exhorted one of the quoted executives. In the two decades since, educators, community leaders, business leaders, and policy makers have pioneered a number of initiatives to remedy the crisis. We have pursued all manner of reforms—curriculum overhauls, reforms in teacher education, adopt-a-school programs, class-size reduction, governance changes, school-funding initiatives, and much more. In some cases these reforms have modestly advanced our goals, in other cases not. Sadly, in aggregate, we still have not moved the needle against the achievement gap that persists along racial and socioeconomic lines.

Despite this reality, however, I see tremendous reason for optimism. Twenty years ago, we had a few visible examples of classrooms and schools in low-income communities that were changing the trajectories of children. Today, there are too many to count. In the Teach For America network alone, there are hundreds of teachers who, even in their first and second years of teaching, are proving it is possible for economically disadvantaged children to compete academically with their higher-income peers. Moreover, today dozens of communities also have growing numbers of schools that are putting whole buildings full of students on much more promising paths, year after year.

The progress is striking even in the past decade alone. In 2003 Teach For America began placing corps members in Philadelphia. Halfway through the year, we saw large numbers of our corps members there so frustrated and overwhelmed by the challenges they and their students were facing that they began to feel the situation was hopeless. I went to the region, talked with corps members and staff, and realized that we had to show our teachers evidence of what was possible. I suggested to our team that they take corps members to visit highly successful schools serving the same student population—but they couldn’t find such a school in Philadelphia. Ultimately, they resorted to arranging school visits for our corps members in other cities so that they could see that success is possible. Today in Philadelphia, less than a decade later, there are at least a half-dozen exemplary schools that are putting children in the city’s highest-poverty communities on a trajectory to graduate from college at much the same rate as their peers in its more privileged communities. Although we are far from providing all the children in Philadelphia with an excellent education, today there is not just one school but a growing number of schools that are showing what is possible through education. This is dramatic progress in just a few years.

In fact, in dozens of communities around the country, there are growing numbers of classrooms and growing numbers of schools that are demonstrating that we don’t need to wait to fix poverty in order to ensure that all children receive an excellent education. We can partner with children and their families, in a way that is replicable, to provide an education that changes their likely paths—an education that is transformational.

Although there is certainly much more to be understood about how to provide urban and rural children with opportunities that will put them on a path to college and life success, today we do know that it is possible to provide children growing up in poverty with an education that transforms their academic outcomes and, in turn, life options. And we can describe what it takes. Unlike twenty years ago, the question today is not whether success is possible but instead whether success is “scalable.” Can we develop entire school systems that provide educational opportunity for all students?

Even to this question, there is growing evidence that it is possible to realize significant progress. Just seven or eight years ago, New York City, Washington, D.C., and New Orleans were on virtually everyone’s list of extreme microcosms of our failure to provide children with the opportunities they need and deserve. Today, while the school districts in these cities have a long way to go, each has shown that it is in fact possible to scale the success we are seeing in some classrooms and schools. Moreover, today we are witnessing unprecedented levels of policy change at the federal, state, and local levels that make it much easier to lead high-performing schools and school systems.

It is true that we have not narrowed the achievement gap that persists along racial and economic lines over the past twenty years in an aggregate sense. But today, we know it is possible to do this, and we know infinitely more than we did even a decade ago about what it will take. This is extraordinary progress that paves the  way for our nation to live up to its ideals and ensure that all of our children attain the kind of education that sets them up for equal opportunity in life.




A NEW MANDATE FOR PUBLIC EDUCATION IN URBAN AND RURAL COMMUNITIES 

Successful classrooms and schools and improving districts are showing us that we can provide education that is life-transforming if we commit to do so. For the most part in our country today, students leave schools on the same trajectory they were on when they entered them; very few students enter on a path to drop out and exit on a path to college. Now we know we can change this. We will need to rally the country to embrace a new mandate for urban and rural public schools—to provide transformational education. We must build within schools in economically disadvantaged communities the mission and capacity not simply to make learning opportunities available but to ensure that children actually master the skills, knowledge, and habits of mind that set them up to have a full set of life options and that ultimately put them on a different path than the one predicted by their socioeconomic background.

The source of low educational outcomes for children in low-income communities is not uncaring students and families. The roots of this problem are that children in low-income communities face extra challenges that children in high-income communities don’t face. They face all the extra stresses and burdens of poverty. They are generally not surrounded by evidence that they can achieve academic success and that this will lead to success in life. And they are also much more likely to be children of color and therefore to encounter the effects of racial discrimination. These children, who have tremendous potential and need extra support to fulfill it, show  up at schools that have not typically had the mission or capacity to meet their extra needs. Instead, the schools they attend typically provide the same opportunities that might be (barely) adequate for many middle-class families. Given this set of circumstances, we should expect that teachers and schools in underresourced areas who are simply fulfilling the traditional mandate of public schools will not be successful in producing equal results.

