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PRAISE FOR DAN BROWN'S THE GREAT EXPECTATIONS SCHOOL

“With introspection and good humor, Brown tells a lively and often appalling story…a vivid depiction of just how hard first-year teaching and its implicit lesson that urban schools urgently need to attract and retain more thoughtful and dedicated people such as Brown.”

—The Washington Post Book World

“[Brown is] an appealing and sympathetic figure with a seemingly genuine talent for teaching… yet he finds himself in charge of a class that is always on the verge of chaos…”

—The New York Times

“I loved reading this book. Dan Brown has not only the teaching gene, but the writing gene. His account of a year in a tough classroom is one of the best that I have read.”

—Diane Ravitch, author of The Death and Life of the Great American School System

“A lively and searchingly intelligent work on urban education which is also a vivid and compelling story of the highest possible political significance at this moment in our history. Parents and teachers alike will be grateful to Dan for his disarming honesty.”

—Jonathan Kozol

“Brown's persistence… earned him a range of experiences that allowed him to become a clear-eyed and trustworthy guide to the inescapable everyday social problems with which so many public school children live. If we want to ameliorate some of these problems we need to know what we're dealing with and acknowledge the impact of poverty on students. We also need to try to keep bright young people like Brown teaching in our public schools.”

—Chicago Tribune

“[The Great Expectations School] is not only a great read, it's a vivid portrait of the teacher retention challenge… Each student in Dan's class becomes someone the reader cares about—they all deserve the finest teachers and those teachers deserve a system that supports them…”

—Susan Fuhrman, President, Teachers College, Columbia University

“Among the many first-year teaching accounts, it's one of the best. [Brown's] students sparkle with life, and his tales from the classroom shimmer with real-life stress and inspiration.”

—NEA Today

“In [Mr. Brown's] book, we see that good teachers are the linchpin to solid reform.”

—Newsweek

“Brown chronicles his first year teaching with heart, humor, and disarming candor.”

—Scholastic Instructor

“My favorite first-year teacher memoir.”

—Roxanna Elden, author of See Me After Class

“Mr. Brown has written a compelling and engaging story full of the joys, sorrows, absurdities, terrors, and treasures of becoming a teacher.”

—on Snyder, Dean, Graduate School, Bank Street College of Education

“Powerful and moving… Dan Brown has a story that we need to hear—and respond to.”

—Deborah Meier, author of The Power of Their Ideas and In Schools We Trust

“Mr. Brown's a hell of writer in his own right, and he's just published a wallopingly good book -- his first, which is difficult to believe.”

—The Jewish Exponent

“A compelling, scary, funny, touching look at urban education in the US.”

—Christian Science Monitor

“Touchingly, Brown's dedication and imagination helped save those kids—and himself.”

—The Sacramento Bee

“Dan Brown's heartfelt account of the thrills and frustrations of a first-year teacher grips like a novel. A must-read for anyone who has dreamed of a job that makes a difference.”

—Anya Kamenetz, author of DIY U and Generation Debt

“A riveting human drama full of heroes and villains, humor and tragedy. Brown is an exciting new talent and his writing is so clear and suspenseful that the pages turn themselves. I couldn't put this book down.”

—Clara Bingham, co-author of Class Action: The Story of Lois Jenson and the Landmark Case That Changed Sexual Harassment Law

“A compelling and illuminating journey through the American public education system… Brown's highlights the personal success-stories—the dedicated teachers, the kids overcoming massive odds—he encountered on the way. One finishes reading The Great Expectations School wishing those in charge of public education in this country spent less time administering overvalued standardized tests on students, and more on inspiring those students to truly learn. A good way to start would be listening to teachers like Dan Brown and some of his colleagues.”

—Scott Anderson, author of Moonlight Hotel and The Man Who Tried to Save the World

“A powerful, heart-breaking story that challenges our image of inner city schools and the children who populate them. Important and moving, The Great Expectations School grabs your attention from the first page and refuses to let go.”

—Gilbert M. Gaul, two-time Pulitzer Prize winning journalist

“The Great Expectations School splashes some ice-cold reality on usual policy pabulum that comes from inside-the-Beltway.”

—Barnett Berry, co-author of Teaching 2030 and President, Center for Teaching Quality

“A poignant portrait painted with skill… Read it and weep—and wonder no more about the human dimensions of the achievement gap.”

—Gene I. Maeroff, author of Building Blocks: Making
Children Successful in the Early Years of School
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Author's Note

This book shares the journey of a teacher and the life of a classroom: an intersection of youth and experience, energy and discipline, empowerment and failure. As the drafts developed, and I circulated my work to teachers from a broad scope of backgrounds and school environments, I realized that the essence of my story did not stem purely from my own idiosyncratic misadventures in the classroom. Some inner-city teachers I know only vaguely have thanked me for articulating their stories.The insights and issues, whether systemic or personal, that spring from this narrative may pull back a curtain on a sector of our society that is largely invisible. One year with class 4-217 in the Bronx's P.S. 85 can illuminate the mushrooming crisis in lower-class America and the individual specks of hope that may propel us to act, or at least to care.

The contents of this book are based on my notes and recollections, though many names have been changed to protect privacy, and in a few circumstances real people have been merged into composite characters.
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Prologue

Even if I had known what I was doing when I punched the chalk-board, I still wouldn't have expected my fist to crash through it. Lakiya Ray's face froze in a crazed openmouthed grin, but the rest of the class looked appropriately petrified. My eyes bulged, and I brushed sweat from my temple.

