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            Reflection


There I was, standing at the top of the subway stairs on a beautiful crisp Sunday morning.  A few hours before I was snug in my bed, I could have done anything with this day.  And there I found myself, full of energy, questions, angst, and desire all at the same moment.  With a childlike naivety, I had come to find the heart of New York City.  Little did I know that beginning with that first descent underground its heart would find me.  I knew little about urban society before I arrived, and felt compelled not to develop many preconceptions.  Because of that my mind and heart were porous, and filling quickly with all that I could see, hear, and feel.  I knew a time would come when I would have to reflect, or synthesize what it all meant, and I resisted.  It was exciting to play with my new found thoughts and ideas.  


To begin, much of what I experienced seems so intensely personal to me that it is with an uneasy feeling that I write.  Much of it still feels so fresh, and raw.  This experience was one of those rare instances that every life has when one realizes there are no words, at least fitting words to describe.  I know that this experience has perhaps changed me in some ways, while completing me in others.  As strange as it sounds, perhaps it has introduced me to new ways of me as well.  


On that first day, I took the subway to P.S. 9, where the next I would begin working with students during their school day.  I will never forget that first trip, and arriving at the school, my first thoughts.  I was full of trepidation, but as soon as I saw the building, I felt something so warmly familiar.  I had arrived.  There is something about a school, something about its symbol in the neighborhood, and all that it represents to the people there.  Throughout my stay in New York (there were several times), whether it be a deli clerk, or a subway worker, when they found out I was there to work at the school, there was an immediate warmth and familiarity.  This feeling was different than I have felt upstate, or in the past.  It was, I must say, contentment. It was a sense of appreciation, unity, and a knowing exchange each had with me and what I must be all about.  For me, it was formidably reaffirming as to why I came.


From my first moments on Monday at school, I realized how fortunate I was to be there, and how much I had to learn.  Those early feelings would multiply exponentially for the next two weeks and beyond.  I found many things that I would like to research or look into further as an educator.  There are some issues that were not surprises, such as the availability of resources in school, and their precious ownership.  Class management and environment are clearly areas that I would like to understand the implications of with further learning.  Time and its implications continued to pique my interest.  The issues of control, power, trust, and rules seemed to offer many contradictions throughout my observations.  


Rules, I have come to believe, although interpreted, applied, and used differently dependent on the environment, are still valued.  In an urban setting, rules such as absenteeism, fighting, appropriate language, definitely take on a different role.  It isn’t that they don’t exist; on the contrary, they are implemented based on the reality that exists for the community, and its members.  


I also realized very early in my observations that everybody has a story.  It is interesting that these stories seem to separate as well as unite the students.  What I mean to say is, I felt that each student wanted me to know their story, their life.  But they also wanted me to know that this unique story made them the same somehow.  With each story, it seemed that my role was to validate, accept, and move forward.  So it is through a few of these stories that I reflect on the issues that I referenced earlier, as many of the triumphs, catastrophes and contradictions of urban education lie within the individual and collective story.  


The school environment of P.S. 9 is truly incredible.  It is amazing to me all of what comes into play to make it such an excellent school.  From the successful grant writing teacher teams, to the “after school” employees, to the art therapist at recess, this school runs with the devotion of a mixture of talented, caring, supportive people.  I was as much impressed with the after school teachers, security guards, lunch attendants, and what they term “preps”- violin, Spanish, or gym, as I was with the classroom teachers and principal.  There is a serious commitment on the part of all in this community which is why it works, and well.


