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	I’ve come to a frightening conclusion that I am the decisive element in the classroom. It’s my personal approach that creates the climate. It’s my daily mood that makes the weather. As a teacher, I possess a tremendous power to make a child’s life miserable or joyous. I can be a tool of torture or an instrument of inspiration. I can humiliate or heal. In all situations, it is my response that decides whether a crisis will be escalated or de-escalated and a child humanized or dehumanized.  If we treat people as they are, we make them worse. If we treat people as they ought to be, we help them become what they are capable of becoming.

	                              -Haim Ginot

	



	




	 

	 

	Author’s Note

	 

	     There are two issues I wrestled with while bringing this project to fruition.  The first item was whether or not to put my name on it.  I decided in the end to publish this under a pseudonym.  The main reason for this is that as of this writing I am still in the field of education.  As you will read soon enough, my path to becoming a teacher was lengthy and I feared that if my name were attached to this book, I might become blacklisted in my profession.  I decided not to take that chance as it took a long time to make this career change and I’d rather remain where I am at present.  I also decided to change the name of the school I worked at to “Exemplary Charter Schools”.  A few people eagerly suggested that I use the real name of the institution documented herein but it is my honest opinion that the gist of what took place has been captured even with the name change.  

	     I was inspired by two sources to choose the path that I have taken.  First, Anna Wiener’s Uncanny Valley showed me that it was possible to relate the details of my experience without the need for names.  The Secret Lives of Teachers demonstrated for me the ability to write an honest memoir without attaching one’s name to the story.

	    Other than the two big changes, everything else contained here is true to the best of my recollection.  I tried to focus on the system of Exemplary versus the people.  Previous drafts of this book came off as mean-spirted and spiteful.  My goal is to call out those at Exemplary who called the shots and who were ultimately responsible for what occurred.  It seemed unfair to target young teachers, so I changed names.  I also left out some tidbits that would’ve added a salacious flair to the story because these episodes have already caused a great deal of grief to those involved.   These tales would serve to steer the reader away from the main point of the story - that there are schools out there like Exemplary that are endangering our youth.

	    I hope that my story helps shed light on the whole school choice debate and how schools like Exemplary are causing irreparable harm to children even as they tout their dubious claims of success to an audience that is unaware of what happens behind the scenes.

	



	




	 

	 

	Foreward

	 

	     Until I became a teacher I had never once thought about a career in education.  My aunt was a teacher for many years but even that didn’t light a spark for me.  If you had told me even three months before I applied for my teaching job that I was going to work in education AND find it fulfilling, I would’ve thought you were mad.  When I applied to be a teacher I was in my late 40’s, an age where some teachers start calculating their pension payout while dreaming about retirement.  When the position at Exemplary Charter Schools was on the immediate horizon, I felt like I was out of options as I was unemployed once again.  I hung onto this job with desperation – if Exemplary didn’t work out, I was completely unsure of what I would do next. It wasn’t so much that I was putting all of my eggs in one basket; it was that I felt I had a single egg left that I couldn’t risk breaking.

	     Throughout my time at Exemplary, I always said, jokingly, that my issues weren’t so much with the kids as with the adults.  Inside, I meant it.  This isn’t entirely uncommon. There is an expression that is popular among teachers– “both sides of the classroom door”.  On one side of the door is the classroom, where a teacher has almost complete dominion.  The other side of the classroom door is where the administrators and other grownups in charge all dwell.  This is where the bureaucracy, ponderous meetings, and unrealistic expectations lie in wait to induce anxiety in all teachers.   While there are certainly a number of people who leave the field of education because they just don’t like being in the classroom, a large percentage leave because they can no longer stand the pressures and hassles that come from those in charge.  Over time, I would learn to strongly identify with the frustrations waiting outside the safety of my classroom.  As they say in the business world, people don’t quit jobs – they quit their managers.   

	     I struggled valiantly to heed the advice of the person who hired me: “Don’t quit in your first year”.  Every day during my first year, I bounced between humility and humiliation.  The first year of teaching is notorious for its stress and anxiety but I had the added burden of having absolutely no support from my peers or manager.  By January, I was hiding out in the projects near my school, taking job interviews on my phone while noticing the empty baggies and syringes strewn about on the ground.  I came very close to moving forward on a couple of opportunities when two things happened that altered my life’s trajectory.            