“Mr. Brown, you wiped a little blood on your face.”

“Thank you, Destiny.” I dabbed at the red wisps on my forehead and glared at the back wall's “Iroquois Longhouses” bulletin board, safeguarding my eyes from meeting those of any terrified children. Especially Sonandia.

I righted Tayshaun's upended desk and sat on it, my cheeks tingling. “None of you deserve to experience fourth grade like this. Class is dismissed.”



June/July

From the Floor to the Moon

I THOUGHT I HAD UNUSUAL REASONS for becoming a public school teacher in the Bronx. Nine months before my left hook to the blackboard, while I was in my final semester studying film at the Tisch School of the Arts at NYU, professors started encouraging outgoing seniors to drive cabs, bus tables, or do anything possible to keep alive our passion for making art once discharged from our bohemian sanctum of university life. The undergrad movie degree might not wow decent-paying employers in the gritty real world.

Several of my film school pals planned to move to Los Angeles and become personal assistants to talent agents. Others decided not to work their first year out of school, intending to subsist on Netflix, ramen, and a word processor. I wanted to live on Manhattan's Lower East Side, which meant four figures in rent. I needed a job.

A weird month as a clerk for the U.S. Census Bureau in the summer of 2000 taught me that office work brought on either loopiness or depression. I couldn't see myself in sales. Apparently the economy was in the drink. What do you do when you're twenty-two?

Twenty-four hundred of New York City's teachers in 2003 were first-year New York City Teaching Fellows, members of a program initiated under ex-chancellor Harold Levy in 2000 to solve the chronic shortage of teachers in many of the city's toughest schools. Using the program model of Teach for America, the Board of Education agreed to hire college graduates with no academic background in education and quick-certify them with a three-year Transitional B Certificate. The city aimed its extensive subway ad campaign at altruistically minded career-changers. (“Take your next business trip on a yellow bus,” was one slogan.) While teaching, Fellows would be enrolled in subsidized night and summer courses for a master's degree in education.

Encouraged by my career-teacher mom and buoyed by the idea of working with New York City children in schools where there was a desperate need for teachers, I applied. If accepted, I had no idea what, where, or how I was going to teach, but I saw a strange allure in requesting a job that no one else would take.

For my personal statement in the application, I wrote about my baseball fanatic dad. When I was six, he took me to my first ball game, a midsummer Phillies-Astros day game at Veterans Stadium in Philadelphia. The heat index hit triple digits and Nolan Ryan mowed down the home-team batters, making for an uneventful 2–1 loss for our guys. Crossing the Walt Whitman Bridge on the drive home to Cherry Hill, New Jersey, I decided aloud that I did not like baseball. My father, captain of the 1970 University of Pittsburgh squad, clutched for his breast and started to veer out of our lane. A moment later, he recovered and nodded. “No problem,” he croaked. “That's okay.” Several years later, I asked if I could join Little League and he became my coach.

The story was meant to illustrate my learned life lessons in patience, family solidarity, and unconditional support. Looking back, it's a reach. A few weeks later, though, I received a letter of acceptance.

My film school friends looked at me as though I'd just enlisted for the war. “Maybe this'll give you good material,” my roommate said, eyeing me like a head trauma patient. Indeed, if nothing else, the coming year would at least be interesting.

However, after four years of studying storytelling in academia, I never counted on a neighborhood of concrete in the Bronx to reveal my world's gutsiest heroes and desperately flawed shortcomers, the craziest violence and strangest surprises, the darkest failures and the most unexpected second chances. What I got was a life-altering tilt-a-whirl ride, all of it more vivid and twisted than anything I could have concocted in fiction.

Along with over half of my fellow Fellows, I was assigned to teach in the Bronx. On the morning of Saturday, May 17, 2003, a placement fair for specific school assignments at a South Bronx high school began fifteen hours after I handed in my NYU dorm key.

Due at the fair at 8 a.m. and psyched up about the idea of leaving college and beginning a new era, I decided to catch a midnight movie and pull an all-nighter in the Odessa Diner by Tompkins Square with some cherry pie and my notebook. Over lukewarm black coffee, I scribbled in my journal about the crooked path that had led me to this new life chapter.

During winter break of my senior year, my reading specialist mom had enlisted me to help direct twenty second-graders in a child-friendly production of Romeo and Juliet. I spent two days with the kids, riling pint-sized Tybalt and Mercutio for their emotional sword-crossing, coaching Romeo (who gave up a good nine inches to his romantic costar) to act lovesick, and explaining ruefulness to sweatpants-clad Friar Lawrence.

Mrs. Haenick, the drama-novice classroom teacher, thanked me over and over for saving the show. “You've got this way of talking to them!” she told me backstage, beaming with surprised approbation, as if I had just sawed someone in half.

Something clicked in me during those two days: I can work with kids… and love it.

By 4:30 a.m., my writing had devolved into exhausted drivel and the diner staff was visibly perturbed at my lingering. Bleary-eyed, I stumbled to the street to seek a bunch of Red Bulls. The ghost-town city creeped me out, and I hailed a cab to Grand Central Terminal. I napped against a pillar near the 4-5-6-S exit until a police officer's boot nudged me awake. A subway platform bench became my home for the next three hours while I sang entire Beatles albums to myself to stay conscious.

