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What people are saying about


In the Small Places


Teachers Without Borders gives me hope!


Jane Goodall, PhD, Jane Goodall Institute


We awarded the Luxembourg Peace Prize to Teachers Without Borders for its work in fostering peace through teachers. The stories and essays in In the Small Places show how support for teachers is an investment in a sustainable future. It was refreshing to read a work that addresses the world’s most pressing issues without reverting to the mean-spirited ideological intoxication that has infected civic discourse. These teachers’ eyes are fixed on the prize of human welfare.


The Schengen Peace Foundation and World Peace Forum


His Holiness Hazrat Mirza Masroor Ahmad (aba) awarded Dr. Fred Mednick, founder of Teachers Without Borders, with the Ahmadiyya Muslim Prize for the Advancement of Peace in recognition of his efforts to provide unfettered access to education to some of the most neglected parts of the world. In the Small Places illustrates the power of individual will to promote peace, consistent with the tenets of Islam.


Ahmad Mahmood Khan, National Spokesperson for Ahmadiyya Muslim Community USA


As we pick up the pieces of the education calamity caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and face the growing challenges of climate change, democratic backsliding, and growing bigotry and violence, the urgency of a new social contract for education is crystal clear. Teachers, those who create opportunities for human flourishing in every classroom around the world, are the foundation of this new social contract. Fred Mednick’s book, In the Small Places: Stories of Teacher Changemakers and the Power of Human Agency, is a powerful reminder of the extraordinary impact of teachers, everywhere, in shaping a more inclusive and sustainable future.


Fernando M. Reimers, Ph.D., Ford Foundation Professor of the Practice of International Education, Harvard Graduate School of Education


Accessible, clever, deeply felt stories and essays on teaching, education, leadership, and social change. In the Small Places is a testament to the grit, character, and threshold for failure necessary to teach, serve one’s community, and maintain one’s sanity at the same time.


Borgen Project


Teachers hold all our futures in their hands. Their tireless work in often the most difficult circumstances not only equips the next generation to fulfill their full potential but also empowers them to tackle the greatest challenges our societies face, from inequality to environmental destruction and rapid technological change. These changemakers have been unsung heroes for too long. In the Small Places is a timely and beautiful reminder of the vital contribution teachers make to our society.


Vikas Pota, Founder and CEO: T4 Education


Leveraging the power of the people to preserve peace and stability is a goal the NATO Innovation Hub has pursued since its creation. Mednick’s In the Small Places makes a compelling case for the classroom as the ideal laboratory for fostering democracy. This book strengthens and fosters a pedagogy of peace.


Serge Da Deppo, Innovation Hub NATO Transformation Command


From the intimate details of the lives of extraordinary individuals to their inspiring stories of resilience, In the Small Places is an inspiration to young changemakers in Africa and around the world.


All Africa Student Union


A society is only as good as its teachers. Fred Mednick’s authentic book embodies the spirit and power of teachers. Teachers are change makers in everyone’s backyard. Brava for uplifting this often-overlooked profession!


Cheryl Holcomb-McCoy, Ph.D., Dean of the School of Education and Distinguished Professor at American University


Tagore once wrote that “the danger lies in this, that organized ugliness storms the mind and carries the day by its mass, by its aggressive persistence, by its power of mockery directed against the deeper sentiments of heart.” In the Small Places is an essential reminder that teaching is, by nature, an act of restorative justice and civility. In my own work building a global literacy movement for the world’s poor, these qualities of character—abundant in these stories—drive progress and inspire me to keep going. This book restores my faith in human agency.


Sunita Gandhi, Ph.D., Founder of The Council of Global Education and DEVI Sansthan


Mednick’s In the Small Places won me over in his opening lines: “The world can feel like a real cesspool, but I’m convinced it’s filled with generous people. Some of the most generous of all—the ones that carry the world on their shoulders—teach.” By the time I finished the book, I was reminded that our current climate of demonization and sanctimony will do nothing to help the world be cleaner, safer, kinder, or more equitable. He helped pioneer the idea of teachers as “a development army” for goodness and sustainability. This powerful book dignifies the profession—a must-read primer for changemakers!


Lieve van den Brande, Ph.D., Former Senior Policy Administrator (European Commission)


True teacher-led, grassroots change versus vague theories about large-scale development, corporate philanthropy, and drive-by humanitarianism.