	     First, I was assigned the duty of working closely with the 12:1:1 class at the school.  A 12:1:1 class is comprised of twelve kids, one licensed special education teacher, and one paraprofessional whose role is to support the teacher with the kids.  The kids who are assigned to this setting are those with special needs who are determined to benefit most from the smaller class setting.   I found myself drawn to my students as I took them down to lunch and recess and then back up to class.  They were funny, kind, and wanted to know more about me.  Eventually, I became their Science and History teacher.  When I worked with the class, I could see that, overall, they wanted to succeed but were unable to for reasons that I had yet to learn.  The causes for their difficulty had to do with emotional and neurological issues but the approach that Exemplary took with these kids was a mix of ignorance, indifference, and contempt.  I would also witness firsthand the many ways that Exemplary was in violation of the law regarding its handling of this population.  These kids were the underserved among the underserved community that comprised our school and it became clear to me during my time that they were regarded by many as an inconvenience.

	     Second, I was given the opportunity to receive a free Master’s in Education, paid for 100% by my employer.  Despite the issues I had with my first-year supervisor and peers, I was somehow selected for this program.  I had some hesitation as it was a three-year commitment and if I had left at any point before the end of the commitment (voluntarily or involuntarily) I would have to pay back the full cost of my education up to that point.  Getting over the fear of signing the contract was one of the most momentous decisions of my life.  While in grad school, I was fascinated with all of the things I was learning about child behavior, socio-economic status and its effects on education, and the pedagogical theories that guide good teaching.  I found myself working seven days a week on both classroom work and schoolwork.  Friends would commend me for taking on what they thought was a herculean task but for I loved it.  In my free time, I would track down online resources and peer-reviewed studies to help me with issues I encountered in the classroom.  It was a major effort to juggle school and work, but I rarely found the Master’s work to be tedious. I made it through and eventually graduated with a 3.98 GPA.

	     From the beginning of grad school, there was a sizable gap between what our professors were teaching us versus the practices we were expected to adhere to at Exemplary.  Even before I started grad school, things didn’t seem right to me.  The teachers who were considered to be the best of the school undertook practices that I found to be puzzling and even alarming.  I would discover that the Exemplary “best practices” were, in many cases, the opposite of what our professors were teaching us and what our readings spoke about.  As a result, I witnessed things done in classrooms that ranged from counter-productive to mean to, in some cases, illegal and criminal.   As I progressed further in my grad school studies, I could see that there were some glaring issues that were in need of remediation.  I struggled with all of this and envisioned myself as the Social Justice Warrior who knew what was right.  This was leading me down the road towards a nervous breakdown as I held in my anger and frustration.  I eventually chose to keep my head down, finish my degree, and get out.  Throughout the last two years at Exemplary, I struggled with my silence.  Was I obligated to be a whistleblower?  Did my inaction serve as tacit approval of what I witnessed?  I was under the impression that if I had taken a stand, I would’ve been terminated and forced to reimburse Exemplary for my education.  On a few occasions, I weighed the option of cutting bait and paying back Exemplary for the money they had shelled out on my behalf.

	      At first, I tried to do things in alignment with what I was learning in grad school with dashes of common sense and compassion thrown in.  This resulted in poor feedback from my manager when he came in to observe me.  I feared that I might be let go if I acquired too much negative feedback.  In a place as buttoned-down as Exemplary, there was no way I was going to win on my terms.  I chose to keep my eyes on the prize of the Master’s degree and tried to exist under the radar as much as possible so I could make it out the door with my sheepskin.   I played nice with the manager who treated me poorly.  When he came in to observe me, I made sure to do things the Exemplary way and when I was on my own, I incorporated the practices I learned outside of the classroom.  For reasons that will become clear, my special education Science class and reading intervention class were a very low priority for my manager and I was eventually left to my own devices.  With my door closed and locked, I could do things my way, the vindication being in the academic improvements of my classes. I proved that I could get results without following the pedagogy of Exemplary.  During my last year of graduate school, I plotted my exit from Exemplary but events unfolded that thwarted my plan.

	     Was I perfect?  Not at all.  What separates me from some of the others is that I tried to learn from these mistakes and not repeat them while others engrained their methods into their practices.  Every day before work, I read the words from Haim Ginot that are listed at the beginning of this book and tried my best to live them throughout the day.  On many days, I feel like I was successful in this endeavor.  Other days, I wanted to exclaim, “Forgive me, Haim, for I have sinned.”    Overall, I hope that the children I worked with are somehow better off for having had me in their lives.