My placement was in that of a fifth grade class.  Susan and Linda co-taught, so my daily experience was with 52 students.  Susan taught math, Linda taught reading, and not another curriculum area was ever taught, not in two weeks.  The fifth grade faces city mandated math and reading tests in April.  Students can’t move on to sixth grade unless they pass.  In the pre-test 30% will pass math at this point.  In reading, the pre-test shows 40% will pass and move to sixth grade. There are several students that have already been retained last year.  All 52 students were grouped from A-E.  There were many times during the day that we “switched classes” so that groups could be changed.  This was an amazingly time consuming process.  Each time students were to enter the room there would be minutes of wait time in the hall.  Students would be called in one or two at a time, get their folder, sit down and there would be more wait time.  Then two more would be told to come in.  This would take several minutes several times a day.  Speaking was never, ever allowed in the hall or in class. In my early field notes, I tried to tally how many times I heard “Stop Talking”, “Who is talking”, or “I hear talking” within 3 minutes.  I stopped after 21 tallies.  This was not loud or abrasive-, it was consistent, incremental, deliberate, and simple.  I actually woke up in the hostel at night from a dream of Susan saying “Stop Talking”.  


I spent most of my time working individually with students in math.  This was very rewarding, as I got to speak with them, and they with me.  Susan’s style was to teach in small group.  Two groups would work at seat work, with folders of ongoing math packets, while she worked with a small group on a new idea.  The students were seated at tables where one might suspect that they could consult each other, or work in small groups independently, but no words were ever allowed.  To clarify, I saw much good in these two teachers and the student behaviors in class.  I also know, I could never, ever teach that way, urban or not.  I went to see Kevin G. teach, as I knew there must be another way, and there is.  


Yet, I also saw that these fifth graders have so much chaos, and turmoil in their lives, but in this eight hours, they are safe, know what to expect, that they are capable of self-discipline, and other positive traits.  I wrestle with all of this deeply.  Their voices are missing- they are not part of the conversation, ever.  But I saw repeatedly, when there would be a fight in school, or other disruption, that these students need systematic, time involving cool down, or regrouping of calm.  It is continual, repressive, yet I don’t judge it unnecessary.  Through many observations it was clear that when there is a conflict or fight, the explosion is immediate, and the heights to which the violence rises is serious.  Three times in two weeks I found myself in the middle of it, and they always occurred during times when the students were competing, could move around, or gather such as gym, lunch, or idle time.  


One time, after school, I ran to get this “after school” man, to help.  He said to me, “I’m only one person”.  I remember thinking quickly, “And thank god for that, or we would have 3 of you whining while these two beat each other to pulp”.  He restrained the one boy, while I went back to where the gang was forming, and encouraging like “Fight, Fight” kind of thing.  How LouAnn from Dangerous Minds could seep into my full mind is just wrong, but she did, and I didn’t want to do what she did.  This was really a scary situation, and no one else was there.  I kept my physical distance from the group and found a large voice, raised my hands and yelled, “Back off NOW.”  They stopped taunting, and looked at me. I said, “Find another place to be. It’s over.”  By then, my friendly security guard came over, and I whispered a baby “Help” and he said, “You don’t need me,” with a smile, and I answered, “Yeah, you just want to feel better about not getting here sooner.”  I pointed out the other instigator who was trying to disperse with the crowd and the security guard went and got him.  I went home.     


The nerdiest, most helpful, strong learner in our class, Abhi, would never, ever go against the rules.  Yet, I saw him explode in a fight during gym and he was a totally different person.  This was toward the end of the two weeks, and I had gained an understanding of why Abhi needed to confront/react that way, lest he not survive the social ramifications which are immense. I also know he would never do that in class.  This is but one example, there are so many, of instances where I decided I couldn’t conclude anything for sure about their style of management, I just know it could never be mine.  


This class acted completely different in Spanish, or Math lab.  I found it ironic that they are given an extra math time a couple of times a week with a “para”, but she has absolutely no control, and students learn no math.  Susan heard the students from the floor below, and would come to get them.  This happened on more than one math lab time.  They immediately stifled when they saw her.  Yet, she never yells, never.


This may seem trivial, but I noticed that there are no announcements of any kind either morning or afternoon over the loud speaker (which works).  I would have liked to find out why, but I am thinking it has to do with time management.  With all of the time it takes to manage, assimilate, refocus, and settle students, this is valuable time.  The students are writing in journals silently from the moment they are seated.  Susan will ask students to share, and then if time allows field questions.  Often these questions are met with the phrase “Was that a question or a statement?”…if the child tries to share something, because they aren’t supposed to…as well as, “I’m not going to answer that, that isn’t an appropriate question for right now.”  So this time that would allow for at least some voice is stifled as well.  