W. Joseph King, Ph.D., author of How to Run a College and Leadership Matters


In the Small Places reminds us just how much teachers matter in our lives and in the world. This touching tribute shows their dedication and the big role they play in creating a better future for everyone.


Agustin Porres, Regional Director, LATAM Varkey Foundation: Sponsor of the Global Teacher Prize
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For my parents, both teachers


For Rosalie, Alanna and Lora


For Dr. Sunita Gandhi, my mentor


For Dr. Jane Goodall, my friend and hero


All author proceeds will be donated to Roots & Shoots (the youth action program of the Jane Goodall Institute) and to global literacy programs









Paul Robeson stood


on the northern border of the USA


and sang into Canada


where a vast audience


sat on folding chairs


waiting to hear him.


He sang into Canada.


His voice left the USA


when his body was


not allowed to cross


that line.


Remind us again,


brave friend.


What countries may we


sing into?


What lines should we all


be crossing?


What songs travel toward us


from far away


to deepen our days?


—Naomi Shihab Nye, “Cross that Line,” You and Yours









Preface


Heads of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and college professors have difficulty passing up podiums and microphones. We want to tell everyone what’s on our minds. We lecture. Lectures are not inherently bad. They are, after all, a time-honored and efficient message-delivery system. It’s just that they’re not always effective. The droning and sanctimony (mine included) can be downright taxing. When I feel a lecture coming on, I remind myself of a quip loosely attributed to Lyndon Johnson. It goes something like this (and I paraphrase here): a speech is a lot like peeing down your leg; it may feel hot to you at first, but it gets cold (and old) quickly.


There are better ways to make a point: tell stories. They may not be that efficient, but they can be profoundly effective. Some can get out of hand (mine tend to meander before finding their way home), but a personal, authentic story taps into our collective story. Think about stories of dreamers wrestling cynics. David versus Goliath stories. Stories about learning and earning.


A lecture is a roadmap to a destination. A story is a compass, leaving it up to you to navigate uncertain territory. A lecture may make a compelling case for a momentous social change. A story is a book of matches.


True, stories rely upon the unreliable narrator of memory. We often hear, “If memory serves me…” But memory also fails us. The sequence of events may not add up. It may not have been raining that day. That head of state may not have said the words I thought I heard. If memories haven’t slipped one’s mind entirely, they can still be slippery. Just when you think you’ve got them firmly in hand, they tumble and bounce out of reach like marbles down a long flight of stairs. You try to gather them up, but several have a mind of their own, rolling away to join all their distant cousins: loose change, puzzle pieces, Bic pens and baby pacifiers at some strange réunion d’objets to which you were invited but have, alas, lost the directions.


The teachers I describe in this book have helped fill in my mental lacunae. They tell me that my recollections are “pretty accurate.” Not exactly a ringing endorsement, but, then again, Toni Morrison once described the act of remembering as “a form of willed creation.”


Sometimes, though, every detail comes rushing back. Racing through pools of rain on a pitted, unlit road in Nigeria from Port Harcourt to Calabar before the bandits take control. The arm of a mannequin propelled through a department store window during the Wenchuan earthquake. A colleague’s stoicism after having come upon the aftermath of ethnic cleansing. Those intimidating guards in President Pervez Musharraf’s office watching my every move during a series of conversations about Islam and development. That gleefully mischievous Afghan girl peeking through the iron bars at the White House fence, then turning to us to ask if she could meet the king of America.
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Introduction


The world can feel like a cesspool, but it’s filled with generous people. Some of the most generous of all, the ones who carry the world on their shoulders, teach. On a global scale, they are nothing short of a development army. They have always been there. We just might not have been paying attention.


When I ask teacher changemakers what drives them to serve their communities so profoundly, some look at me as if I were an airport security agent noticing their mismatched socks. Most appreciate the gesture but say they have not done enough to make a difference.


Before I get ahead of myself, allow me to start with the basics. I once asked a bigwig at the United Nations to define the word “teacher.” Without skipping a beat, he responded, “A teacher is anyone with valuable information to share.” The simplicity of this statement belies its underlying elegance and depth. Anyone also includes those without formal training, but who nonetheless teach what they know. Coaches, parents, preachers and village elders come immediately to mind. There are so many more. Valuable is less a commodity, precious and high-priced, than a service, beneficial and productive. The two words, valuable information, are dance partners. In a world of fake news, information is not valuable until it’s verifiable. Sharing demands a conversation and reciprocity, not a broadcast. Sharing valuable information is the soul of teaching.