When the fair opened, I wandered the jam-packed corridor for fifteen minutes, wading through several major traffic fluxes initiated by shouts like, “Eighty-six needs six common branches! They're over there! C.I.S. 170 is taking special ed now!” My mystification at this strange, serious game of “placement fair” manifested in a fear that I was behind in the race; these people were portfolio-carrying professionals and I was some kind of kid impostor, a summer-camp white boy from Cherry Hill, New Jersey.

Then a beacon of clarity appeared. I found a sign that read “District 10 Placements” with a nearly empty sign-in list. Soon I was summoned into an office by kind-faced Susan Atero, who scanned my résumé for fifteen silent seconds.

“The Mummy Returns… you worked on that? In Santa Monica, it says?”

“Not that film, the director, Stephen Sommers's, next film. It's called Van Helsing.”

“The Mummy Returns is my favorite movie of all time,” Susan enthused. “I watch it with my sons almost every week. What is the director like?”

“Stephen's very energetic. He lives and breathes movies,” I related, as if he and I were old bowling buddies. The truth was that I had driven out to L.A. for the summer with my cousin, only to find my previously secured internship on the Paramount Pictures studio lot handed over to someone with “a connection.” I spent several demoralizing weeks bouncing between the Culver City public library Internet station and Kinko's, hunting for unpaid positions and faxing my résumé all over town. Eventually, an assistant to the coproducer of Van Helsing invited me to hang out several days a week in the production office screening room, photocopying scripts when necessary. Once, for my most auspicious assignment, I arranged a folder of creature concepts for a presentation and, as advised, did not commingle pictures of Dracula with the Winged Beast from Hell. It all came to a dubious end when I had to leave town prematurely after a traffic ticket busted my budget. I met Stephen Sommers once, and I spent most of our three shared minutes confusing him with details about how a robot snapped my picture going through a red light.

I nodded emphatically at Susan. “Van Helsing is going to be spectacular.”

“Hmm.” Promptly, her smiling mien sobered, and my hope that I could ride Hollywood name-dropping to a quick commitment form disappeared. I was suddenly certain that she knew all about the lame pseudo-employment prominently featured on my résumé.

“Daniel. What strengths will you bring to an inner-city school?”

I regretted not preparing seriously for this. I took a deep breath, aware that my pause had bloated into a hesitation. “I care about kids and I think one of my greatest strengths is my ability to communicate. [Maybe not right this minute, but… ] I'm confident that I can find a common language of mutual respect with my students. I also think that being a younger man is an asset because of the lack of male teachers and male role models in the community. I'm a collaborator and a fast learner, and I can internalize criticism and feedback from anyone: student, colleague, or administrator.” I stopped and another idea sprang to mind. “I'm very excited to become a teacher. I am dedicated to improving myself and doing anything possible to help my students. I'll go the distance.” I winced inside at the final melodramatic declaration.

Ms. Atero gave a generic nod. “What are your weaknesses?”

This question is a trap. The key is to twist some kind of strength into sounding like a weakness, like “I overprepare” or “I'm a perfectionist, so I need to work on how I occasionally bend deadlines because I want anything with my name on it to be as well done as possible.” At the time, my mind was clouded with fatigue and intimidation from Ms. Atero's transformation from congenial conversant to stone-faced interrogator. I swallowed my rank all-nighter saliva. “I don't know. I might be in over my head.”

We stared at each other for a moment. Susan's smile returned like a sunburst. “You're going to see some stuff, but it'll be worth it!” The ominous statement was defused by its joyful dispensation. She said, “I'm going to represent you in District 10 to set up visits to schools that could be a good match for you. You're all set!”

A thrill surged within me as I headed to the school stage to get fingerprinted for my city employee file. Then in my fifth year in New York, I had lived in five different apartments, played pickup basketball at the neighborhood blacktop, knew the subway lines inside out, rocked out at CBGB, bought from street vendors, lingered for hours in the Central Park gazebo beyond Strawberry Fields, and watched the World Trade Center towers fall before my eyes. As I pressed my fingers hard to the inkpad, I felt a swell of pride in going to work for the city I loved.

On June 16, 2003, the incoming Fellows congregated in Avery Fisher Hall at Lincoln Center for opening ceremonies, where the keynote speaker declared the event the largest assemblage of talent at one time ever to fill this room. A middle school student spoke about how her teacher, a third-year Fellow, had changed her life. When the Fellow and her star student reunited onstage, a school band played “Amazing Grace,” and many new teachers cried.

Three days later, I was randomly assigned to Mr. Aaron Rose's first-grade class at P.S. 85 for a “structured observation.” The 2002–2003 school year was in its penultimate week, so Fellows were warned that we might see classes conducted more informally than usual. I was glad to be headed into a functioning inner-city classroom and away from the barrage of motivational lectures that had dominated the week up to that point. (A room-shaking applause line: “The young teachers have the fresh ideas! Does that veteran teacher really have thirty years of experience or just one year of experience thirty times!”)

I took the D train to 182nd–183rd Street and exited onto the Grand Concourse, a broad throughway with three medians and aggressively honk-happy traffic. I passed the ancient brick Gospel Love Assembly where a morose queue of about twenty waited for a free meal. On a side street, some teens and a naked toddler pranced near a fire hydrant geyser. Small establishments selling carpet, divorce documents, and groceries lined the dogshit-smeared pavement. I was the only white face crossing the Concourse to 184th Street, where air-brushed murals paid homage to deceased neighbors.

I walked through the monolithic school's main entrance, under the stone threshold marked “Public School 85: The Great Expectations School.”

