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I celebrate teaching that enables transgressions—a movement against and beyond boundaries. It is that movement which makes education the practice of freedom.


—bell hooks










INTRODUCTION


Over fifty million children return to America’s public school classrooms every year. Across over 98,000 schools in some 13,600 local school districts, spanning big cities, small towns, and rural communities across the country. More than any other public institution, schools transmit the norms and values that underpin and define Americanness—chiefly through students’ daily contact with our nation’s more than three million public school teachers. This book tells the story of one master teacher in the enormous, messy, and complex system of American public schooling.


Entire volumes have been written about teaching. In its purest form, teaching hinges on the connection between one teacher and dozens—or even hundreds—of students. How does a teacher set academic goals and move them forward? How does a lesson unfold? How much of teaching is improvisation? How can what occurs in a classroom transform a child’s sense of self and value outside of school? Here you will encounter the nitty-gritty of the profession. From an unconventional path to the classroom and licensure struggles, to an eye-opening rookie year, the tenacity required in the early years, and the path toward mastery. The less glamorous parts of teaching, and the unique experiences of Black teachers, round out the story.


When LaQuisha Hall arrived in Baltimore in 2003, she was twenty-one, recently transplanted from North Carolina, and a fresh-faced hire as an English teacher in Baltimore’s public schools. Her seventeen-year career in Charm City is dotted with stints in Baltimore middle and high schools, including a yearlong assignment at the city’s alternative school for students removed from neighborhood schools.


Hall is an artist; a life coach; a pageant winner; and an advocate for sexual assault survivors. Every piece of her identity funnels into her teaching. For close to two decades, she has conceived and carried out creative, empowering, and culturally responsive lessons that sharpen students’ reading, writing, and life skills—resulting in her selection as the 2018 Baltimore City Schools Teacher of the Year.


Her school, Carver Vocational-Technical High School, is a supporting actor in the story. Named after the famous Black inventor George Washington Carver, it was founded in 1925 as a vocational school for Black students during the era of de jure school segregation. Today the school prepares its nearly entirely Black student body for certifications in a variety of trades, including cosmetology, carpentry and electrical construction, and food and beverage management. A separate program (P-TECH) creates a pathway for students to graduate high school with a diploma and a two-year associate’s degree. The school is a fixture in the city, with its revered history and generations of graduates living in and around Baltimore.
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I am a product of public schools with conscientious and committed teachers. But none stood out from the rest. I benefited from the education I received. But teaching is much more than pouring facts into a child’s head. Here is a portrait of a dynamic, unforgettable teacher who is making an indelible mark on the young people she serves, as I observed firsthand in the 2018–19 and 2019–20 school years—comprising her sixteenth and seventeenth years in teaching. What follows is also a scrutinizing look at the system in which she works that contributes to the larger conversation about the state of public education.


Modeling the best of her profession, Hall is a springboard to enlighten and bring clarity to a very much maligned and misunderstood job. Spotlighting teaching’s wonders and warts serves as a primer for aspiring teachers, an affirmation for current teachers, and a wake-up call for those who care about sustaining this noble profession.










1 COUNTDOWN



Gray clouds hang low over Carver Vo-Tech High School in the closing weeks of the school year. Here in West Baltimore’s Coppin Heights neighborhood, neatly maintained homes and boarded-up rowhouses coexist in a community that boasts a heavy police presence, but not one major chain supermarket or bookstore. Coppin Heights stands in sharp contrast to the Inner Harbor, Baltimore’s showpiece—a tourist attraction a few miles away on the waterfront. Carver Vo-Tech is the prototypical urban high school: a sprawling redbrick structure, towering over the nearby buildings and engulfing the entire corner. The front office greets visitors with WELCOME TO CARVER, HOME OF THE BEARS opposite a barren foyer that houses an unmanned metal detector. LaQuisha Hall, smiling brightly, swings open the door, fluid and playful in a flowing summer dress of emerald green, navy blue, and orange, with gold-streaked Senegalese twist braids. She is cheerful, her loose ponytail swinging as the call-and-response of “Good morning, Mrs. Hall!” “Good morning, queen!” “How are you, king?” is repeated. The route to her classroom is an obstacle course, weaving through slow-moving youngsters in blue polo shirts and khaki pants, the Carver school uniform. The long hallway—adorned with inspirational quotes from Henry Ford, William Butler Yeats, and Margaret Mead—is a throwback to a more staid era.
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That feeling is dashed rounding the corner to room 263. Vibrant drawings of African masks cover the classroom’s wooden door and glass block windows. The entrance is a tribute to Harlem Renaissance artist and educator Loïs Mailou Jones from a Black Baltimore teacher who always dreamed of being a professional artist. Passing through the doorway, Hall’s artistic flourishes blend with an unapologetic atmosphere of Black excellence. The Western canon of dead white male poets is scuttled in favor of Maya Angelou’s poem “Phenomenal Woman” hanging as a poster that deconstructs the work’s themes of female empowerment. Neon-blue bins filled with young adult novels by some of the hottest Black and Latinx writers—Elizabeth Acevedo, Jason Reynolds, Daniel José Older, Angie Thomas, and Baltimore native Kwame Alexander—sit on a windowsill below Langston Hughes’s jarring poem “A Dream Deferred.” Standard markings of a high school English classroom surround the space: vocabulary words, the rules for literature circles, and a handwritten sign nudging readers to practice critical thinking.