I often ask my graduate students to describe teachers from their formative years. We make a list: charismatic, hippie, fresh-faced, cool, creepy, apathetic, boring, subversive teachers. A student practicing his English blurted out, “Preternatural paragons of patience!” Reluctant authoritarians. Risk-takers. Magicians. Stand-and-deliver and follow-your-dreams teachers.


We knead in the movie versions and the messages these films communicate: a wide range from incompetent to inspirational. Still, it doesn’t move the needle toward anything we can use.


Someone invariably raises the question about whether teachers are born or made. I ask them to take sides and argue it out. It usually ends in a draw, like an unanswerable Zen koan. I, for one, shudder at the prospect of an education school admissions test that distinguishes a born prospect from a “project.” I’ve tried inviting Alexa and Siri to class and asking them to shed light on this born/made conundrum. Both digital assistants spit back anemic answers.


Why not dispense with the variability and fallibility of the human factor and ask a different question, like can we manufacture teachers? Think Chat GPT-embedded iPads attached to Roombas roaming around the classroom sponging up data and offering help, drones measuring facial expressions, or the deluxe version of an all-in-one, teacher-tutor-grader app. DNA test-kit companies like 23andMe can “decipher the human genome” to reveal monumental health indicators such as Type 2 diabetes and skin cancer, not to mention asparagus odor detection, back hair, glossophobia (fear of public speaking, though I would hazard a guess that few teachers carry this) and misophonia (hatred of the sound of chewing, probably running through a majority of the teaching corps). Might these companies produce a breakthrough in utero service that identifies an “urge-to-teach” trait? Time will tell.


I have devoted the past 23 years of my 44-year career to a different inquiry: the sweet spot when a community’s urgency meets teachers’ agency. I’m interested in living, breathing teachers who show up.


This book is about teachers who show up at the right time, often at the wrong place, with valuable information to share. They show up for 60 children crowded into Quonset huts without desks, books or water. They show up in odd places to collect discarded bicycle parts, toys and plastic bottles to demonstrate a concept. Teachers without classrooms or even a school, who show up to gather students under a tree or in a cave to scratch out addition and subtraction exercises in the dirt.


I want to introduce you to teachers who prepare and plan for disasters and who, in a crisis, establish child-friendly spaces that foster a sense of normalcy amid all that chaos and horror, and reunite families when an earthquake decimates their schools or a once-in-a-century flood ravages their crops and washes their homes away. Teachers who show up to educate children about how to minimize the likelihood of catching a deadly virus even when conspiracy theorists scream that it’s all a hoax. Who bolster civility in an era when our social contract is under siege. Who explore challenging subjects despite book bans and prohibited topics. Who shelter children from school shooters or ideological mercenaries bent on ransacking classrooms and trafficking children. Teachers who show up even when the very act of teaching is against the law.


Teachers are changemakers in our backyards. They don’t need Hallmark cards, a PR firm or more bake sales, though funding for education on a global scale is paltry at best. They can do without the corporate-sponsored awards ceremony or, God forbid, teacher talent shows. Teachers deserve that their voices be heard at Davos, at the G8 summit and in the General Assembly of the United Nations.


When that day comes, we will have shown up for them.









Chapter 1


Addled Child


I became a teacher the hard way, by first suffering as a student.


The word “addled” never appeared on our fourth-grade vocabulary list, but its meaning was unmistakable. “Mr. Mednick! You are an addled child!” To this day, I remain mystified by the logic of using the formal salutation of one’s last name to humiliate a child. It shattered me. Incidents like these leave fragments. I am still fishing them out.


I should have known better than to cross her invisible chalk line. Likely, she had exhausted all the discipline strategies in her spiral-bound Tips for Classroom Management binder: (#1) “Review behavioral expectations”; (#2) “Offer help strategies”; (#3) “Make eye contact”; (#4) “Speak after class”; (#5) “Rearrange seating”; (#6) “Redirect attention.” Just before she unleashed her word-javelin, she had been applying (#7): “Extinguish negative behavior by not reinforcing it,” a dubious and passive-aggressive tactic, I might add, that can escalate into a crisis. Here’s my Eduspeak-English translation for #7: she was ignoring me.