I waited in the second-floor Teacher Center resource room with a dozen other new Fellows until Principal Kendra Boyd, a tall woman in her late fifties, enthusiastically greeted us. She spoke to the rookies about P.S. 85’s mission for three specific aims: clear expectations, academic rigor, and accountable talk. I figured Mrs. Boyd had to be a brilliant and methodical woman (maybe even an unorthodox genius with that side-ponytail) to run a massive school like this.

Barbara Chatton, the in-house mentor for first-year teachers, also held the floor for a few minutes. Barbara informed us about P.S. 85’s strong commitment to supporting new teachers, because they are the future of education and everyone knows how hard it is to be new. I desperately wanted Barbara to be my mentor and Mrs. Boyd to be my principal.

When the meeting broke, I was directed to the aluminum annex in the parking lot. Inside the “minischool,” which houses kindergarten and first-grade classes, the environment was colorful and air-conditioned. Lively bulletin board displays lined the walls. Behind the windows of their classroom doors, teachers gestured exuberantly to rapt audiences of children. I couldn't restrain an excited grin.

I knocked on Mr. Rose's door in the middle of a lesson. “Hi, I'm Dan Brown from the Teaching Fellows.”

Mr. Rose was a tall black man with a deep voice. With a genuine smile, he shook my hand firmly and said, “Terrific. Mr. Brown, welcome.”

Mr. Brown. Get used to it, I thought.

During “independent work,” a complete-the-sentence work-sheet on pronouns, I sat with two scowling boys, Theo and Jihard, who refused to write their names. “Jihard, if I were telling you about how much I like Theo's pen, I'd say I like blank pen. I like…” I waved at Theo and the pen.

Jihard frowned and mumbled, “His pen.”

“Yes! Excellent! In that sentence ‘his’ and ‘Theo's’ would mean the same thing. ‘His’ is a pronoun for ‘Theo.’ Because it's ‘his’ pen and it's ‘Theo's’ pen! And Theo, if I were telling you about how much I like… what's that girl in the black T-shirt's name?”

“Yollymar.”

Jihard interrupted, “That ain't Yollymar! Thas Daniella. She the line leader.”

“If I asked you where Daniella bought that black T-shirt, but I didn't know her name, what would I ask?” Theo looked at me blankly and stood up. “Theo, sit down. Fill in the blank for me: Where did… get that shirt?”

“How I'm supposed to know?” Theo grumbled.

“Where did she get that shirt,” Jihard stated.

“Yes! ‘She’ and ‘Daniella’ mean the same thing. ‘She’ is a pronoun for ‘Daniella!’ Jihard, you're a pronoun superstar. Theo, you get an assist.” I gave them both five, and they got to work on their sheets. Jihard handed back a perfect paper, and Theo got two correct out of twelve, an improvement over his previously blank page.

When the time came for me to leave Mr. Rose's class, Mafatu and Yollymar presented me with crayon pictures and roly-poly Cory Jones gave me a pencil drawing of the two of us holding hands.

I walked away from P.S. 85 full of excitement and relief. I had witnessed no violence, sexual harassment, or ultra-jaded zombie teachers as I had anticipated from my preconceived image of an inner-city school. If confused Theo and moody Jihard were the “problem kids,” the place didn't seem so bad. At least that's what I thought then.

*    *    *

Along with over seven hundred other Fellows, I was automatically enrolled in Mercy College, a graduate school contracted by the Department of Education to run the Fellows’ coursework. Sarah Gerson, a third-grade teacher in Harlem, was my adjunct professor and “Fellow Advisor” for five hours each afternoon.

In the beginning, I kept a low profile at Fellow Advisor sessions, avoiding the group-hug atmosphere cultivated by Sarah and half of the group. I was also the youngest of the twenty-eight new teachers in the room. (The average age of a Teaching Fellow in 2003 was thirty-one.) We drew up unit plans, lesson plans, behavior plans, lists of rules, lists of routines, lists of ideal classroom materials, and lists of “higher-order thinking” questions. We wrote letters to ourselves, statements of our goals, statements of our strengths, and statements of our weaknesses. I distilled my goals into a sentence fragment: “Teach and model accountable character and citizenship while maintaining high expectations for helping students to become stronger problem solvers and self-motivated learners.” (The high expectations bit was inspired by my P.S. 85 visit.) We walked on rhetorical eggshells for two hours once, talking about the n-word. There were many mentions of dedication, immersion, passion, and commitment.

We were packing up our satchels after another jargon-heavy discussion about poverty when Sarah offhandedly articulated my un-ease: “I hope these discussions give you something good to think about, but they're really nothing compared to being in the real situation. What we're doing right now is like reading a book about sailing. On September eighth, you'll be out there, probably in a defective vessel, alone in stormy waters.”

After my structured observation at P.S. 85, I left letters for Mrs. Boyd and Ms. Chatton requesting an interview but received no response. Meanwhile, I had been assigned to spend my mornings as a seventh-grade apprentice teacher of summer school at M.S. 399, rumored to be the lowest-scoring middle school in New York City. The apathetic students terrorized their milquetoasty math teacher Mr. Akimo (“Fuck this nigger!”) and shrugged at their imminent failure (“Seventh grade was out in the hall, man”). After a week, I submitted a grievance to the Fellows office, and over Independence Day weekend I received a miraculous e-mail informing me that I had been switched to familiar P.S. 85.