The attention to detail signals that this is a place where the teacher’s work goes beyond academics, and beyond the classroom. Sitting at home the last weekend in May 2019, Hall scrolled Facebook and saw that hundreds of teens had gathered at the Inner Harbor on a warm Saturday night. As media reports of a “juvenile disturbance” flooded in, all Hall could think about were her clever and sweet-spirited freshmen at Carver who had celebrated the publication of their first book days before. She had heavily promoted the book event to local TV stations and media outlets, but not one news camera or reporter showed up. Now they were giving events at the Inner Harbor breaking-news coverage. Hall was personally offended by the persistent drumbeat denigrating young, Black Baltimore residents. So she went rogue on her Facebook page, posting photos of the book signing and demanding the media report on the students at Carver Vo-Tech to give context and meaning to the larger story of Baltimore youth.


But more than the sensational headlines and exaggerated reporting disturbed her. Hall is not naive to the perils of being young and Black in Baltimore. She has lost students to incarceration and tragic deaths—an unwelcome though not uncommon consequence of teaching in an urban school district—and suspected some of her impressionable ninth-graders were at the Inner Harbor. She decided to use the incident in her classroom to encourage her students to make smart, lifesaving choices outside Carver’s walls this summer: “I’m not just going to give them work to do. I want them to work on themselves. I really want them to think ‘Maybe I shouldn’t go with that friend, because she’s always up to no good’ to prevent me from losing more kids.” The sober reality is that West Baltimore can be a crushing place to be a Black teen. Many years of ingrained, systemic racism has led to entrenched inequalities in social services, housing, and job opportunities. It’s a neighborhood afflicted with a high rate of violence and crime due to decades of economic disinvestment and generational poverty. Hall’s optimism may be premature. But fighting hard for her kids, the only children she has, isn’t impulsive. It’s intentional. A hallmark of her teaching practice that’s been finely calibrated over the last sixteen years—her entire career spent in the Baltimore City Schools.


In room 263, young ladies are “queens,” young men are “kings,” and scholars excel. Hall adopted the terms several years ago to help her kids internalize the importance of being confident, curious, lifelong learners. Aiming to give every child a chance to shine, she initiated the “Scholars of the Week” recognition. Initially she handed out monthly honors, but as is common in teaching, Hall reconsidered. “I wondered if the kids that I didn’t highlight had ever heard anything good about themselves,” she said. “I wanted them all by the end of the school year to say, ‘Mrs. Hall thinks that I can write,’ so they don’t turn into that adult that says, ‘No teacher ever told me anything good about myself.’ ” The payoff was immediate and dramatic: students came to class every Monday, excited to learn who would be chosen, reveling in the attention. Joy is an undervalued and overlooked element in our culture and schools. The drive for high test scores can dwarf the simple satisfaction that comes from a teacher creating an environment where everyone is acknowledged, not just top-performing students. Creating a sense of belonging carries over into how students see themselves as learners. In the pressure cooker of the classroom joy can seem like a luxury, but it’s as vital as a well-constructed syllabus.


