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Article from The Arizona Republic, January 16, 2004:

Headline:  “Teacher faces firing for hitting children:  Kids were speaking Spanish, board says” 

· The article goes on to say:  “The Scottsdale [AZ] School Board moved Thursday to fire a teacher who it said hit students for speaking Spanish in class instead of English. Kim Youngblood, who teaches English Language Learner students, told district investigators in a report released Thursday that she was enforcing the district's English immersion program and did not intend to injure the children. Youngblood, who taught seventh-graders at Ingleside Middle School, described the physical contact as ‘a gentle touch on the shoulders or a tap on the wrist.’" 

“The Scottsdale Unified School District investigation said Youngblood hit eight students at the east Phoenix school. The district said the hits ranged from slaps on the forearm to strikes with a pen. Some children said they were hit multiple times… 

· Youngblood responded by filing a lawsuit against the district Thursday in Maricopa County Superior Court, accusing officials of malicious prosecution, conspiracy and libel. She is asking for damages of at least $100,000 and compensatory and punitive damages of $1 million.” The allegations against the teacher only came to light after a parent complained. According to the article,

· “Other students later came forward, the district investigation says. One student said that he had been struck numerous times but that he didn't tell his parents because they had been in the country a short time and the child feared they would get in trouble for not being American citizens… 

· The Phoenix Police Department investigated the complaints in 2003 and turned the case over to the Maricopa County Attorney's Office, which declined to file charges.”

Why begin with this?

· Speaking a language other than English is still a potentially dangerous activity

· Patriotism and language use are connected in the public imagination, creating fear and suspicion

· Fear creates a chilling climate in schools and society:

· Children are afraid of speaking their native language

· Teachers tend to interpret district and state policy in overly rigid ways

· Adults become the subject of indignation and ridicule if they speak a language other than English in public

What I’ll Do Today:

· Explain why the role of the teacher needs to be redefined:  as advocate, sociocultural mediator, and cultural capital provider

· Provide some examples of how this can happen – through a tapestry of personal experiences, my research, and the work of other researchers and writers, as well as through the stories of teachers

Redefining What it Means to Be a Teacher

· Being an effective teacher of language minority students means understanding the links between language, literacy, and culture

· Understanding those links means changing practice in and out of the classroom

· Being a teacher means, above all, being an advocate for students

Understanding the Links Among Language, Literacy, and Culture means…

Understanding that language develops out of a particular social, historical, and political context

My own story:  from “Language, Literacy, and Culture:  Intersections and Implications” (NRC Yearbook, 2000).

According to the traditional educational literature, my home and family situation couldn’t prepare me adequately for academic success.

My mother did not graduate from high school and my father never made it past fourth grade. They came to the United States as immigrants from Puerto Rico and they quietly took place in the lower paid and lower stratus of society. In my family, we never had bedtime stories read to us, nor did we have books. At home, we did not have a permanent place to study, nor did we have a desk with sufficient light and ventilation, as teachers suggested. We did not have many toys and I never got the piano lessons I wanted desperately from the age of 5. As a family, we did not go to museums or other places that would give us the cultural capital it was thought we needed to succeed in school. We spoke Spanish at home, even though teachers pleaded with my parents to stop doing so. And when we learned English, my sister and I spoke a nonstandard, urban Black and Puerto Rican version of English:  we said “ain’t” instead of “isn’t” and “mines” instead of “mine,” and, no matter how often our teachers corrected us, we persisted in saying these things. In a word, because of our social class, ethnicity, native language, and discourse practices, we were the epitome of what would now be described as “children at risk,” young people described when we were coming up as “disadvantaged,” “culturally deprived,” and even “problem” students.


I was fortunate that I had a family who, although unable to help me with homework, would make sure that it got done; a family that kept right on speaking Spanish (even when my sister and I switched to English). My parents, like all parents, were brimming with skills and talents:  they were becoming bilingual, they told us many stories and riddles and tongue twisters and jokes (but not from books). When my father, 20 years after coming to this country, bought a bodega, a small Caribbean grocery store, I was awed by the sight of him adding up a column of figures in second, without a calculator or even a pencil. My mother embroidered beautiful and intricate patterns on handkerchiefs, blouses, and tablecloths, a trade practiced by many poor women in Puerto Rico to stock the shelves of Lord and Taylor’s and Saks Fifth Avenue in New York City. 