One day, after the students had witnessed a fight in lunch, Susan decided to let them ask questions after we one by one got in our seats.  It was an informal question/comment time (the only one I ever saw).  After one student made a comment, Susan said something about her husband, casually.  At least 15 hands went up.  Students wanted to ask about her, her husband, how long she has been married.  I felt so sad for them.  They were so desperate to connect with her.  Afterwards, she whispered to me that she thought it would be a good idea to just let them chill a little after seeing that fight, and that this had helped regroup them.  I thought it was great, but what went into my field notes was that it was mid-January, and the students never knew she was married, and it was clear that they would respond positively to knowing her better.  As I said, I wrestle with these things.  


It makes me wonder about power and control.  Teachers like Susan, I think, sometimes think they will lose control if they had more interaction with their students.  I have always believed the opposite to be true.  What I mean is, I don’t think this is all about urban schooling and management, some of it is purely personality and style.  It is a hard balance, but I think if students are invested in something they trust and care about, commitment springs from that.  It still evokes power and control, I realize, but in a way that allows for growth and dialogue.  That is one reason I was so glad I took the initiative to ask Kevin if I could come in to observe him.   In his class, I found it to be more like my own experience.  It can be hard to get them back, or rein them in when you need to, but that isn’t harder than never letting them go. Susan has to be exhausted at the end of each day, and I know she cares about these kids, but they don’t know that.


I have spoken of the larger school community and classroom, but most of what I learned came from the individual students.  I continue with a few of those stories, the same but different stories that define my urban experience.  I begin with this note- there is a joke in my family about me and the radio.  Whenever a song comes on, I always say, “Oh turn it up that’s my favorite song”.  To which my sons reply, “Right mom, every song is your favorite song”.  So it goes with the stories and students from the lower east side.

Affrica

Affrica is the first student that I worked with- within ½ hour of my class placement- she gave me my first glimpse.  We were working on the Princeton Review computer math program.  She has been retained in 5th grade already.  She read a word problem with the name Diane in it.  She couldn’t believe there was such a name as Diane.

Field Notes: 

Don’t worry you don’t have to get this all today-


       You’ll do this all through high school. Conversions of fractions 




to decimals.  Affrica can’t multiply 5x2 easily.




“But I never got no 100% before, and I wouldn’t have if you




didn’t help me”…  “That’s ok, because even thought I’m helping




you, you’re listening-and learning, so don’t worry about 
the100%




let’s say its 100% effort, ok?”   “OK, but can I just look at it again




before we close it? ( score)  “I ain’t never seen anything like that before.”




When she gets up to leave, she suddenly wraps her arms around me 



saying, “Thank you, will you come again?”  “I’ll be here tomorrow…” 



Tears swell, mine

Delores & Laetitia

I got to know Delores and Laetitia as well as anyone in school.  Delores is a strong student, as well is Laetitia.  Delores’s family takes in Laetitia from time to time as her home life is unstable and often neglectful.  During Spanish, these two, who are in the high Spanish group, do more talking than work, sharing these stories with me. 

Field Notes



Ria is giggling.  “What are you doing Ria? Why aren’t you working?” 



Mrs. Vasquez says..



Delores: She’s been drinking, so she’s drunk



Ria: I ain’t no alcoholic like my father..I have laughing gas



Malu: I just love kissing myself every morning in the mirror. 



Yup, that’s what I do, I kiss myself and say good morning,



 and that’s all I kiss.



Delores: In 2006 we’re gonna have a Girl’s Club-we’re gonna



 build one-in the city.  It’s my mentor program.  We get to go and 



express our feelings.  They have a family day so that your mom can 



check out your mentor, and make sure I’m safe.  These mentors come 



from the United States.  They let us express our feelings.  I’m not crazy-



Special Ed people gotta express their feelings too-not that I’m saying 



anything bad about them-but it’s different. I gotta express my feelings.