As youngsters file into English 1, exchanging banter with Hall, the quirkiness of ninth-graders is apparent: equal parts cocky and cynical, curious and cautious, selfish and selfless. Hall scribbles questions on the dry-erase board to introduce her lesson on the Inner Harbor episode as they take their seats. She will rely on a teaching approach passed down from Greek philosophers—the Socratic method, with students leading their own learning through inquiry-based dialogue. In preparation for today’s discussion, Hall assigned a reading on Kalief Browder, a New York City teen who was accused of stealing a backpack in 2010. The sixteen-year-old was sent to Rikers Island, one of America’s most brutal prisons, and incarcerated for nearly three years while awaiting trial on the charges. Her students learn that the trauma he suffered in jail was a major cause of his later suicide. Hall draws parallels to the take-home reading with a brief clip on the Central Park Five from CBS News Sunday Morning. Similar to Browder, it is a chilling example of racial profiling that resulted in young Black and Latino teens being falsely accused and wrongfully convicted of a heinous crime. Hall asks how many of her students are watching When They See Us, a Netflix miniseries about the infamous 1989 case. As hands go up, she tells them to write down their thoughts from the news segment, and points to the Socratic seminar topics on the board.


What are your thoughts on what happened to Browder? The Central Park Five? How are they the same/different?


How do these cases relate to issues occurring in Baltimore?


Think about the recent Inner Harbor incident. What ways can Black youth protect themselves? What other things can Baltimore youth do this summer? What other places can they go?


A troop of students saunters to chairs placed in the center of the room, as classmates shift seats for a better view. “Diamond,” animated in cornrows and glasses, initiates the conversation, making the connection between Browder, the Central Park Five, and Black teens like themselves. “At the Inner Harbor, they called us criminals,” she says. “On Netflix, the cops called them animals.” The discourse reveals the scholars’ unfiltered selves—the spirit of Socrates with some stank on it. With the energy running high, the students switch places. But the second group can’t find its rhythm. Diamond, now seated on the outside, asks Hall if she can help them. She encourages the young girl’s enthusiasm and reminds her of the Socratic process—those inside the circle speak, those outside the circle listen and respond. Skillful facilitation by Hall, giving prompts and validating their experiences, sparks a discussion bursting with honesty and raw emotion: “They don’t see us either—nothing positive”; “My brother’s going to have to do time again, 5–10 years, for just being in the wrong place at the wrong time”; and “The whole entire system is corrupt.” With the class period ending, Diamond lights up, finally able to say what she’s been holding inside. Racing to finish before the bell sounds, she leaves her classmates with a piece of shrewd and cautionary advice: “Be a leader, not a follower!”


Much is made of bringing the real world into classrooms. It can be done poorly, with teachers making perfunctory attempts at including current events—or it can be done well, with teachers aligning the content to students’ lived experiences, and guiding students to make connections between the news and themselves. Providing a forum for young people to read, write, and ruminate on biases and stereotypes that afflict Black youth packs an especially heavy punch on the fourth anniversary of Browder’s death. Hall, settled at her desk, recounting the just-completed session, has watched her scholars bloom through Socratic seminars, which she introduced midyear. “When you have a conversation in a classroom, even when the kids raise their hand and they’re called on, somebody might yell out an answer right before they say it. But this is so focused and methodical.” The strategy is a way to meet the state standards for freshman English, and an opportunity to slip in a life skill many adults lack. Inside the circle “they’re utilizing the Common Core skills of compare and contrast, as students on the outside are listening,” she says, emphasizing the importance of her scholars learning “to stop and hear what someone else is saying and consider the other side.”


Whether formally teaching English language arts or informally strolling the school’s corridors, she is present in the moment. Walking the halls before her next class, she eyes two girls by the door of the vo-tech high school’s cosmetology studio. Hall smoothly links arms with one young lady and escorts her down the hallway as her pal shuffles behind them. In whispered tones she shares how to be a supportive friend when it’s not reciprocated, and the necessity to love some people from afar, in a tender voice filled with reassurance. The listener nods and smiles, as her buddy—Hall’s one-person amen corner—approvingly seconds all of the guidance. Hall is auntie, big sis, counselor, and confidante. Essentially, the person she desperately needed in the turbulence of her own adolescence.


A survivor of family domestic violence and childhood sexual abuse by a relative, Hall struggled with the emotional fallout from early childhood through her teens in New Bern, North Carolina. After high school graduation, she headed to Elizabeth City State University, a small historically Black college in a rural community on North Carolina’s coast. But along with the décor for her dorm room, she carried the trauma and scars from New Bern into her freshman year, culminating in a suicide attempt. Gradually, she found healing and deliverance in the church, and channeled years of pain into uplifting and encouraging others, like the children in room 263 and former students she sees in the hallways at Carver.