Sometime in my early adolescence, we bought a small house in a lower middle-class neighborhood and I was able to attend a good junior high and an excellent high school. I didn’t particularly like that high school – it was too big and very competitive and my sister and I were two of the three Puerto Ricans there – but in retrospect I realize that it was there that we got the education we needed to prepare us for college, a dream beyond the wildest imagination of my parents. 

· My new address made a profound difference in the education that I was able to get. I eventually dropped the “ain’t” and the “mines” and I hid the fact that I spoke Spanish. Several years later, I reclaimed my language, having learned as a teacher that ethnic culture and language can be enormously significant in providing emotional, psychological, and academic support for students. I learned – and I urge teachers now – to use rather than squander the valuable resources that children bring to their education. 

I start with my own story – not because autobiography is sacrosanct, but because it offers us important lessons. It underscores the fact that all young people of all backgrounds can learn and that they don’t need to abandon their family and home language for the benefits of an education and a higher status in society.

Understanding that social relationships and political realities are at the heart of teaching and learning:  Mary Cowhey (“We Shall Have to Begin With the Children” from Why We Teach, forthcoming):  Jimmy’s story
· “My third year of teaching… we started to investigate the history of racism in this country. We went all the way back to Columbus and learned how he brought hundreds of Taínos to Europe as slaves, and how the Spanish plantation owners in the Caribbean began importing African slaves after their Taino slaves were essentially worked to death. We had read about the Middle Passage and looked at a painting by Rod Brown in From Slave Ship to Freedom Road by Julius Lester. It showed rows of heads stacked above rows of shackled feet above rows of heads, slaves stacked in the hold of a ship. 

I had one student, Jimmy, who was very taken with this story of early slavery. Jimmy had a learning disability that made reading and writing very difficult for him, but he was a bright boy with a curious mind… Jimmy loved science and had volunteered for the job of keeping our beloved science encyclopedias in good order. One rainy afternoon during an indoor recess, I saw him excitedly talking to a student who had recently joined our class. Next I saw him very purposely scoop all of the science encyclopedias off the shelf onto the floor. As I approached to ask what he was doing, I heard him say, “They did the slaves like this!” He curled himself up and squeezed his body onto the bookshelf. “Can you believe it?” he continued, “They did them like they was books!” Jimmy grasped, and was outraged by, this essential idea, that slavery had to dehumanize the slaves, that it treated people like objects. Jimmy understood that the institution of slavery required racism in order to function.

On the first day of school the next year, Jimmy approached me excitedly. “Ms. Cowhey, I went to Puerto Rico to see my cousins and look at what I got!” He opened up a carefully folded piece of tissue paper to show me an old looking silver coin. “I got this where Spanish ships used to come in and sell slaves.” He looked at me solemnly. “I think this coin might’ve been used to buy slaves.” 

· This was a boy fiercely captivated by history, a boy full of stories hundreds of years old that were as real and as wrong as if they had happened to him.

Understanding these sociopolitical realities is part of understanding the links among language, literacy, and culture. Thinking of Jimmy simply as a second language learner isn’t enough; he is also a child with a past and a present that teachers need to recognize and affirm.
Understanding that “being nice” is not enough:  Mary Ginley’s story (from The Light in Their Eyes)
Every child needs to feel welcome, to feel comfortable. School is a foreign land to most kids (where else in the world would you spend time circling answers and filling in the blanks?), but the more distant a child’s culture and language are from the culture and language of school, the more at risk that child is. A warm, friendly, helpful teacher is nice but it isn’t enough. We have plenty of warm friendly teachers who tell the kids nicely to forget their Spanish and ask mommy and daddy to speak to them in English at home; who give them easier tasks so they won’t feel badly when the work becomes difficult; who never learn about what life is like at home or what they eat or what music they like or what stories they have been told or what their history is. Instead, we smile and give them a hug and tell them to eat our food and listen to our stories and dance to our music. We teach them to read with our words and wonder why it’s so hard for them. We ask them to sit quietly and we’ll tell them what’s important and what they must know to “get ready for the next grade.” 

· And we never ask them who they are and where they want to go.

Recognizing that learning about students’ cultures and languages entails more than learning facts and figures and strategies:  Vinh’s story (from Affirming Diversity)
A student I interviewed nearly 15 years ago, Hoang Vinh was a junior in high school. He spoke with feeling about teachers who allowed him and his few Vietnamese peers to speak their native language in class. He was literate in Vietnamese, and he made certain that his younger siblings spoke it at home and that they all wrote weekly letters to their parents in Vietnam. He explained that some teachers described his native language as “funny” and even laughed at it.