Laetitia: Yeah…like when my uncle killed himself and jumped into the river. 



I had to go to the cemetery.  I don’t know why he would do that, cuz the fish



 ate his face and so we kept the casket closed.  And my aunt, she was fake crying,



 it was making me so mad, but I didn’t cry. He was stupid.

I met Delores’s Dad.  He has a custodial job at a private school.  He has been trying to get Delores in but she hasn’t been able to pass their entrance exam yet.  She tried again before I left, results unknown.  She snuck a card in my purse at some point before I left.  I need to ask her how she did that next time I see her.  

Vincentia


Vincentia is like one of those songs I love.  She IS the one I will forever have a relationship with.  Her mom and I got to know each other quite well, too.  She works as a Crisis manager on “the other side” of the school.  She lives in Queens and her mom is taking her out of PS 9 after this year.  They feel it isn’t challenging enough for Vincentia.  She is pensive, observant, kind, and very bright.  The Monday after I left, she would have opened her morning folder to a surprise letter from me….oh to be a fly on the wall.  I can just see her quiet knowing grin.  Her mom has her wear school uniforms everyday to school. The dress in this school is very expressive, so her uniform stands out, but she don’t mind.  She has confidence enough to share, and share she does, what a loving heart….she was my constant in all the chaos, joy and pain.  

Bonita

            The first is Vincentia, who was a rare soul that was kind to Bonita.  Bonita’s typical look was more like the second picture.  Gabriel was “messing with her”.  Bonita had just threatened his life…and what a stare she had, I know.  A tough one, but what an incredible learning experience for me, so I owe her, Resistant Bonita.

Field Notes

I met a girl named Bonita.  She wanted me to know she is smart, but she doesn’t want to talk to me.  Won’t look at me.  Had to meet with a professor after a run in with her, I was unsettled.  She told me “To just nevermind, and don’t be makin things my business”, held her hand up in my face.

Bonita smiled at me today.  Smile returned.  I moved no closer. She did, quiet, stood next to me w/arms folded. So quiet. Both of us looking outward, arms folded across chests. “What’s your name again?”  “Ms. Needle, Bonita, you know my name”  “Yeah, so how are you doin’ Ms. Needle?”  “Very well, and you?”  We still aren’t looking at each other but outward toward class.  “I’m ok”  “You were out yesterday, are you ok?”  She didn’t know how to answer.  I think she was surprised I noticed.  I knew from Susan she wasn’t sick,and missed school very often, she has to watch her aunt’s baby a lot…She wanted to tell me, but pause-thought better of it.  This was a warm exchange for her.  She puts distance between herself and most everyone physical and social.  She doesn’t like eye contact.  She is so physically beautiful, and so maladjusted.  Others talk about her constantly, call her crazy, loony, she knows- doesn’t “Care”.

Susan told me they never see her mother.  PS 9 makes parents come in for report cards.  Her mother won’t.  Bonita just wanted to peek at her grades, thinks it’s bullshit that she can’t see them without her mother coming in.  Her mother still doesn’t come in.  Bonita has never gotten a report card this year….although she is a straight A student.  

Bonita will end up being the last student I talk to at PS 9, and what a send off she gave me…to be continued….

Gabriel
Like another favorite song, Gabriel impacted my thoughts, writing and experience in New York more than anything or anyone else.  He is troubled, edgy, tender and kind.  His father was shot and killed, his mother is certifiable, according to Susan, and Gabriel is raising himself, along with an abusive older brother.  Gabriel is the kind of person, if I wanted to help him, or get him out of his terrible situation would let me know clearly, that he can handle his mother, don’t mess with it, all I know is what I got, kind of a thing.  Gabriel is very violent.  He put Adorna, who is a big girl, (he is slight) in the hospital, her face was unrecognizable according to Susan.  He is one of the examples of students who do well under Susan’s management….in math lab he had a chair over his head, someone had dissed him, he was ready to launch it when Susan walked in.  He is also very bright, and capable of a wonderful life.  He is, the promise and poison of this city.