Heading up the P.S. 85 stairwell to the office to receive my classroom assignment on the morning of July 7, I came face-to-face with Mr. Rose. “Mr. Brown!” he called warmly, shaking my hand. He already had one Fellow in his room but said I should work with him too. In the office, he asked the secretary if I was needed anywhere specific. The baffled woman, apparently having no authority over Fellow room placements, shrugged.

Mr. Rose followed a tightly regimented program for the summer school half day. He did a half-hour read-aloud from Help! I'm Trapped in the First Day of Summer Camp by Todd Strasser, whose catalog includes Help! I'm Trapped in the First Day of School, Help! I'm Trapped in the President's Body, Help! I'm Trapped in a Professional Wrestler's Body, Help! I'm Trapped in Santa's Body, and Help! I'm Trapped in a Vampire's Body. Then the class moved on to Guided Reading, during which the teacher works intensively with one group while the other students do “focused activities,” or busywork. Mr. Rose made three small groups, and the days glided by on cruise control.

One day during Guided Reading, I noticed that Jimmarie looked particularly sad. Jimmarie Moreno-Bonilla was a pretty Puerto Rican girl who carried herself with a quiet grace. She rarely raised her hand, but she watched intently during my Help! I'm Trapped in… performances. (Mr. Rose had happily relinquished the read-aloud responsibilities to me after my hyperanimated first recital.)

I asked Jimmarie if she wanted to talk about what was bothering her. We moved to the back of the room and she started sniffling. She told me that her father was a bad man and she wasn't supposed to see him, but he came over last night and started yelling and broke the phone. Now she couldn't talk to her grandma in Puerto Rico the way she did every other Sunday night. Also her grandma's planned Christmas visit to New York had been canceled because the ticket was too expensive.

Jimmarie used to live with her grandma in a house in Puerto Rico. She had her own white room that she could decorate however she wanted. Then her mother moved her to the Bronx, to Florida, back to the Bronx, back to Miami, then back to the Bronx. P.S. 85 had been her sixth school in three years. All she wanted was to return to Puerto Rico.

“My grandma is my heart,” Jimmarie said quietly, mostly to herself, in her perpetually hoarse voice. “From the floor to the moon, that's how much I love her.”

“Jimmarie, that's the most beautiful thing I've ever heard someone say about a grandma. You're a writer!”

“No, I'm no good at writing,” Jimmarie said quickly, immediately associating writing with the overwhelming and mundane assignments from her struggles in school.

“Let's do it together. We'll make a book about your grandma. We can call it From the Floor to the Moon. Do you want to work with me to make a book for her?” Jimmarie's face warmed for the first time into a smile and I felt my insides turn over.

In the following weeks, Jimmarie and I made time each day to talk out ideas for pages and pictures. She had great difficulty writing down ideas that she could articulate orally. Usually, she would stop writing after the first few words. I brought in my mini-cassette recorder and recorded conversations with her, out of which we selected and transcribed the highlights. After we had compiled a list of notes for each page, I gave Jimmarie crayons to draw corresponding pictures. I also shot a roll of photos for the book. Jimmarie said she felt like a star.

I scanned her drawings into my computer and printed them out with her text on the page, leaving space on some pages for photographs. I bound three copies: one for Jimmarie, one for her grandmother, and one for me.

I think about my grandma so many times every day. I used to live with her in Puerto Rico, but now I live in New York City in the Bronx, so I miss her a lot. It's important for me to think about my grandma.

She always makes my favorite foods when we are together. She knows I love hot dogs and French fries and salad, but no salad dressing!

My grandma is a beautiful dancer. I love to watch her dance with my grandpa in her house.She will play a CD and they will dance, dance, dance.

She would dance with me too, but I really love it when she sings with me. She sings like a music star. We have the same voice.

My grandma always has the prettiest clothes and the prettiest shoes. My favorite is her red suit with black shoes. Her favorite color is red, so sometimes I think of red things when I think about her. And I think about her glasses and soft, black hair.

She also has the prettiest name. It is Migdalia Luz. I love my grandpa's name too. It is Juan Bonilla Rodriguez Nieve Cocseción Alberto Castro Martinez. I call him Poppy.

I have four imaginary cousins. Their names are Kimberly, Delma, Nachely, and Angelee. My grandma is their grandma too.

My grandma is my mom's mommy.My mom is the best mom in the world for me. You can tell my grandma was a good mommy to her.

My grandma was going to come visit my family and me in December, but the ticket costs a lot. I can still talk to her on some Sundays and write letters to her. When I talk to her, I get happy happy happy!

From the floor to the moon, I love you grandma!

I gave Jimmarie her two copies along with a hardcover of Sandra Cisneros's The House on Mango Street, thinking that she could identify with the author's inner-city Latina heritage, and we read the first two vignettes together. While we sat by her desk looking at her new books, Jimmarie gave me a tight hug, pressing her forehead into my shoulder, and whispered, “Thank you, Mr. Brown.”

*    *    *

As summer training neared its finish (the Fellows’ last day was August 1, preceding a two-week break), I was agonizing over having no placement for the fall. Would I be teaching kindergarten math enrichment or a fifth-grade homeroom next month? Would I end up as a roving substitute? Many other Fellows were in the same powerless boat.

In the summer of 2003, the public school system in New York City was in a state of change. Even the name of the Board of Education was altered to the Department of Education, with its headquarters moving from 111 Livingston Street to 65 Court Street in Brooklyn. Mayor Michael Bloomberg had made education reform his keystone municipal issue, and newly appointed chancellor Joel I. Klein was his man for the task.