	



	
Chapter 1 “Well…how did I get here?”
 

	     I was standing on a street corner holding a box of my possessions.  The box was handed to me by the office manager/HR person of the video startup I had just been terminated from. (At small startups, both roles tend to be covered by the same person.)   When I showed up at the office to get my things, they were already neatly packed. This unceremonious handoff of my desk contents was the final act of a termination process that unfolded over the course of several months.  Five months prior to that day, I was lauded at an all-company meeting for bringing in almost $500,000 of business.  As the company founder pointed out, I wasn’t even in sales. I was an account rep who inherited two accounts that despised our company, partly due to the fact that my predecessors had created a boiling-level hostile relationship with the executives at both companies.  As one of my clients told us in a face-to-face meeting that took me almost nine months to schedule, “I hate your company.  My employees hate your company.   My board hates your company. My customers hate your company.” A few months later, he signed a contract worth almost $400,000 dollars that was hammered out one night via texts and emails with me at home, the client in LA, and a group of people located in my company’s overseas headquarters.   This late-night jam session was the culmination of a massive effort that I led to fix all of the problems that I inherited.  As the CEO put it, “Anonymous is the reason that I renewed”.

	     All of this was forgotten a few months later.  I had been assigned a new manager who spearheaded the renewal of one of my customers.  This customer had been a “sleeping giant” - a person who signs up for a service and never uses it.  For many subscription-based internet companies, these people are regarded as ideal customers as they don’t drain resources or use up bandwidth while paying on time each month.  This may seem like a paradox to the uninitiated, but the model is similar to that of a gym membership.  The best customer of a gym is not the guy who’s there every day like clockwork at 5AM.  It’s the person whose only visit to the gym was to enroll in January to fulfill a New Year’s resolution and does not return.

	     The reason that my sleeping giant had been dormant for so long is that they signed a deal for massive bandwidth and capacity.  However, like many startup companies that are created with a lot of money and very poor planning, their business launch had been continually delayed.  In short, they tried to hitch the cart miles in front of the horse.  The customer had wanted to pay for even more usage in their renewal than they were previously contracted for.  My manager had a number in mind that he wanted to adhere to, most likely to stay on course for his quarterly target.  The customer was willing to pay more money than they had been paying up to this point but just not what we were charging for the service.  When my manager refused to move on the price, the customer bailed.  My manager was frantic in asking me to get the guy on the phone to re-open the negotiation.  The executive from the client sent me a short email that said “thanks, but we’ve moved on”.  I made my frantic calls as I was instructed to do.  Before this particular job, I had been in companies on the other side of the negotiation table.  I’ve spent a lot of time writing RPFs (“requests for proposal”, where you solicit a formal response to your list of business needs and the vendor promises the moon in their replies), evaluating vendors, and implementing enterprise solutions.  In those instances, when my managers and I decided not to go forward with a particular client, I would call or email to say “thanks, but no thanks.”  I would ignore the avalanche of email pleas and voicemails and go on with my life.  Based on my experience, I knew that the guy my manager attempted to rip off was never going to talk to me again. 

	     After this happened, my manager began assigning my big accounts to other people.  The first one was done with prior notification and, while I wanted to keep the customer, was a reasonable decision as it was not in my assigned territory. I found out about another via an email thread I was added to that included content that I was not supposed to see.  A new account rep was coming to town to meet his brand-new client, Mr. Anonymous Is The Reason I Renewed.   According to the email thread, New Rep was very excited to meet him.  Just around that time, my manager came to town for a private meeting with me. In that meeting, he cited the loss of Sleeping Giant account as a criticism of my performance.  I responded by reminding him that he spearheaded the effort that resulted in a major lose-lose for us. (In retrospect, this wasn’t the best way to diffuse his insanity).  He then handed me a Performance Review document that stated I had 30 days to shape up or get the hell outta town.  After thinking about it for a week and talking to a few folks, I informed my manager that I would not be signing the document and that he may go ahead and fire me.  I figured the writing was on the wall and that I was being forced to take the hit for my manager’s colossal negotiating blunder.  The shit had rolled down the proverbial hill and I was the guy at the bottom helplessly waiting to be struck in the face.  For the next several weeks, I had nothing to do at work.  I’d make sure to come into the office for at least a half day but as I had no accounts to manage, I would look out the window at the building across the street. The building was full of meticulously kept apartments that no one ever seemed to occupy other than the people who came in occasionally to dust and fluff pillows.