· So most important to him was not just that teachers know how to teach English, but that they understood who he was. He explained, “My teachers understand some things, just not all Vietnamese culture. Like they just understand some things outside… But they cannot understand something inside our hearts.”

Appreciating the Complexity of Culture:  “You Know You’re Puerto Rican When…”

A number of years ago, I received an email message from a friend – one of those things that’s sent to everyone on a list to bring a smile to your face. It was called “You Know You’re Puerto Rican When…” and yes, it made me smile. It brought back many memories of growing up in Williamsburg, Brooklyn in the 1940s and ‘50s, and it included a long list of experiences and characteristics that presumably define what it means to be Puerto Rican in the United States (for example, being chased by your mother with a chancleta; always having a dinner that consists of rice and beans; and having a grandmother who believes that Vicks Vaporub is the miracle cure for everything). After laughing at these things – because I remember them well – I also realized that the list could be used as a litmus test for determining who was an “authentic” Puerto Rican. If that was the case, I no longer passed it (I never chased my kids around the house with a chancleta, although sometimes I wanted to), and my kids don’t eat rice and beans for dinner every night and they probably don’t even know what Vicks vaporub is. 

So, although it was just for fun, this email message made me realize that culture is often approached in this dichotomous way – yet it’s so much more complicated than this. 

Another example, this one more serious:  Ariel Dorfman’s reflections (from his autobiography, Heading South, Looking North:  A Bilingual Journey), a compelling example of hybridity. In what can serve as an eloquent reminder to teachers of what it means to think broadly about culture when working with children, he describes the turmoil he experienced as a child in developing his identity, first in NYC and later in Chile:  

· “I instinctively chose to refuse the multiple, complex, in-between person I would someday become, this man who is shared by two equal languages and who has come to believe that to tolerate differences and indeed embody them personally and collectively might be our only salvation as a species.” 

Later, as a graduate student and sitting at his typewriter in Berkeley, CA, he writes, 

· “…that day, precariously balanced between Spanish and English, for the first time perhaps fully aware of how extraordinarily bicultural I was, I did not have the maturity – or the emotional or ideological space, probably not even the vocabulary – to answer that I was a hybrid, part Yankee, part Chilean, a pink of Jew, a mestizo in search of a center, I was unable to look directly in the face the divergent mystery of who I was, the abyss of being bilingual and binational, at a time when everything demanded that we be unequivocal and immaculate.”

Result:  we’re left with just two alternatives:  either complete adherence to one definition of identity, or total and unequivocal assimilation. In the words of Anthony Appiah, we end up replacing “one kind of tyranny with another.”

But identity is complicated – and that includes language identities, cultural identities, social class and gender identities, and others.

Steven Arvizu’s definition of culture as a verb rather than a noun captures this complexity beautifully:  that is, culture is dynamic, active, changing, always on the move.

Understanding that identity is not just a personal matter, but embedded in institutional life:  Elizabeth Capifali
A Boost of Adrenaline:  Elizabeth Capifali (from The Light in Their Eyes):

· Learning about one’s culture is like a boost of adrenaline being introduced into your system (I have asthma so I know how welcoming it is to have adrenaline running through my veins!) I think it is essential to be aware of what we don’t know so that we can make an effort to begin to acquire that knowledge. I don’t feel the intimacy that I would like to when reading about the history of my people. I realize that this lack of belonging is due to the fact that I have never been exposed in a formal or informal way to the facts, and I feel somewhat betrayed.
Recognizing that power is deeply implicated in notions of language and culture, often arbitrary and frivolous.

· In discussing “Standard English,” Paulo Freire explained it this way (from Teachers as Cultural Workers:  Letters to Those Who Dare Teach, 1998): “When did a certain form of grammar become ‘correct’? Who named the language of the elite as ‘correct,’ as the standard?… They did, of course. But why not call it ‘upper-class dominating English’ instead of ‘Standard English.’ 

· That authentic naming would reveal, instead of obscure, the politics of power and language in society.”

Changing Practice Inside Classrooms and Out

Let’s start with a far-fetched example:

What if Black English were the standard? How would practice in and outside the classroom change as a result?

One scenario:  If, through some extraordinary turn of events, working-class African Americans were to become the esteemed social group in the United States, Black English would probably become the new standard. In turn, schools would make certain that the curriculum, texts, and other materials would reflect this new form of cultural capital; in addition, only those teachers who were intimately familiar with Black English and who considered it an innately superior variety of English would be hired. Accordingly, the children of working-class African American homes would enter school with a built-in advantage compared with other children, who would be considered “culturally deprived” because they didn’t have the cultural capital of Black English. 