In addition to implementing overhauls in curriculum and testing (largely inspired by the No Child Left Behind Act), Bloomberg and Klein revamped zoning lines. The old system of thirty-two districts was scrapped and consolidated into ten larger regions. District 9, which previously covered the South Bronx and was also the setting for Jonathan Kozol's required Fellow reading Amazing Grace, and District 10, which contained the Mid- to North Bronx, became Region One. To me, this meant that my Mummy Returns pal Susan Atero from the placement fair disappeared and my signed District 10 commitment form became worthless.

The sweeping administrative changes led to communication breakdowns. Teacher vacancies were out there, but no one knew where. The placement fairs had been such a shooting gallery that deep into summer training almost a third of the new Teaching Fellows still did not know where they would be teaching in September. Two Fellows in Sarah Gerson's advisory group got suddenly “excessed” by schools that had overhired during placement fairs. Fellow Advisors, who had virtually no contact with the Region One office, encouraged us to cold-call schools.

The Fellows also learned that the $4,750 Americorps education grants were suspended indefinitely, so despite the promise of total subsidization made during the application and orientation phases, ninety-five dollars would be deducted from each semimonthly paycheck to cover Mercy College classes. Sarah Gerson's room became a sea of bewildered head-shaking, like a bus tour group whose driver hasn't shown. That day was the first time I heard public education in New York described as “organized irresponsibility.”

On Tuesday, July 29, Mr. Rose's class received an unannounced visit from Ms. Sonia Guiterrez, P.S. 85’s no-nonsense assistant principal with wild, frizzy orange locks who always dressed in tight black suits. She stormed the corridors in a perpetual power walk, often shouting commands in open classroom doors in the half moment she passed by. I had just begun leading the daily math period when Guiterrez entered. She sat in the back and observed with an inscrutable expression, leaving immediately at the lesson's end.

Two days later, on my last day at summer school, the principal, Mrs. Boyd, entered the room like Ms. Guiterrez, just after I'd commenced the math lesson. She took notes for the entire forty minutes and left the room. Several minutes later, I was summoned to the principal's office, where Mrs. Boyd held my résumé.

“Mr. Brown, Mr. Brown, Mr. Brown. Tell me about yourself. You went to NYU film school, I see. Is that Tisch?”

“Yes.”

“That's a very famous school. But now you want to be a teacher?”

“Yes,” I said, and let a beat pass. My monosyllabic answers were not enough. “My long-long-term dreams are in writing and making movies, but my mother's a reading specialist and I spent some time working with kids at her school and that experience really made me believe that I have something to contribute as a teacher. I'm really excited about it. I've signed on with the Fellows for two years and I'm very committed to that. I want to help kids.”

Mrs. Boyd nodded slightly. “Good, because I can tell you have the teaching gene. Ms. Guiterrez told me about the lesson she saw you do. She was actually supposed to observe Mr. Rose, but this worked out quite fortuitously. She said your communication skills with the children are exemplary. I went to see for myself and I must say I agree.”

“Thank you.”

“How do you feel about science, Mr. Brown?”

“Clueless,” I wanted to respond. Despite science's indisputable importance to the world, I had generally avoided it as a student. I thought of handling wet dirt during my “Soil and Percolation” unit in elementary school.

My hesitation was noticeable. I was being offered a job as a science cluster teacher. A teacher on wheels. I didn't want that. I wanted my own classroom and my own students: Mr. Brown's class.

“Mr. Brown?”

“I'm interested to be part of the P.S. 85 community wherever I can help,” I said.

“Good, because I think you have the teaching gene.”

“Thank you.” Here it comes.

“We need an upper-grade science cluster teacher. Do you want the job?”

“Yes… although I think I could really bring the most to the table as a classroom teacher. I think my ability to form relationships with students could create a very positive classroom culture across all subjects for the whole year, particularly with the school's older, more mature students.”

“You make relationships as a cluster too,” Mrs. Boyd countered.

“That's true, but an hour or less per week isn't the same as all day every day. Also, I think I could serve as a role model for a set group of kids, being a younger male teacher.”

“Our roster is full right now for classrooms. All I have to offer you is this science position. This is it. Do you want to sign a commitment form?”

The terrified uncertainty of many of my placementless colleagues and Susan Atero's vanishing made the decision for me.

“Yes.” I signed the form and we shook hands. Mrs. Boyd left the room to photocopy the form for my records. In the few seconds that she was gone, I realized that I had been holding my copy of From the Floor to the Moon. Jimmarie and I had been looking at it again when Mrs. Boyd called me into the office, and I had taken the book with me.

When my new principal returned, I asked if I could show her a project I had worked on with a student in Mr. Rose's class. Mrs. Boyd thumbed through the book.

“This is beautiful. This is fantastic work, Mr. Brown. Hmm. Jimmarie Moreno-Bonilla. Can I keep this and show it off?” She clutched the book eagerly.

It was my only copy. “Okay,” I said.

“Thank you, Mr. Brown. This is terrific.”

Later that day, I was congratulated by several teachers and administrators like a scout who had earned his stripes. Marianne Renfro, the veteran special ed coordinator and jack-of-all-trades administrator, gave me particularly warm wishes. I greatly appreciated the gesture from Ms. Renfro, since I knew her as a husky-voiced intimidator, feared and respected by students and faculty. “You're gonna make a helluva science teacher, Brown,” she nodded, extracting a Winston from her metallic case.

I thanked her and mentioned that I was hoping for a classroom to open up.