Too busy practicing my Buddy Rich pencil paradiddles against the side of my chair, I was not reading the cues. Too distracted to notice the Hawaiian Punch-colored blotch spreading across her neck. Too insistent on getting her attention. Too busy being busy to spot her eyes narrowing like Clint Eastwood’s in A Fistful of Dollars.


I should have known her nerves were fried. The past few days, she had chastised me several times for following instructions she had never given or answering questions she had never asked. I must have driven right through the universal sign for stop—arm straight, palm at a 90-degree angle like our crossing guard or that trapped pantomimist on the Ed Sullivan Show. Tonight, it would be tip #8: “Inform (and enlist) the parents.”


My teacher had been asking for a show of hands to see who understood the steps for solving an arithmetic problem on the board. Even then, I thought this teaching technique was suspect. Public voting may work at a local town-hall meeting to approve extra funding for Shakespeare in the Park. But for 9-year-old kids learning arithmetic? The stakes are too high. If most of us raised our hands, why would one or two honest ones expose their weakness and risk their peers’ ridicule? If a dozen raised their hands, but two dozen remained silent, might she feel compelled to teach the lesson differently, or was a 33% get-it-right rate good enough for her? What if she asked us to work in small groups so that peers could help peers? Or asked students to teach the lesson, rather than compete for the recognition of having already known the answer?


Worse, I knew the answer and I wanted her to know. Dismayed by the red scrawl on my recent homework, I was bound to turn the unfamiliar into the familiar, decipher the logic of fractions and do something right. I was certain my time had come to prove myself worthy and win her over. A nod or even a genuine smile in my general direction would have sufficed. I waved my arms as if trying to flag down a distant cousin at a crowded train station. The more she ignored me (as she had done with stinging regularity), the more I tried to get her attention. Pick me! I have the right answer! Wrapped in my chair desk, half-standing, I must have looked as if I were trying to wriggle out of a Halloween costume forced upon me by bullies.


During prior calls home, my parents usually blamed eczema for transforming a cheerful kid into the rash-consumed, squirming menace my teachers saw. My body felt like sandpaper. I sawed, chafed and churned my limbs against the iron legs of my school desk and filed my knuckles and my elbows on the indentation for pencils. If I noticed blood on my shirt, I would sit as still as I could, resisting the impulse to scratch through the pain and make it worse. This time I had painted my own red target.


First came the snarl and the next thing I knew, “addled child!” was hurtling my way. Her venom startled my classmates. I dropped back in my seat. E. Annie Proulx best describes the feeling: “a heaving sludge of ice under fog where air blurred into water.” My classmates may have been snickering, but I could not hear them. If they were staring or pointing at me, I did not notice them. If the second hand on the clock was still ticking inexorably forward, time nevertheless stood still. To this day, whenever I hear the word “addled,” I feel my heartbeat in my ears. “Addled” is a trigger.


She did not invoke rule #4 (“Speak after class”). By 3:05 I had already reached the alley behind the school, and ran. I stripped off my schoolbag, reached under the doormat for the key and stepped into the cool sanctuary of home. The screen door wheezed shut behind me.


My schoolbag was open. Pencils and erasers must have spilled out somewhere en route, all of them replaceable. I plunged my hand into the bag to fish around for something far more valuable, a talisman as consoling and palliative as any child’s stuffed animal: a ruler made of ash, stenciled in red with “Rulers of Baseball” at the top in that distinctive cursive sports script, followed by a list of the greats: Connie Mack of the Philadelphia Athletics, Cy Young of the Boston Pilgrims, Willie Mays of the San Francisco Giants, Hammerin’ Hank Aaron of the Atlanta Braves, and my hero, Sandy Koufax of the Los Angeles Dodgers. On the flip side, the usual picket fence of inch-lengths. The ruler was gone. I couldn’t bring myself to retrace my steps.


Outside, I could hear the neighborhood kids on their Schwinns, baseball cards sputtering in their spokes. Today I would not be joining them. I climbed onto the armrest of a couch to pull down the Webster’s and search for “addled.” Crawling my fingers up the spine, I slipped on the plastic slipcover. The tome fell from my hands, bounced on the cushions and crashed onto a glass coffee table. Miraculously, the glass did not shatter, but the book freed itself from its mesh binding. I accordioned the sides back together, found the divot for the letter “A,” and drew my finger down the page. I stopped at “adder” and read the definition. Did my teacher say I was an adder: (n.) a poisonous snake? Insulting, but a snake child made little sense. I didn’t slither or bite. I continued down the column until I reached “addled.” Addled, from the Old English adela, to make or become confused, fuzzy, disoriented. Used as an adjective, addled meant rotten. Bingo. I was an addled child. Confused and rotten.