As far-fetched as this scenario is given current economic and political realities in the United States, it serves as a graphic example that determining whose language and culture become highly valued is both arbitrary and capricious. It has little to do with the inherent value of language and culture.

Maria Botelho’s case (from The Light in Their Eyes):  Leaving my World Outside 

I viewed the video “Quality Bilingual Education” twice. I wept both times. The Portuguese-speaking girl, Carla, attended kindergarten in a school that is less than a block from where my parents live in Cambridge; it was too close to home, so to speak. Like Carla, I entered the Cambridge Public Schools speaking only Portuguese. Unlike Carla, I was placed in a mainstream [English-only] first-grade class. I still remember my teacher bringing over a piece of paper with some writing on it (a worksheet) and crayons. I fell asleep. There I learned quietly about her world, and my world was left with my coat, outside the classroom door 

A week later, Maria returned to the same theme in her journal. But now she wrote as a teacher, with some advice for that first-grade teacher.

Letter to Ms. Curry 

If I had the chance to go back in time, I would discuss critical literacy practices with Ms. Curry. As a teacher, and as that student, I would tell her:

1. Use your students to inform your curriculum; 

2. Try to locate generative themes among your students, such as exploring the immigrant experience;

3. Don’t be afraid to make political connections among school, community, and our society;

4. Stock your shelves with real children’s literature; let us get to know book language, not “basalese”;

5. Make use of the diversity of literacy resources in our homes and communities so that we and our families can be teachers as well as learners in the classroom;

6. Reconcile your role as teacher so that you are both teacher and learner;

7. Introduce us to the genres of democracy; if you’re inexperienced with them, let’s learn about them together;

8. Being literate can be a noisy process; let us think loudly about the processes of language learning;

9. Please support our parents in their efforts for us to maintain our home language and culture

This is a long list, Ms. Curry, but please consider the fact that your pedagogy of literacy was dysfunctional. It was stripped of context, meaning, and function. 

Acknowledge Student Differences and Act As a Bridge Between Students’ Identities and Societal and Classroom Culture:

In Zeynep Beykont’s edited book, Lifting Every Voice (2000), Ambrizeth wrote about her experiences as a young immigrant to the United States:  “I felt different. But again, I was fifteen, an age when everyone feels different, especially if one is experiencing culture shock, language shock, and every other kind of shock one might think of… A part of me died in my new school. I became mute – or perhaps people around me became deaf. I became invisible, or maybe people lost their sight.


In Why We Teach (forthcoming), Ambrizeth writes as a teacher of immigrant youth:  

· “Teaching is a revolutionary act for me because, depending on how it is done, it can determine whether a young person will have a chance at a good life or not. It has lifelong implications: if a child has access to a good education, she or he may go to college, get a good job, and live a good life. Advocating for children’s education means advocating for a generation of young people who can become either casualties of instructional and social neglect, or citizens who promote economic and social stability in their communities.”

Acknowledge racism and do something about it

Recognize that racism is not simply about personality problems and psychological phenomena:

In one of his “Letters to Teachers” (Teachers as Cultural Workers, 1998), Paulo Freire wrote,

· “When inexperienced middle-class teachers take teaching positions in peripheral areas of the city, class-specific tastes, values, language, discourse, syntax, semantics, everything about the students may seem contradictory to the point of being shocking and frightening. It is necessary, however, that teachers understand that the students’ syntax; their manners, tastes, and ways of addressing teachers and colleagues, and the rules governing their fighting and playing among themselves are all part of their cultural identity, which never lacks an element of class. All that has to be accepted. Only as learners recognize themselves democratically and see that their right to say ‘I be’ is respected will they become able to learn the dominant grammatical reasons why they should say ‘I am.’” 

Teaching Students “Cultural Capital”:

The case of Yahaira Marquez (from Why We Teach, forthcoming):

“I feel that it is my responsibility to teach students how to positively represent themselves with language, both written and spoken. At times I feel that if I don’t do it, WHO else will help them understand the importance of a first impression and the value of representing oneself favorably to others when there’s no time for “getting to know you”? Many of my students come from broken homes or homes in which the parents are not much older than the children… Because I think that being able to use language well and properly is extremely important in one’s ability to succeed, I have no problem spending extra time with students who desire and need the extra help. What I do is picture my students in my mind as they are now, then try to place them in society about five to ten years from now based on what I know of them. Based on that image, I try to help them in the area I feel would have the most impact on their success in the future. 