	     During this time, I was to give my replacements all of the information regarding my accounts.  I was to essentially help my employer efficiently expedite my termination.  It quickly occurred to me that once I handed off all the data, I would have no leverage to negotiate an exit.  I met with my VP to discuss severance terms and presented a meticulous list of terms that were crafted with the aid of a lawyer acquaintance.  The meeting ended up with me angrily telling this VP how shady the process of my removal was.   They decided to terminate me the next day, which found me on the sidewalk with a box of my belongings.  I was offered two weeks of severance, which naturally included a non-compete clause.  As I was already interviewing with competitors of my newest ex-employer, I refused to sign.  

	     Did I blow it big time?  I still ponder this.   At the very least, I can say that treating a manager with open contempt or negotiating a severance through hostage-taking is not the best path towards getting what you want. Would a different strategy have even made a difference? I guess I’ll never know.

	    I felt like I was in a race against Father Time, one that no one has won to date.  As a person in my early 40s, I was aging out of the startup scene.  I was older than most of the executives I worked for.  Over the course of several years, I clung to the hope that I would find the right startup, strap in for the rocket ride to IPO, and then start my life for real after cashing out.  In reality, I never had a chance as I was never at the beginning stages of a company’s founding, nor was I lucky enough to land at a company that had any potential of making it to the Big Time.  Still, I worked for CEOs who would dangle our options as the carrot for us to keep marching forward through long days and much upheaval.  I was fortunate enough to sample a little bit of the mythic startup life with its flexible hours, parties, and well-stocked kitchens.  The downside is that I got a taste of the feel-good and like any junkie, I wanted to sustain the high.  

	     I needed a change but I only knew of one path to tread so I kept applying for startup jobs.  Every website I went to included the requisite photo of all the employees in matching t-shirts with the company logo blazing off their breasts.  These proud folks were usually in mid-leap or huddled together, all adorned with the most joyful of faces.  One could tell from the photo just how wonderful their lives were at Startup X.  This snapshot usually lived on the About Us page where the job ads were presented to you along with the list of cash and prizes that awaited you if you were able to make it through their hallowed doors. I would look at these photos and imagine myself hiding in the back where I could point out to my girlfriend the eye and bit of hair that belonged to me. 

	     I managed to get called in for a bunch of interviews, all looking and feeling the same.  I would show up at some open-design office or WeWork with a kitchen stocked with enough snacks and treats to feed a small African nation.  The receptionist would hand me off to a series of men and women who were almost half my age.  All of them would be suitably impressed with my knowledge of the industry and their company.  Most would send me rejection emails while some would just disappear into the ether after ignoring my follow up calls and emails.  During this time, I took up painting.  I donated my time to a spiritual center/yoga studio run by Krishna devotees in exchange for free yoga classes. I spent time as a hospice volunteer.  While I fancied the idea that I was “exploring life and spirituality”, I was desperately trying to come up with the next move.  My partner was becoming increasingly exasperated with me and was beginning to wonder if it was time for us to part ways.

	     At this point, I was thinking about going back to school for a graduate degree.  I had thoughts about library science and a Master’s in Social Work.  A trip with my partner to North Carolina to visit her mother included a stroll around Duke University.  Being in a university environment whetted my appetite for academia.  To keep myself occupied, I applied for jobs that I thought would be fun, like a librarian or a security guard at the local art museum.  A job as a home aide/companion for elderly people caught my eye as it seemed like a logical extension of the volunteer hospice work I was doing at the time.  I learned through a friend that a mutual friend of ours who I hadn’t spoken to in several years had worked at this particular company.  I hemmed and hawed, mainly because I hate to call people for help.  After steeling my nerves, I made the call.  This phone call would open a door that I never so much as glimpsed at when I was desperately trying to get my startup fix.

	      Our conversation started off with some catching up before going into details about the company that I was interested in.  My friend had lots to say about this gig and how rewarding it was for him.  My interest was piqued.   Next, he casually mentioned that he was now a middle-school science teacher at a charter school.  This particular school had a program for people without teaching experience who could learn the ropes and then step up and be a real teacher.  He told me what to do if I had any interest.  When we hung up, I thought about how noble it would be to become a teacher.   Education would be a big change from what I was doing before.    I was beginning to feel the stirrings of doing something with my life that was more about spiritual fulfillment than a workspace full of snacks and pot smoke.