What the growing number of successful teachers, school leaders, and system leaders reveals is that we can provide children facing all the challenges of poverty with an educational experience that places them on a level playing field with children in higher-income communities. The solution isn’t to “fix” teaching, or to eliminate unions, or to double education funding, or to bring technology into education, or any number of other often proposed solutions by themselves. Instead, we must redefine our educational mission as working with students and families to ensure learning and achievement at levels that change children’s academic and life trajectories. And then, to accomplish this mission, we must pursue the same comprehensive set of strategies—and invest the same level of energy and discipline—that is required to accomplish ambitious ends in any organization. There is nothing elusive about this solution, but there is nothing easy about it, either—and efforts that oversimplify the issue will fail to advance the cause and, worse, serve as dangerous distractions of time and energy.

There is much we can and should do to take the pressure off schools by improving economies in rural and urban areas, upgrading social services and health services, and providing universal high-quality early education. In fact, we are seeing that some Teach For America alumni, intimately familiar with the effects of poverty on schools through their work with students and families, will help pioneer the solutions. But we cannot wait for these initiatives, especially given what we now see is possible to accomplish through  education. Indeed, providing a generation of children in urban and rural communities with transformational education should prove to be a fundamental part of the solution to poverty.




A PREVIEW OF THIS BOOK 

I have had the great privilege over the past twenty years to learn from many teachers, school leaders, district leaders, and policy makers who are showing us what is possible. My purpose in writing this book is to describe what they are accomplishing and to share their insights, my own observations, and the implications for our nation’s effort to address educational inequity on a scale that is commensurate with the magnitude of the problem. There are many leaders and educators whose perspectives would add a great deal to this discussion, but in this book I focus on what I have learned in my own work at Teach For America, from our corps members, alumni, and other leaders in the urban and rural communities where we work.

As in other change efforts, at the core of the solution to educational inequity is leadership. Wherever there is transformational change for children, whether at the classroom, school, or system level, there is transformational leadership—individuals who believe deeply in their students, who invest them and their families in an ambitious vision of success, and who do whatever it takes to get there. Teach For America’s mission is to be one source of this transformational leadership. Certainly, we are not the only source, but our corps members and alumni have played some role in the progress made over these past twenty years. An increasing number of them represent visible examples of teachers who are putting students on a different trajectory. As the founders of some of the very first high-performing charter schools (public schools empowered with flexibility over decision making in exchange for accountability for  results), they pioneered the development of the school models that are putting children in urban and rural areas on a path to succeeding in and graduating from college. Many of our alumni have helped fuel the proliferation of these models as leaders and teachers in hundreds of high-performing charter schools now dotting the education landscape, while many others have worked to bring these same approaches into traditional schools. And while the reforms undertaken in communities such as New Orleans and Washington, D.C., and in the larger policy environment are a function of many forces, there is no doubt that the leadership of Teach For America alumni has been fundamental to the progress that is taking place.

I am excited to have the chance to share the insights of our corps members and alumni and our colleagues in communities across the country with a broader audience. This isn’t the story of Teach For America as an organization but rather a book sharing what I have learned from those who have joined our corps and others whom we have worked alongside.

Twenty years into this effort, Teach For America corps members and alumni, and our colleagues who are working for educational excellence and equity, have proved that the vision statement that has united all of us in the Teach For America community since the beginning—the vision that one day, all children in our nation will have the opportunity to attain an excellent education—is in fact attainable. I feel so privileged to have had the opportunity to learn from them and now to be able to share their insights.

The first half of this book is about what we can learn from successful classrooms and schools and from school systems that are making significant progress in closing the achievement gap. The second half is about where we need to go from here—the distractions we need to avoid and the strategies we need to pursue to scale success and accelerate the pace of change.
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TEACHING AS LEADERSHIP

LESSONS FROM TRANSFORMATIONAL TEACHERS

 



 



 



 



 




AFTER JOINING TEACH FOR AMERICA, Megan Brousseau accepted an assignment to teach biology in Morrisania, a neighborhood in the South Bronx that President Jimmy Carter once called “the worst slum in America.” Megan was familiar with the discouraging statistics associated with her school’s student population—and determined to help change the odds for her students. She walked into class on that first day of school in the fall of 2008 and announced to her ninth grade students that her goal was for all of them to take and pass the rigorous New York State Regents Exam, a seemingly impossible feat.

Over the summer Megan had given a lot of thought to the question of what she could accomplish with her students. She knew that if her students passed the Regents Exam in biology, they would fulfill the science requirement for receiving the prestigious State Regents  Diploma, be prepared to take the SAT II in biology, and be eligible for one of New York City’s many merit-based college scholarships. She also knew the historical reality that most students in the Bronx do not take and pass this exam. “This is your chance to make history,” she told her students.