Field Notes

Gabriel told me Mr. Bennett promised him a sketch pad, he’s been really excited waiting for it. When we picked them up from art today, I saw Gabriel’s face when Abhi came out with a sketch pad, full of pain, but a knowing disappointment, then the cool it doesn’t matter face.  I whispered to him to respectfully remind Mr. Bennett sometime. He said, “forget it, it don’t matter” I said, “It does matter, but it’s your choice. I think you can do this, just remind him nicely sometime”.  A couple days later, you should have seen the smile, and puffed out chest, he HAD reminded Mr. Bennett, and he had his sketch pad.  I asked him to teach me to draw sometime, as I can’t even draw a stick figure.  He looked at me, in sadness, “You can’t?”…I’m just kidding Gabriel, but that’s all I can draw.  He then told me where he draws at lunch time.  There was major hinting going on, but I just couldn’t blow his cover and let him know that.  It would destroy his cool.  

So at lunch, after I ate, I went looking for him, and well before I got to the table, he was waving, and smiling for me to come sit with him.  His pictures, which I had wanted to photograph, one of my few regrets, were as follows. First, a long knife, well drawn, much detail.  Flip page, a semi-automatic something or other gun, well drawn, and detailed, very well drawn.  Next page, Scooby Doo, again a wonderful sketch, lastly, Mickey Mouse, and he asked my advice on the jawline, he wasn’t happy with it. I was speechless….we worked out the jawline.  We met everyday after that.

Last day, after school, I had to stay.  Susan never let me address the class, to thank them or anything, some didn’t even know I was leaving.  I watched a movie with them, I said goodbye, and Gabriel said, “hang on, you leavin?”  I promised him I would come back. He looked angry.  I told him…thank you, for letting me know you; the gist of the conversation was that I won’t always be able to come back, but I want him to try to trust someone else again, another Ms. Needle.  I know he got it, I asked him to keep his heart open, because that’s how he will meet good people.  His heart and mind are getting hard, but he still has such tenderness.

He got pounced on by Susan today, my last day.  He was last in line, our controlled shackled line.  I had backed up or lagged behind 5 ft. or so because students kept getting yelled at for talking-they were trying to ask secretly things like: “How can I get a hold of you?”, “Do you have a phone?”, “Will you come back?”, etc.  So, as I had lagged behind, Gabriel was holding the door for me.  Susan said “Gabriel, get back in line”  He said, “I’m holding the door for Ms. Needle” she said, “I told you to get back in line”, Gabriel told her, “NO, I’M GONNA HOLD IT FOR MS. NEEDLE’.  She moved in, and said, “Do as you’re told…” Door in my face.  When I got inside the stairwell, he said, “Sorry Ms. Needle”.  Susan said, “GABRIEL!  STOP TALKING!  

Gabriel with his sketches, had to borrow a child photographer, so the art is missing.  I invited Scott to meet him, and sit with us.  I shouldn’t have, Gabriel acted differently, but it all turned out ok.
Yomaris w/Adorna

OK, my last and most favorite song, is a girl named Yomaris.  She speaks not a single word of English, and that in and of itself, taught me so much.  The last week I was there I worked with her everyday.  We worked together in the library a lot, so that I could speak, can you imagine, there was more speaking allowed in the library than class….I needed to explain much through pictures and she was always right there with me.  Linda liked having her work with me, she thinks Yomaris is lazy, and “seems to have a connection to Ms. Needle”, so they had her work with me.  Yomaris, is not, I repeat, not lazy.


On one of my last days, Susan told me to do math with Yomaris.  “Stick with computation, that’s all she can handle”.  OK. Yomaris opened her folder, and I took out the multiplication packet.  Yomaris said, “No”, she was trying to tell me she doesn’t need to do multiplication anymore.  So I made up a really hard one, like 145 x 1,069 and she whipped right through it.  So I said alright, and took out the division packet, again “NO!” and we went through the same thing, she emphatically pointed at the other packet the one the other kids were working on.  It had words, like mean, mode, obtuse, median, scalene….they didn’t want her doing this.  Well, we did, and she did incredibly.  With a lot of pictures and grunts from me, like OBTUSE, and a-cute…she was so happy.  Linda walked in our classroom, handed me four flashcards and said, “Susan told me you were doing mean and mode with her and I couldn’t believe it, here teach her these.”  They said, “I HAVE TO GO TO THE BATHROOM”, “DO YOU HAVE YOUR HOMEWORK”, and “ARE YOU STAYING FOR AFTER SCHOOL”.  Yomaris’s face was crushed.  She is an excellent math student.  