I’ve already had three repeating 9th grade students with whom I have had numerous conversations and “pep talks” and who have made a complete turnaround since September and are now working harder than other students in their class. That may sound like a small achievement, but it is an accomplishment of which I am extremely proud. 

· Being such a young teacher, at 23 years of age, I understand how much can be accomplished when you are determined and when you keep the ultimate goal in mind at all times. I only hope that all my students leave my classroom knowing this and that they never give up on themselves. Whether I’m able to make a difference in the lives of three, thirty, or three hundred students, I will feel that I’ve succeeded in what I wanted to do. I keep that in mind whenever I feel that I’m being pushed to my limits.

Learning the language of the students:  the case of Bill Dunn “coming out of the closet as a Spanish speaker” (from The Light in Their Eyes, 1999):

“I believe there is an element of risk involved in living in a multicultural community... To acquire a second language you must assume an attitude that reaches out to people, and to do that you must be able to see beyond your own culture.


Americans are particularly poor at second language acquisition; the dominant culture demands “English only.” When you acquire a second language, you put yourself at odds with the dominant culture, and any time you go against the flow you have to be willing to take some heat for it. In a working class town like mine you have to be willing to breach some very turbulent cultural waters. There is bound to be personal conflict on the psychic level as well because in order to acquire a second language you also have to be willing to acquire some of the habits and cultural attitudes of those who speak the language. These conflicts can be very subtle and just being aware of them can be a major first step in the right direction.


In my work, I often act as a bridge between different cultures. Part of my evolution as a teacher has been in self defense:  I have learned to make my life easier by making life easier for my students; but another, greater part of my experience has been a deep curiosity and yearning to understand the lives of my students. In my struggle to understand, I have learned not only a great deal about my students, but also about myself.


One thing that I have learned is that language carries a lot of cultural baggage with it. The distinctions that are made on the basis of language in my town are fascinating. We are a sort of walking, living, and breathing language lab. Obviously there exists the English-Spanish cultural distinction. There are also economic distinctions... On any given day in my classroom and in the hallways of my school, I witness remarkable language interactions which often go unnoticed and are not valued, or worse, are devalued... If the third floor of my school were the language wing of a prestigious boarding school, we would be answering questions for Maury Schaeffer on Sixty Minutes as to why we are so successful at language acquisition when the rest of America fails so dismally. Instead we are called on by the school board to answer why our students perform so poorly on standardized tests.


When I decided to do this project, I was apprehensive because I was not sure how far I could get in three months of trying to teach myself Spanish. Puedo comunicar en español pero mi lenguage no es muy bueno (I can communicate in Spanish but my language is not very good). Yet I feel that I have made some progress. I have also made some wonderful friends that I probably would not have met otherwise. One thing that I have noticed is that people who speak more than one language really like to talk, and I have learned a great deal just by talking to people.


Perhaps the most interesting aspect of my second language learning was the use of television... I like talk shows like Christina, The Nuevo Paul Rodríguez Show and news programs like Noticias y Más...


About a month into my study I noticed something very peculiar. I had been very excited about my project. Then everything just sort of showed down. I found this to be very puzzling. I am guessing that things occurred on the subconscious level that caused the shutdown. My theory is that my own cultural identity was struggling to reassert itself. It was kind of like I was pushing my mind into places that it just didn’t want to go... As a teacher this impressed me very much. I have witnessed similar responses in my students when they come into class and just want to put their head on the desk. Again, you don’t really understand this until you have experienced it for yourself. Too often we dismiss this sort of thing as laziness. It is very easy to draw the wrong conclusion. This was one of my most powerful insights into second language acquisition. It was almost like my mind was saying “enough with all this Spanish.”


Another peculiarity of speaking involves who else is around. There are certain colleagues that I am very inhibited from speaking Spanish if they walk by. They tend to be teachers who are very biased in their views. This is insightful for students too. If a teacher is continually putting down a student’s language and culture, that would probably be the least desirable conversationalist for the students.


When I finally came out of my “silent” period, I again got very excited about this aspect of learning a second language. Again though, it was a “roller coaster” sort of experience. One thing I can definitely point out about this aspect is that it is very hard to function in a second language when you are tired or your mind is preoccupied with other problems. Some days when I was alert the words came easily, and on other days when I was tired I just drew a blank. I think I have a greater understanding of my students because many of them come to school tired or with severe problems. 