Given their academic starting point, her goal was ambitious to say the least. In her first week Megan found that many of her students lacked even basic knowledge of the eighth grade material they were supposed to have mastered the year before. Consulting with her colleagues in the English Department, she found that 60 percent of her students were below grade level in English, with 20 percent more than three grades behind. For most of her students, English was a second language, with only Spanish spoken at home. When she took stock of the situation, Megan was “reeling.”

Considering the stakes for her students, however, she kept at it. Nine months and an immense amount of hard work later, all but 3 of her 112 students passed the Regents Exam on their first try. Her students boasted an average score of 81 percent, higher than the citywide average of 72 percent, which includes the results at New York’s prestigious specialized high schools. Her other 3 students passed on a second try after additional tutoring from Megan.

For each of Megan’s students, passing the Regents meant something unique. For one of her most advanced students, who constantly challenged Megan to teach him more, scoring a 94 percent on the test was the first step in achieving his dream of becoming a pediatric oncologist. Another student—a shy, mildly autistic girl who entered Megan’s class reading at a fourth grade level and scoring a 9 percent on the diagnostic assessment—passed with a 68 percent. She approached Megan after she got her results and simply said, “I know I can do it now.... Thank you.”

At the same time that Megan was starting her teaching commitment in the Bronx, Maurice Thomas was beginning to teach eleventh  grade history in Atlanta. Maurice’s course would end in a Georgia High School Graduation Test covering all social studies material from ninth to eleventh grades. His students would have to pass in order to graduate—a tall order for a class that, the previous year, had been taught by a permanent substitute teacher.

When Maurice diagnosed his students’ academic skills at the beginning of the year, he found that they had mastered, on average, only 67 percent of the standards they were supposed to have learned in the ninth and tenth grades and that half of his juniors were reading below an eighth grade level. The more Maurice reflected on this situation, the more indignant he became. “I was angry because my students had been failed,” he said. “I realized that I had to be the one to stop the cycle. I was filled with a sense of urgency.” He described the challenge: “Teaching in Southwest Atlanta presents a unique set of challenges for my students and me. The neighborhood of Ben Hill that surrounds my school is filled with crime, teen pregnancy, and poverty. All of these factors make their way into our school every day. Of the twenty-two girls I taught last year, ten were pregnant or had children. Many believed that they could not achieve—that the poverty and crime of the neighborhood would force them to limit their career paths in order to find quick money to provide for their children.”

One day early in the year, Maurice told his students a story about a young girl who had attended his own high school in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. She was a typical student in most respects, but in her junior year she had a baby boy. Her father was an alcoholic and wasn’t supportive of her, and she considered dropping out, but in the end she did not quit. She came to school every day, sometimes with the baby. In fact, she went to summer school to take classes and graduated a full semester before the rest of the senior class. She enrolled in the local college and majored in nursing. In two years she graduated with a degree and was a registered nurse. She is now  happily married with four kids and doing just fine. “This woman who never gave up, who never made excuses, was my mother, and that baby was me, your teacher,” he told his students. By sharing his own story, and in many other ways, Maurice went about investing his students in the goal of passing the year-end exam and in his belief that “college was the only option.”

After an enormous amount of hard work on his part and on the part of his students, all of them passed the exam needed to graduate, and a year later he saw them all—fifty-five high school seniors—gain admission to college. Some are attending junior colleges; many are going to four-year colleges including Georgia State, Clark Atlanta University, Agnes Scott College, and the University of Kentucky, some with scholarships worth as much as sixty-five thousand dollars.
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IN 1990 THE FIRST TEACH FOR AMERICA corps of almost 500 teachers headed into classrooms across the country, fueled by seemingly unlimited energy and idealism. They had been selected from among the 2,500 college seniors who had applied to Teach For America in response to a grassroots recruitment campaign—flyers under doors—orchestrated by our founding team. These pioneering corps members embraced their challenging assignments, determined to make a difference in their students’ lives. The work proved extremely difficult, both for our teachers and for our nascent organization. As I spent time in the classrooms of many of our teachers during those first few years, I was humbled by their work ethic and their commitment to their students, but I was also painfully aware that we were not having the impact we had originally envisioned. For the most part I met teachers who were working valiantly to deliver engaging lesson plans but were exhausted by the classroom management challenges, the administrative requirements of teaching, and the emotional drain of seeing their students struggle with weighty problems outside the classroom. Though they shared an intense desire to do right by their students, many of our corps members struggled to have the sort of profound impact on students’ lives that we all knew was necessary. For some of our teachers, simply surviving became the goal.