Hall’s origin story guides her life and her teaching—in ways that some of her colleagues don’t understand. “When I talk to other teachers about my plans and ideas, they call it over-the-top,” she says. “You’re not required to publish students in a book. But I want them to feel they are heard and seen, unlike me growing up. Not enough was done for me… now I’m in a position to offer what I didn’t have.” In her role as a Baltimore City teacher, Hall rallies her scholars to “reach their greatness and meet their full potential,” adding “God allowed me to overcome a whole lot of hardship so I could help a whole lot of other people.” She is driven by a tenacious desire to create a classroom where trust and safety are the values that bolster the academic mission.


Her success in this pursuit is evident during a class period late in the day as kids sit quietly for independent reading. The sound of pages turning is broken by yelling. A fight is underway in the hallway outside room 263. As the cacophony of youthful voices and adult reprimands grows outside, the readers inside Hall’s quiet cavern never look up. The astounding focus is modeled by Hall, who projects calm and composure in the midst of chaos only feet away. “I’ve never said to them that if there’s a fight, you cannot run to my door,” she explains. “But they know I’m not going to let anyone come in this class and harm them. Once I established that no one would come in here and hurt them… they felt safe. Whatever’s happening in the hallway right now is not going to affect them.”


Rather than a simplistic platitude, “students can’t learn if they don’t feel safe” speaks to the physical and emotional well-being that is a precondition for students to learn. School shootings and ICE immigration raids, among other threats, have struck fear into children, leaving teachers to manage their anxieties and trauma. This is particularly acute for Black children, who experience an “alarming rate of exposure to violence and victimization,” according to data from the National Center for Victims of Crime. There is clearly a need for more mental health professionals in schools. Yet in their absence, teachers like Hall fill the void, prioritizing care before composition.


The final bell buzzes and Carver falls silent, a stream of students and staff passing through the exit. Hall sinks into her chair, that morning’s half-finished venti cinnamon dolce latte still on her desk. Today’s instruction was fueled by caffeine, chips, and fruit snacks—not an infrequent occurrence. Asked if she relishes being one day closer to the end of the school year, she rejects the rush to bring the curtain down on her scholars.


Candidly, she laments that bidding farewell to this class of freshmen will be tough. She proudly stares at three sheets of flip chart paper with a satisfied smile. The detailed inventory, titled “Keeping up with Mrs. Hall Scholars,” records all of the authors they met, museums they visited, work they created, and projects they executed. Nearly 100 percent of her students started the school year as reluctant readers—by the end of the year, those same students had collectively read 190 books—more than 68,000 pages; written and published a book; and celebrated their reading accomplishments with a party bus trip to Pizza Hut. She will wait until after the students are gone to pack up her room, savoring what was.


In the interim, she and her coworkers participate in the annual ritual known as the end-of-year teacher luncheons. On two consecutive days during the last week of school, Carver staff members are feted with a southern buffet of collard greens, chicken, and mashed potatoes, along with a Maryland crab feast. At the Carver cookout Hall is hailed as a “High Achiever” for “Thinking Out of the Box.” As the festivities wane, she concedes that the custom of year-end teacher meals and recognitions, while genuinely appreciated, is poorly timed: “When I’m a little sluggish—when I was hungry and had to teach—that’s when I needed that lunch to say, ‘Hey, we see you, keep going!’ And it’d be nice to know that you thought I was a high achiever on the days I didn’t feel high achieving. That gratitude should be shown to us all year, not at the end.” Back in her classroom, she pushes aside disapproving judgments, quickly pivoting to her scholars—the solid relationships they built and how much they soared.


“I really loved my students this year,” she says, resigned to the reality she’ll have to pass them on to another teacher. “They did a lot of stuff that I would have liked to have done with other students in the past.” That includes a classroom yearbook in which all fifty-eight of her 2018–19 freshmen shared their favorite lesson and cherished moment from her class, as well as advice about Hall’s class for delivery to next year’s incoming scholars. She clutches the notebook with a mixture of affection and reverence: “If they don’t get anything from the curriculum of Baltimore City Schools, I want them to know that they have to be more than what is expected of them. If they can put it in their own words without my prompting, I feel like I did my job. And I know that I did that with these students this year.”
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