My mother returned home after work and found me slumped on the couch. She noticed the slipcover on the floor, the coffee table slightly skewed, and the dictionary not flush with the growing number of World Book encyclopedias, even though I had been careful to use both hands to push it back in slowly, like a surgeon in the game Operation. She felt my forehead. I remained silent and sullen.


Calls home usually came when we were doing the dishes. This evening would be no exception. Standing atop the Yellow Pages next to my mother, ready to dry the plates, I wiped my hands on my pants. I knew what was to come. She sighed through the second ring and shooed me away. I backed off to the far end of the kitchen, toeing the curl where the linoleum meets the wall. She snatched the receiver from its cradle.


Imagine, dear reader, a teacher–parent game show featuring a split screen of dueling kitchens wallpapered with sunflowers or a faded farm scene, a Formica table and matching Naugahyde chairs, and a turquoise or black Bakelite rotary phone attached to the wall. Seated at their respective kitchen tables, each contestant has stretched the phone’s curly cord to its limit. Who budges first? Who will go too far? Who will win?


In kitchen number 1, the teacher shuffling through index cards of infractions. In kitchen number 2, my mother (also a teacher) straightening her shoulders and reaching for the back of an electric bill and a ballpoint pen.


My teacher offered her saccharin greeting and transitioned quickly to a recital of my misdemeanors, delivered breathlessly and with enough forensic detail to render useless any defense. My mother nodded. She crossed and uncrossed her legs. She opened her mouth and closed it again.


The monologue ended with the usual hackneyed, sitcom suggestions: Fred (strangely, no longer Mr. Mednick) should apply himself more, check his homework before turning it in and restrain from obstreperous behavior. Her closing statement: a bewildering pseudo-psychological insight about being my own worst enemy.


Did my mother think that this presupposition about her son not applying himself or reviewing his homework was a thinly coded way of saying that he was lazy and dull? Should she say she had seen me check and recheck my homework? Would she also add that my impulsive behavior was not aggression but simply a desperate plea for a chance to show what I knew and be acknowledged accordingly? Might she ask, “How do you know about my son’s potential if you shut down his motivation to learn?” As for the worst-enemy trope, would my mother ask how one negotiates a peace treaty with oneself? Or will this be a surrender? Why should learning be compared to war, anyway? From the sidelines, I seethed. My teacher was my own worst enemy.


Urie Bronfenbrenner, a psychologist and co-founder of Head Start, once wrote: “Every child needs at least one adult who is irrationally crazy about him or her.” I wasn’t looking for, or trying to be worthy of, unconditional love. I just wanted to be seen. Surely my mother would recognize this and say something.


I expected consequences. The signs were easy to read. If my mother bobbed her head like a dashboard hula girl, there would be no transistor radio for a month, which meant no Dodger games. If she rolled her eyes, a lighter sentence was possible: Dodger games only with proof of homework completed and checked and chores done. If my mother cocked her head, puzzled at what she was hearing or simply not convinced, I might get a lecture. If she felt impugned as a parent, she would straighten up and purse her lips. In that case, the same lecture, albeit abbreviated and halfhearted. The punishment would fit my crimes, never anger or a belt to the backside. Whatever the outcome, eczema would roar back, my body’s somatic response for a modicum of pity or clemency.


Just writing this, I get nervous. I was jumping ahead. Let’s return to the split screen. The score was Teacher: 1. Mother-Teacher: 0. Child: minus 1. Did my mother think my teacher was tedious and spiteful? Would she agree and assure my teacher this would be handled best at home? I looked for a miracle comeback, like the Dodgers’ walk-off win in the second game of the 1962 playoffs against the Giants.