As part of my study I have been speaking with non-native Spanish speakers. I found them to be very sympathetic. I think they understand how difficult it is to acquire a second language when you are older. I noticed too that the [kids in the bilingual program] were more receptive toward me. I covered a class for a bilingual teacher, and the students were quite hospitable. I feel that because they are trying to accomplish a similar feat, they are more understanding. 


I thought that it would be interesting to sit in on a bilingual class and observe. Anne, a bilingual teacher, gave me permission... Anne passed out a test, and I was very disappointed. I only answered a question or two, but what shocked me was I didn’t understand two thirds of the questions. I had no idea what was being asked, and I thought of all those kids in the lower tracks who are condemned to answering questions that they don’t understand at the end of countless chapters that they don’t comprehend. At first I felt a tremendous need to occupy myself. I reached over and took a book on the history of Puerto Rico from the bookshelf, and I started to read... I knew that if I had been a student I would have been chastised for reading the book so I put it down... After awhile of sitting there feeling stupid and kind of neglected, I had the urge to talk to someone. I think if I had been a kid, I would have acted up or talked to someone near me even if they couldn’t understand me. Then, because I wasn’t really doing anything I got very, very tired. I really wanted to put my head down on the desk. I know that if I had been a student, I would have been sleeping...

· I came away from this class with a much deeper understanding of what it feels like to be alienated. I really felt lonely in there.


Another aspect of my study has been a combination craft and cultural project. With my friend and colleague, Edgar Rodríguez, I have started a project to build a cuatro [a Puerto Rican stringed instrument]. It has been a fun undertaking, and I am looking forward to playing it. I think there has to be room in the curriculum for these kinds of things. They have to be valued as a learning experience. It’s hard to describe the absolute joy that I have witnessed in many of my students’ eyes when they see my project. Many of them have told me that their grandfathers play the cuatro...

· I now know from personal experience that second language acquisition is a slow and difficult process, yet in most American schools we demand that non-native English speakers achieve fluency in a short period of time. Multiculturalism is a reality in places like my town, and I guess it comes down to whether you view it as a loss or a gain. There is a lot of conflict in my community, but there is also a lot of potential. As a nation, we cannot afford to continue to drift farther and farther apart. The trend in America over the last two decades has been to move away from problems. It has led to two nations, one White, affluent, and scared, and the other non-White, poor, and angry. We need to begin to reach out and understand one another. 
Returning to Bill Dunn, several years later (from Why We Teach, forthcoming):

· I work in an urban vocational high school. Eighty-five percent of my students are Hispanic. Eighty-three percent qualify for free or reduced lunch, and seventy percent are native Spanish speakers. I wish I could tell you that I don’t encounter gangs, weapons, poverty, high pregnancy rates, and the other social ills which plague city schools; but these problems are the realities of where I work. These things trouble me, but I understand them because I live with them daily, as do my students. I know the cause of these problems, and I also know that the majority of my students are the victims and not the perpetrators… The stresses which students and teachers encounter in schools today should evoke compassion and admiration from the public; unfortunately, quite the opposite occurs, and this troubles me even more. Test results are released and innercity students and their teachers are ridiculed in bold headlines. My favorite label is “underperforming.” I sincerely couldn’t have come up with a word with nastier connotations to attach to schools and the human beings who inhabit them.

· So why do I teach? I teach because someone has to tell my students that they are not the ones who are dumb. They need to know that only the blissfully ignorant and profoundly evil make up tests to prove that they and people like them are smart. I teach because my students need to know that poverty does not equal stupidity, and that surviving a bleak, dismal childhood makes you strong and tough and beautiful in ways that only survivors of similar environments can appreciate and understand. I teach because my students need to know that in their struggle to acquire a second language, they participate in one of the most difficult of human feats. My students also need to know that four days of reading in a second language under “high-stakes” testing conditions would shut down even Einstein’s brain. I teach because my students need to know that right and wrong are relative to one’s culture, and that even these definitions become laughable over time. I teach because the people who make up these tests don’t know these things, or worse, they do.”

These are the kinds of lessons we can learn from caring teachers: 

· There is nothing shameful about speaking a language other than English or being a member of a group that’s different from the so-called mainstream

· That students’ language and culture are, instead, gifts they bring with them to school

· That students can go as high as we can push them

· And that teachers can make a profound difference in the lives of their students when they embody these lessons in their own practice – both in and outside the classroom.
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