“So you want to be the main man straightaway, huh? I respect that. Maybe I can say something to the Queen.”

A week later, I got the call I had been hoping for. Mrs. Boyd offered me a position teaching a fourth-grade classroom.

Mr. Brown's class.



August

What Do You Want Us to Do?

ON MONDAY, AUGUST 18, the Fellows returned for the long haul, although the first day of school wasn't until September 8 (later than usual to compensate for the sweeping citywide administrative changes). I spent the two weeks off as a recluse, feverishly editing my NYU thesis film after an ill-planned Alaska-bound road trip fell through at the last minute.

Every summer since high school graduation, I had set a week aside with my buddies Greg and McKenzie to drive the byways of America. We had diamond-mined in Arkansas, danced on the Las Vegas Boulevard median at dawn, performed “Stand by Me” a capella in Virgin Records's Nashville office lobby, romped around Robot World in Wisconsin Dells, Wisconsin, and tramped across every state (except North Dakota) on the mainland. The cancellation of Road Trip V meant everything was changing.

Like many twenty-two-year-olds, I interpreted occurrences around me as cryptic signposts pointed toward my approaching moment of importance. All roads had led me to this strange adventure. I took the August 14, 2003, blackout as an omen, a silent message with a significant meaning that I couldn't grasp. Three months earlier, I was a college student directing and acting in my first 35mm film. Two months ago, a Los Angeles beach bum on a last-gasp vacation. Last month, a clueless young professional in the company of children named Phaedra and Cochise. Now I surveyed the dark city from my Lower East Side rooftop and sipped orange Vitamin Water, content for the moment to observe the crisis from above, with no idea of what was coming for me at eye level.

New Teacher Week opened with a near-melee inside Martin Luther King, Jr. High School. The auditorium probably held about a thousand people, but it looked to me like more than double that number wanted in for the morning session of “Identification and Reporting of Child Abuse and Maltreatment.” People started pushing and one new teacher screamed, “I need to get into ‘Abuse’ now!” I caught the afternoon session.

The speaker, a bearded administrative veteran, launched into a speech about keeping our distance. “Our job, our responsibility as teachers, is to refer. As teachers, we do not treat the heartbreaking situations that can and will walk into our classrooms. We refer! There are trained professionals, contracted by the Department of Education, for counseling, physical therapy, and social work. We are not them. We are not their psychologists, social workers, nurses, parents, or friends. We are trained professionals in teaching and teaching only!”

Opened in 1931, formidable, brick Public School 85: The Great Expectations School rests on a steep concrete slope in the square between Marion and Webster avenues. One long, broad corridor built up six stories from the bottom of the hill, its length spans three blocks from 184th to 187th streets. The school stands in the center of the Fordham neighborhood in New York's 16th congressional district, which the 2000 Census reported to have a median household income of $19,311, ranking 436th out of 436 districts in the fifty states. And P.S. 85’s district was deep in last place. Residents of the districts in 434th and 435th place respectively earn on average over $6,300 (32.6 percent more) and $2,600 (13.4 percent more) over the average 16th district resident. Also, those two districts are in West Virginia and Kentucky, where the cost of living is lower than in New York City. The P.S. 85 community lives in the very bottom of the economic barrel in America.

The main entrance is on the first of four floors of classrooms, although the stairwell descends to a basement that houses special ed classes as well as the cafeteria. Below lies the subbasement that leads to the blacktop schoolyard, which serves primarily as the faculty parking lot. Exterior metal grates adorn all windows. The Great Expectations School looks like a prison.

At an opening faculty assembly, each of the eleven new teachers (all Fellows) stood when introduced. I saw Allie Bowers and Elizabeth Camaraza, my two lunch buddies from summer school. Allie, just a year out of Bard College, was kindergarten-bound, and I thought she would be a perfect fit with the little kiddies.

I admired raven-haired Elizabeth, who cursed and laughed and had made me feel legitimized in my summer exhaustion, confusion, and fear. She had gone from welfare lines to first class, raised two kids with her wonderfully nutty extended family in the Kearny, New Jersey, home where she grew up, and could sing both “London Calling” and “You Make Me Feel Brand New” at the top of her lungs. She was a natural-born leader.

Mrs. Boyd introduced Marnie Beck, the new fourth-grade special ed teacher. Marnie was a hard-nosed, forearm-tattooed Long Islander whom I had seen around at Mercy, usually puffing a Kool below her dark sunglasses. At first, I thought hiring gruff Marnie as the grade's sole special ed teacher was proof positive that New York City public schools were truly in the drink. I quickly learned that the woman had more love and expertise with tough kids than anyone else I would meet at P.S. 85. Marnie was a soldier, and she became one of my heroes.

I sat in a wooden auditorium seat amidst a clutch of young rookies, nervously eyeing the backs of incoming first-grade teacher Trisha Pierson and nebbishy computer guru David de la O. Next to me sat pretty, hipsterish Cat Samuels, the only new teacher who had not been at P.S. 85 for summer school. She would be a fourth- and fifth-grade literacy prep teacher, with my class slotted for Tuesday mornings. I asked what was playing in the headphones she was putting away. “Mission of Burma,” she said. “I'm in a big Matador Records phase.”

“Awesome. Pavement is one of my favorite bands,” I offered, dropping the name of a Matador Records act with an accompanying thrill of credibility. I had an indie-rock ally!