Did she roll her eyes just now? Cock her head? At last, my mother spoke: “May I ask what the class was working on that caused my son to behave the way you describe?” By dissecting the content of the lesson and its pedagogy, was she exposing flaws? Was this a teacher-to-teacher, insider-to-insider tactic? She would never go so far as to shift responsibility from me to the teacher, but she did not seem to be giving the teacher a free pass. By introducing a larger context—how an imperious and unforgiving classroom climate stifles learning—or that adults must act with equanimity and balance toward all children, even the squirrely ones—was she implying that my teacher harbored a predilection toward character assassination? “He’s a good boy,” she said. “He reads all the time. He’s very curious, sometimes too curious. It’s just that he doesn’t do well when he feels intimidated.” Yes! Atticus Finch in mom form!


Who could argue with the notion that frightened kids feel scrambled and then act out? Understated, yet so elegantly irrefutable! “When he feels intimidated” was not so much a counterattack as a reminder that teaching requires compassion. There is no question about it: I was a twitchy, grating, unnerving pain in the ass, but I was trying. Making progress, too.


Allow me to replay the scene, this time with thought bubbles for each side:


Teacher: “I have concerns,” followed by offenses 1–3, then unhelpful advice: “apply himself…check homework…his own worst enemy…” Thought bubble: Kids like yours make me consider early retirement.


Mother: “Which assignment? What, specifically, was going on?” Thought bubble: You should have retired last year.


Teacher: “Disrupted the class…in the middle of my lesson…” Thought bubble: Your kid has shit for brains and can’t control himself.


Mother: (nodding, readying her comeback) “…when he feels intimidated.” Thought bubble: You should cut my kid some slack, asshole.


I don’t remember who hung up first. The text was cordial, the subtext more combative. It may have been a draw. My mother motioned me over and pressed me against her pleated skirt. I smelled dishwater soap, rubber gloves, chicken and broccoli. She seemed taller, looking down at her son doing his best to keep himself from crying and scratching the crook of his arm, his lower lip and his knees.


I knew what was coming. No Dodger games, more chores, and homework completed before going anywhere. I was too exhausted to negotiate the start date for my sentence, even though Koufax was pitching that night.


In truth, I was a walking, talking, itchy, niacin rush with a built-in on-off switch. I had no dimmer. My mother knew it and did her best. My teacher didn’t care. It is challenging to teach kids with attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder. But it is far more challenging to be that kid. There was no neurodivergent sensibility back then, no personalization of instruction. Just winners and losers and stigma.


The next day, I also knew the answer to the problem on the board, but I had turned my switch “off.” I wanted to be invisible, even though I had been desperate to be known, not simply tagged as a concern. Most children are willing to go to extraordinary lengths, for better or worse, to be seen before they can see, to be understood before they can understand, and to feel free from fear before being free to learn. I made my decision: I was a flawed, feckless fuckup.


The word-spears stopped, though the slow burn of neglect did not. Expectations were low and I sank to meet them. Over time, school felt unjust, unkind, embarrassing and even conspiratorial. I could not help myself from staring outside my classroom window, gripped by an irresistible desire to be elsewhere.


I continued to struggle. I turned every question at the back of a chapter into a knot of impossible complexity. Mathematics was a foreign code without a legend for reference. Suffering in silence, I squeaked by. By junior high, the eczema was gone. I even managed to get serviceable grades. I simply had lost interest.


In high school, our 2-inch American history textbooks favored bite-sized memorizables and minutiae I could easily look up in the encyclopedia or glean from the television quiz show College Bowl. It was all a top-down view of the “what,” leaving no room for the “why” or “how,” or the discovery of patterns or tensions. If I were the teacher, I would find textbooks with opposing positions and ask the students to find the truth and discuss how they got there. I would not separate civics from history. I would start with that day’s newspaper and work backward, challenging students to trace contemporary problems to their roots. Anything but this soporific march through time.


I had questions and wanted answers. Why did it take so long to vote the Civil Rights Act into law? Why was there so much discrimination in housing and why so much in the northern states of the US, when I had read that all the problems were in the south? Why did Sirhan Sirhan shoot Bobby Kennedy in my own city of LA? How did war go from being hot-to-cold-to-hot again? Why were 14 Black athletes kicked off the University of Wyoming football team just for wearing black armbands, or members of the Black Panthers shot in their beds by Chicago policemen? Was the “arc of the moral universe” truly bending “toward justice” or veering off to parts unknown?


I was wise enough not to offer teaching suggestions. That would seal my fate. Caught between monotony and curiosity, I propped my textbook on my desk to hide my secret stash: Bernard Malamud’s The Natural, Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita and Karl Marx’s The Communist Manifesto. Baseball was familiar and comforting; sex was confusing, yet tingly; and revolutionary ideology was a perfect intellectual outlet for adolescent rage. I was convinced school was the enemy. My school did not hand out stars to autodidacts. Naturally, my grades continued to slip. I didn’t care.