	      As I considered this option, I figured that schools had to be the purest and kindest employers out there.  After all, your work revolves around the nurturing of young lives.  I pictured a setting that was free of conniving managers where people came together in the pursuit of getting the next generation academically and emotionally ready to someday take the reins of society.  I convinced myself that this path was where I would find a vocation where all was great and where only kind, comforting people existed.

	     This perception was about to get blown to smithereens.

	



	

Chapter 2 Welcome to Exemplary

	 

	     I had only the vaguest idea of what a charter school was when I started this journey.  In my distant past, I knew someone who worked at a charter school.  My understanding was that a charter school was an “alternative” school that followed its own rules and did away with things like discipline and structure, where Birkenstock-wearing teachers were called “Hal” and “Suzanne” instead of Mr. or Ms. So-and So.  I believed that kids in these schools were not required to do homework, take tests, or get grades.  Instead, they could express themselves however they saw fit to prove that they have “learned” something, whether it be via collage, poem, or interpretive dance.

	    In reality, the concept of a charter school came from a man named Albert Shanker, the president of the American Federation Of Teachers union.  Dismayed by his estimate that only one-fifth of American students were well served by traditional classrooms, he proposed a model for schools that would serve as “educational laboratories” where teachers would be given autonomy to be Exemplary.  The techniques they developed would then be shared back into the rest of the school population with the goal being to lift all students in that particular public-school setting.  The schools under this model would be authorized under a “charter”, hence the name.  Shanker’s intent was for these schools to remain as unionized schools within the public school system but over time, his vision was co-opted by conservatives who saw charter schools as a way to marketize the concept of school choice. While charter school advocates call themselves “public” schools, they no longer operate as part of the public school system and they lack the same accountability that public schools adhere to.  As a result, charter schools are able to do things that would never be possible at your local public school.  Some charter school leaders earn high six-figure salaries and the donors who pay their salaries are among the wealthiest people in the world.  As I had no other leads at the time, I decided to prepare myself for my interviews with Exemplary Charter Schools.

	      My partner and I watched a documentary that featured a few charter schools, including Exemplary.  The film does a thorough job of making public schools appear like a dysfunctional mess. According to the filmmakers, incompetent teachers in this setting are given carte blanche to sleep in class while willfully destroying our nation’s youth through their apathy and incompetence.   After watching the movie, I felt relieved that I could be a part of the solution for this malaise.  I was going to Exemplary to help children escape the horror show of public school.

	     I breezed through the phone screener and was invited to a group interview at Exemplary HQ, an open-plan office space with several kitchen nooks stocked with caffeinated drinks and snacks.  Glass-walled conference rooms, all named after universities, lined one side of the hallways. Each room contained a Mac Mini that was connected to a large monitor mounted on the wall.  From the looks of things, I could’ve been interviewing at yet another startup.  I arrived 15 minutes early to make sure that I had plenty of time to check in before the designated start time.  And this is when I noticed the first thing about the people of Exemplary.

	     It wasn’t that the people were roughly half my age - I was expecting that.  What struck me was that there were so many people already in the waiting area.  One constant about my time at Exemplary was that whenever there was an orientation or training session, there were many early birds. Everyone in the waiting area (and many of the folks I met later on) seemed to be the type of person who was on the yearbook staff at their high school or who always volunteered to decorate their gym for school dances.  They all had that sunny precocious disposition that used to repulse me when I was young.  In addition to the age difference that spanned almost two decades, the fact that I always considered myself too cool for school (ironically) made me feel like I was in an entirely different universe than these people.

	     I’ve always considered myself one of the early crowd but I had nothing on these young freshly-scrubbed candidates.   I signed in and took my seat.  To pass the time, I thumbed through a mini-book in the waiting area that was full of color pictures of kids in their Exemplary uniforms exuding joy and love through their bright smiles.    

	    We interviewed as a group and then individually.  For the group sessions, we were asked to deliver quick mini-lessons in the Exemplary style as demonstrated in the videos we viewed. When I completed my lesson on a passage from an elementary-school text, the interviewer exclaimed something along the lines of, “I don’t give a damn if you don’t care about this passage but you really looked enthusiastic!”