After the schoolwide faculty meeting, Mr. Bob Randazzo held his own opening powwow for fourth- and fifth-grade teachers. A mustachioed, mousey man with an affable demeanor and singsong cadence in his speech, Mr. R. was the upper-grade assistant principal and my direct supervisor. Randazzo had been at P.S. 85 for over thirty years, most of them as an administrator. After calling the room to order, he said, “Welcome back everybody. First order of business: Marianne Renfro… is gone.”

“YES!” A rousing sweep of applause broke out. I was stunned. Summer school had been an administrator love-in, with special ed coordinator Ms. Renfro at the center. “Thank God!”

Randazzo waved his hand to reclaim the floor. “And it's looking about ninety-five percent that I'll be retiring at the end of this year.”

“Awwwww, Bobby…” The room now sounded like a sitcom audience track for a stray-puppy scene. “But I just want to remind everyone right off the bat that here in fourth and fifth grade, we take care of our own. If anyone at any point has any concerns, questions, tiffs, grievances, problems, successes, stock market tips (har har), you know you can always come to me. We don't have to go over each other's heads, because in fourth and fifth grade we do our own laundry.”

“That's right!” It was like a political rally. “Absolutely, Bob!”

My class was 4-217, pronounced “four-two-seventeen.” The numbers felt like an awkward juxtaposition at first, but I got used to them quickly. The pale lime room looked giant and bare. It had airconditioning, though, a blessing. I sat for a few silent minutes at my teacher's desk in the back, holding my classroom key. Ms. Vuong and Ms. Smith, two paraprofessionals assigned to help me organize my room, arrived. Ms. Vuong was in her third trimester and Ms. Smith had to be in her late sixties. They opened the coat closet's bulky sliding doors to reveal mountains of dusty textbooks resting on unsteady shelves.

“What do you want us to do?” Ms. Smith asked me.

I had no idea what anyone was supposed to do. In the opening meeting, Mrs. Boyd had announced her credo for teachers—“Your classroom is your résumé”—but I was blank on how to begin. Feeling like the greenest rookie in the world, I aimlessly rearranged stacks of textbooks until the magical arrival of Fran Baker, a kind and soft-spoken twenty-year teaching veteran. Mrs. Baker went to work expeditiously, bringing in her own magic markers and confidently assigning the helpers to make specific signs. I fashioned a Weekly Trivia Corner, my embellishment on the bare requirements. My first two questions were, “Who is the governor of New York State?” and “Who is the all-time NBA leader in assists?” Mrs. Baker half opened several hardcover picture books and placed them on the tall, protruding heater vent near the front of the classroom. She said, “The kids probably won't read these anyway. All they [the administrators] care about is that it looks pretty. In case Dilla Zane comes.”

The mysterious name of Dilla Zane echoed in my head. It sounded like it belonged to a swamp beast. Who was that?

P.S. 85 received a special pass from the city to continue with Success for All (SFA), a scripted, “teacher-proof “literacy curriculum that the rest of the city had scrapped the previous June. The veteran teachers apparently hated SFA (“Slowly Fading Away” or “So Fucking Annoying,” take your pick) but were stuck with it for ninety minutes every day, which, in the past year, had driven a deep wedge between the faculty and the administration.

Orientation meetings ran like doomsayer conventions, punctuated with gallows humor. During one particularly baleful meeting, the math and literacy coaches, Al Conway and Marge Foley, worried me when they both guffawed while slamming Region One; the “half-retired administrator,” Mr. Randazzo; and “the Queen,” Mrs. Boyd, for alienating teachers by insisting on sticking with poor curricula. Al and Marge also explained that the PA announcement “The red passes are in the office” means to close your door and allow no students to leave the room because of a security breach. However, when you hear “The green passes are in the office,” you know the threat has been neutralized.

Apparently our Math Trailblazers was a confusing, “jumpy” text. Everyday Math, used by kindergarten through third grade, was more fluid and kid-friendly, but a bureaucratic tie-up prevented using it in grades four and five. There was no science textbook. For social studies, New York was supposedly a great text, but there were not enough copies to go around. I was lucky to find a class set in my closet. For science and social studies, we received pacing calendars with two or three lines dedicated to monthly focus concepts. Nobody got a full set of supplemental workbooks for any subject, and teachers had to bring in their own paper for photocopies.

My parents drove up from Cherry Hill to bring a boatload of supplies, including a blue stuffed dinosaur, Mr. Lizard, to encourage class spirit, and their old rocking chair, now rechristened as my Reading Chair. They also delivered boxes of magic markers, chalk, and construction paper, compliments of my roommate Greg's art teacher mom. As an extra touch, my mom brought several rolls of vibrantly colored, school-subject-themed border to enliven my bulletin board edges. The science border, speckled with microscopes and dino skeletons, was a particularly nice touch.

The following day, Ms. Guiterrez visited me. “Mr. Brown. That border is company made,” she declared.

I nodded in cautious concurrence.

“It's distracting. Take it all down or turn it over. We're not a company. We're a school.” And she stomped off. Guiterrez was technically the second- and third-grade interim assistant principal, but she took on supervisory responsibilities for fourth grade because Mr. Randazzo was often busy “crunching numbers.”

I understood the push to avoid mass-produced inspirational posters in the classroom, although for whatever reason I still remember my fifth-grade teacher's Yoda poster: “The Force is with you when you READ.” It never corrupted me as far as I could tell. Down the hall, Marc Simmons and Jeanne Solloway had all kinds of store-bought stuff on their walls. (Simmons had especially splurged on an American flag motif.)
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