If my fate would be manual labor, there was no time like the present. I found work at a bagel factory: an abbreviated swing shift on weekdays and graveyard shift on weekends. Training took half an hour. Someone mixes the dough, a machine shapes the bagels, and a worker spaces them out on a floured, rotating plate. My job was to ring one bagel in each finger and gently glide them into a vat of steaming, bubbling water, stir them for five minutes with a baseball bat, use a butterfly net to sift them out, and splay them onto another floured tray.


Standing over a swirl of moist, hot steam from the cauldron and a wall of stifling air from 450-degree ovens, prickly bumps appeared on my arms and spread to my chest and shoulders like a Moscato wine spill. I thought I had long outgrown eczema, but I was back to chafing and churning. The foreman commanded me to step away from my double toil and trouble and strip off my shirt. Rather than toss me a damp towel, he thumbed open an orange box of Arm & Hammer Baking Soda and shook it above my head, like fairy dust, to ease the hives. My sweat turned to white paste. Men running the dough-stirring machine began to chuckle. I rushed to the bathroom, tore away my apron, filled Dixie cups with cool water and doused the back of my neck. I glanced at the ghost in the mirror. I speed-cranked the window for fresh air. Unable to live in my skin, incompetent at school and even worse at work, I hung up my apron and walked out. Once home, I showered off the gunk and broke the good news to my parents. I wanted to go to college. I barely got in.


It only took one teacher to open my world. A Literature and Politics course was an intellectual powder keg and my professor held the match. Depending upon her mood, she wore iridescent, flowered moo-moos or dressed all in black. She paced and smoked Chesterfields through a black plastic cigarette holder. She described every inch of Picasso’s Guernica, asked questions that spawned more questions, and told stories. “Stories allow us to be known,” she said. “They make visible the invisibility of politics. They reveal who we are and what motivates us. Without stories, life is a gritty, incomprehensible mess.”


We were a diverse group of students. Autoworkers commuting from a General Motors car plant two hours away, retired folks auditing the course, and kids like me, trying to build back a sense of worth. Most of us felt as if we stood at the periphery of learning, nibbling at the edges. But in that class, once a week, we felt intelligent and competent. She might stop in the middle of a passage she was reading aloud, words wafting above us like her smoke halos heading for the ceiling lights. In that intoxicating silence, we constructed meaning. We read more than she assigned. We met in groups more than she expected. We arranged potlucks every two weeks before class. A single course transcended the mechanics of information transmission and assimilation. It became a conversation. We had become a community of learners free to think out loud.


In the last half-hour of the final class session, my mind was not elsewhere. I was not squirming or chafing or drumming with pencils. I was listening intently. She stopped abruptly again. This time I heard my name. I flushed. She announced that my paper was insightful and alive, and read a few paragraphs aloud. She said she found it honest and clear. Let me say it again: clear. Clear is the opposite of addled.


Public acknowledgment is a thrill for anyone, but for me in that instant, it was epiphanic. My paper, the basis of her last session? Who, me, with something to share? In that minute, I had vanquished my own worst enemies. I forgave my elementary school teacher. I even forgave myself. One moment of affirmation is hardly an antidote for the serrated knife of public humiliation, but it was a salve for my thin, pocked skin.


I wanted to be that kind of teacher. I wanted everyone to have teachers like that.









Chapter 2


What Do You See Outside Your Window?


Most high-school principals spend their days navigating a blur of real crises or tempests in teapots. They show up early and leave late. Their evenings are not their own. Word of advice to new principals: forget buying alcohol in the same town you teach. People will talk.


As principals go, I was in an enviable position. I ran an excellent independent school secure in its reputation and nestled on a hill in an expensive, leafy neighborhood just around the corner from Kurt Cobain’s former residence in Seattle, Washington. Parents did not treat me like a piñata. The faculty members were kind, passionate about their subjects and compassionate with their students. Outside my window, a cluster of purple and red rhododendrons would pick up the late afternoon light like a seventeenth-century French garden. It was a dream job.