When I would ask our teachers what they were working on, or what they were aiming toward, I would hear a range of answers. For some, the emphasis seemed to be mostly on their own development as teachers (“I’m working to become a better writing teacher”). Others said they would be happy if they could truly “reach one child.” Still others defined success as inspiring a love of learning. Some of the most ambitious of our teachers were undertaking dramatic feats to expand students’ horizons or to engage them in serving their communities. We had teachers working hard on everything from creating and running chess clubs to taking groups of students to France to painting over graffiti on campus walls. Principals were giving most of our teachers high marks.

But I began hearing about a few teachers who were having an entirely different level of impact, whose accomplishments astonished even longtime education veterans. I set out to learn what they were doing differently. In the spring of 1996 I went up to the Bronx to spend some time with David Levin. Today, Dave is best known for founding, along with fellow Teach For America alumnus Mike Feinberg, the Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP), a highly successful network of charter schools across the country. In the mid-1990s, he was one of the teachers I was hearing so much about.

His students, fifth graders coming from the same challenging backgrounds as the millions who were falling behind and dropping out, were performing well academically on an absolute scale. It was clear that Dave was having a transformational impact on their lives.

I spent several days watching Dave teach. The more I observed, the more I realized how different his classroom was from so many that might be considered “good” by conventional criteria. Dave’s students were not just “on task.” They were on a mission to go to college, and Dave was on a mission to get them there.

Dave asked his students and their parents to work hard in order to get on track to go to college, and he pledged to do whatever it took to help them succeed. He spent a good deal of his time convincing his students that if they worked hard enough, they would “get smart” and that this would matter in their lives. In math, language arts, and social studies, I saw Dave building a culture of hard work and achievement as he stood below banners that read “There are no shortcuts” and “Team beats individual.” I still remember the lack of air conditioning in Dave’s school on one ninety-six-degree day when I visited. Dave’s response was to reinforce the belief that no obstacle is insurmountable, no excuse acceptable. “The heat is not going to stop us from thinking,” he said, and indeed, his students were so engrossed they seemed virtually unfazed by the weather.

There was a sense of urgency in Dave’s room as his students absorbed math concepts and discussed novels. He was maximizing every minute to move his students from one point to another. He did not appear to employ a singular instructional approach. As he told me at the time, “We’re looking for things that work.” During his math class, which I remember to this day, the students were so engaged that they forgot they were cutting into their time for PE. After talking through one of the thinking-skills problems and a lesson on changing fractions into percentages, Dave had begun a contest. It was so much fun that I found myself competing with the kids. The gym teacher, who had come to the class to pick up the kids for PE, asked Dave if she could participate after watching for ten minutes.

Dave’s students were showing up at least forty-five minutes early for extra instruction and then staying after school for two  hours Monday through Thursday. They were coming five hours a day on Saturdays and for four weeks of summer school.

I had never seen a teacher like this before. Reflecting on my own experience growing up and attending a public school in a privileged community in Dallas—a community that calls itself the “bubble” for its lack of diversity and disadvantage—a few of my teachers stood out as having particularly high expectations, but many of them seemed driven mostly to get through the material. They knew that if they did a good job, some of their students would truly master the material, some would do so at an average level, and most of the rest would at least retain enough to move to the next grade. The teachers cared about us, and they made a difference in our lives, but more often than not, they defined their roles as giving students an opportunity to access new skills and knowledge by putting the material in front of them.

This worked out in my school, where all of us showed up having fully internalized from our parents the expectation that “of course” we would go to college. Just about all of our parents had. Sure enough, 97 percent of my graduating high school class went off to college, most to selective colleges.1 Our teachers had succeeded by most standards, and many had had a real impact on us, but they didn’t change our life trajectories per se. For the most part, we entered school on a trajectory and accessed the opportunities to continue on that trajectory.

In Dave, I saw a teacher who was determined that every one of his students would thoroughly master the material. He had a long-term goal that involved changing his students’ expected trajectories, and he redefined the role of teacher and the nature of school itself to get there. This was transformational teaching.

Seeing what Dave Levin was accomplishing—and recognizing similarities between his approach and that of several other teachers who were also attaining notable success—gave me and my colleagues  a sense of possibility that many more of our corps members might be capable of achieving similar results. We set out to systematically study teachers attaining demonstrable success and to channel what we learned into our methods for selecting, training, and supporting corps members.

[image: 003]

OVER THE PAST TWENTY YEARS, and even more quickly over the past decade, we have seen the number of highly effective teachers like Dave in our corps grow considerably. Teachers with diverse cultural backgrounds and personalities, across all grade levels and subjects, are changing the lives of their students. Spending time with them reveals striking patterns and lessons, about the nature of transformational teaching and about educational inequity and its solutions. In the pages that follow, I’ll attempt to bring a few of their stories to life and then step back to share the lessons I take from their examples and others like them.
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