During Reading, both Yomaris and Adorna have to sit with their hands folded at desks.  They can’t do anything while the other reading groups work together.  I was just so angry by the end of my time there, why can’t they study flashcards together, or read a Spanish book? Why do they have to sit with their hands folded because they can’t speak English? These two teachers talk a lot about racist attitudes, and unfair treatment of students etc. and there is no doubt about their sincerity.  But as my last research project showed me, it takes continual reflection on our actions to see the unfair, unequal access that we sometimes create.  They were treating these two Hispanic girls differently than everyone else, and it was repulsive, to me. There it is off my chest…

There is so very much more to this experience, so many more people and processes at play in this school.  The after school teachers are incredible.  Alameda, wants to become a police officer, and goes to college, and then comes to the after school program from 2-6 everyday.  She lives in the neighborhood and knows many of the children’s families.  She is going to translate my letters to Yomaris.  Raphael is an artist who teaches the kids on a voluntary basis occasionally.  He taught them comic story telling and drawing.  They love him, and I did as well.      


And there is of course, the wonderful violin program.  The teacher is a musician, not a teacher but you would never know it.  He is amazingly motivating, and the students respond so well to him.  He runs around banging on drums and getting all high off their playing….really wonderful stuff.


It is in closing that I know why I resisted this writing, and could not call it a Final Reflection, but an Urban Reflection.  I have organized these memories, reread field notes and crafted words in an attempt to describe what was such a powerful experience for me.  I know that if I don’t “close the vault” it is an excuse and reason to go back, so my reflection remains a work in progress.  But as is becoming a habit with my work, I close not with my words but the poignant lesson from my last conversation with Bonita, as I left school on my final day.  

Field Notes

I was surprised to see Bonita today after school.  She isn’t usually there.  But she told me when I had to “break our date” for the walk about the neighborhood, that she asked her mom if she could stay after on Friday.  I had told her on the playground that I was going to look for my professor, and if I didn’t come back, it meant I found him, and had to go to a meeting.  I was so glad I had done that, so that she at least knew what had happened to me.  

Susan and Linda were concerned that Bonita has my address.  “She’s smart enough to show up at your door, and her home life is such that she just might do that…she’s a little off, that one”  I didn’t respond, but if she showed up, I’d deal with it.  

As Bonita and I walked, we both knew at the end of the hall, I would go one way and she would go the other, for the last time.  Other than Dr. Smith on the street, Bonita is the last person I spoke to in New York, and this is what she said….

“You comin’ back right?”

“Yes Bonita, I’ll be back in a few weeks” (We still both look straight ahead, we haven’t mastered that eye contact thing yet, and yes, the arms are folded as we walk, both of ours)  

“You smile too much”

“Do I? I guess, maybe…”

“People down here don’t do that.  So if you’re comin’ back, you gotta stop doin’ that

“I can’t Bonita, I like to smile.”  (How White did I sound)

“Whatever-that’s cool-I’m not sayin’ it’s bad-

its just if you’re comin back you need to know….that

At this point I was tired of Bonita controlling the distance with which we interacted, tired of folded arms and lack of eye contact, it was my turn, time was running out, as we approached the end of the hall.

“Hey Bonita, could I have a hug goodbye? Or would that not be ok…it’s alright if you’d rather not…”

She scuffed her shoe as she looked down, “Yeah, its ok-“

We hugged, and I still can’t remember who pulled away first, I’ve tried to recollect.

But I do know this, when we did, 

It was Bonita that was smiling…
My heartstrings are busted…