Still, I was bored. The approaching millennium was upon us, along with the World Wide Web and the promise of a level playing field: universal freedom, ubiquitous opportunity and new connections at our fingertips. Strangers could ask questions of strangers. Websites scrolled down at a painfully slow pace like a wall map pulled down by some sadistic teacher, but for those with access, it was worth the wait. It did not take long to recognize, however, that a digital divide exposed and compounded stark inequalities and privilege. I saw an education divide. A hope divide, too.


The world outside my window was precious, bucolic and removed. Twenty-five years had passed since I’d felt that shared intellectual exuberance in that literature class, and a dozen more since my wife and I had spent a year teaching English in China. I longed to be in and of the world, rather than a mere bystander watching it unfold from afar.


Caught between the exhilarating weightlessness of exploring unknown stars and the gravitational pull of professional safety, I scolded myself for my whining and claustrophobia.


I wanted to be a learner again. The faculty understood and took on more responsibility so that I could pursue my doctorate.


Late one afternoon, I turned on National Public Radio (NPR), as I always did at the end of the day, stuffing papers into my briefcase for more work at home. A reporter described how an extremist militia group known as the Taliban had taken control of Afghanistan’s capital, Kabul. How could extremism flourish in a world of information? How could Afghan children get an education in a war zone? How do we prepare teens for an irrational world? How might teachers help transform education to meet the needs of a connected world? A thesis topic began to percolate.


I pulled out a business card of an education specialist at the World Bank I had met at a conference. I asked her to enlist her network to disseminate a survey about teachers and their visions of the future for my doctoral thesis.


By the time I met with the chair of my doctoral committee, I had launched this question into the internet ether: “What do you see outside your window?” I told my chair about the responses I had received from around the world: windows looking onto tenement buildings. Smashed windows. No windows at all.


He pretended to listen but was visibly worried. As I waxed on about meeting new people, he came out with it: I seemed more enamored with the internet than the topic. My approach was unfocused, improvisational and impulsive. (Did I sense a veiled “addled” reference?) A doctoral survey is not some chatty icebreaker, but a planned, systematic round of inquiry grounded in a theoretical framework. How could I expect teachers to take this seriously?


Had my curiosity screwed me once again? By building a relationship with respondents, was I contaminating the results? I needed usable data. Teachers are busy. Stop the ingratiating, folksy banter and get to the targeted questions. While I have always held reservations about quasi-scientific objectivity in survey design, I kept them to myself. I needed the three letters after my name.


Over the next several weeks, more responses arrived. One teacher described someone outside her window who shook a carpet each day at exactly 11:00 am. Another teacher wrote about a colleague consoling a student on a bench and those little arms reaching for warmth. A janitor leaning on a broom, talking with teenagers ejected from class. Windows protected by iron bars, dicing the view into geometric patterns. Windows decorated with paper cutouts to obscure a view of sewage. Windows pasted with pictures of animals bearing each child’s name.


Non-teachers responded. A prisoner described what he saw outside his spittle-smeared jail-cell window: the silhouette of a burly guard fingering his keys. A farmer’s view of hay bales and tilting barns outside a combine window. A semitruck driver in Texas wrote this haiku:


In front and behind


White lines perforate my state


Are we all alone?


I thanked each respondent and received reply emails thanking me for thanking them.


I honed the survey to my chair’s satisfaction. I asked various rounds of questions and anonymized answers to approach a consensus.


From your viewpoint, what five abilities or characteristics are necessary for youth to take part productively in the early twenty-first century? Please rank them in importance. What challenges and opportunities do you face in preparing students?


More questions followed. I predicted a huge drop-off in subsequent iterations, but somehow, they stuck with it. Several wrote about what they saw coming: a reduction in time for play given the pressure of high-stakes testing. Some identified immediate challenges: violence, public-health emergencies and widening socioeconomic disparities. Some saw more opportunities to bring the outside world into their classrooms. Others wanted to reinforce the sanctuary of the classroom and keep the world out.


In early November 1999, within hours of each other, a teacher from Norway and another from Nicaragua described what they saw outside their windows. Trapped by a tunnel of dark days and an impending storm, the Norwegian pined for a beach in the tropics. Drained by the crucible of hairdryer heat bouncing off corrugated roofs and baking her classroom for several weeks, the Nicaraguan longed to touch snow for the first time and make a snow angel. I connected them. Their interactions were filled with humility, hospitality and invitations to visit. Relationships foster reciprocity.
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