	     For my solo interview, she asked me why I wanted to work at Exemplary.  I made sure to mention the documentary and went on to discuss how I didn’t want to be on the sidelines as the gap between rich and poor becomes increasingly wider.   I said that I wanted to be able to make an “impact”.  Sure, I knew that this was what the recruiter wanted to hear but I genuinely believed what I was saying.  Throughout my time at Exemplary, I hung onto my ideals ferociously as I witnessed things that didn’t quite jibe with what I thought a place like Exemplary would be like.  

	    One thing that struck me almost immediately during the interview day is that at Exemplary, the kids are not referred to as “kids”, “children”, or even “students”.  They are “scholars”.  Throughout my entire run at Exemplary, I could never get myself to refer to the little humans by that particular moniker unless I was trying to sound like one of the Hive.  The word “scholar” conjures for me the image of an older, bearded gent who jumped out of a Rembrandt painting wearing a long velvet robe and puffy Renaissance-era hat. The mindset of looking at children not as children but as young educational machines influenced everything that I found fault with at Exemplary.  For example, it’s really hard for a compassionate adult to tell a kid that he can’t go to the bathroom when he asks several times. When you regard this child as a “scholar”, you can mentally place them on the same shelf as an adult student in higher education. I did my best to refer to the “scholars” as “kids” or “children” to remind myself every day that I was dealing with kids as young as 8 years old who, despite their intelligence, were still very young.

	     After waiting a couple of weeks, I received my offer letter and requisite paperwork. I was scheduled to begin training in early July.  In addition to my “general” hiring, I also had to get hired by a specific middle school at Exemplary.  This consisted of a quick phone interview with the person who would become my first of four principals during my time at the Exemplary school I worked at. During the interview, I was asked how I felt about working for people who were much younger than me.  I said that I would be crazy not to accept help from people who were more experienced than me.  While my rational mind believed this wholeheartedly, I gave this answer not out of humility but because I knew this was the correct answer.  (I wish I had asked what it might be like for the younger people to work with an older person.)  At the end of the call, I was officially welcomed to my new home at Exemplary.

	



	
Chapter 3 Great Founder

	 

	     Any discussion about Exemplary would be remiss if it didn’t include mention of the person who is synonymous with Exemplary Charter School, its chief architect Great Founder. GF is revered throughout all of Exemplary by both students and adults and has written books about the journey to launch Exemplary that also include ample wisdom about how to educate kids.  All staff were given these books free of charge.  Throughout my tenure at Exemplary, I encountered GF during many visits to the school I worked at.  GF was regarded as a deity and made more than double the salary of the leaders of the largest school systems in the US.  Reverence was so strong for GF that one might expect all staff and children to be wearing buttons with GF’s picture gleaming off their shirts.   Stories about GF were shared as if they were mythology.   One legend is that while stuck in traffic on the way to a meeting, GF raced out of the car, grabbed a bike from a shared bike kiosk on a nearby sidewalk, and pedaled the remainder of the way to the meeting with nary a hair out of place.  (It was not confirmed whether or not there was a city bus tied to the back of the bike.)  If GF made a proclamation about how to educate children or keep them from acting out in class, we were to view it as if it were delivered to us mere mortals via a stone tablet from on high.

	     GF was an ex-politician who used political savvy to turn Exemplary into a lightning rod for the topic of school choice.  Without shame, kids and parents were used as pawns in GFs battle to extend the reach of Exemplary via photo ops, press articles, and more.  GF would close down all of the Exemplary schools to bus kids and parents to rallies where everyone wore matching t-shirts emblazoned with a catchy logo and hashtag that represented whatever message Exemplary wished to get into the public’s consciousness.    Some of the media were clearly on our side, especially the outlets owned by Exemplary donors.  GF seemed to have the ability to write Op-Ed pieces in one of these publications whenever the mood struck.  

	     Visits by GF to an Exemplary school were reminiscent of a visit to the Death Star by Darth Vader and his honor guard of Stormtroopers (cue ominous Star Wars music).  Minions always accompanied GF to smooth out any wrinkles or to comply with off-the-cuff requests.  The shades in each classroom were to be lowered to the exact same height for the sake of aesthetics.  Scuffmarks on the floor were tended to by staff members who scrubbed them away with paper booties they put on top of their shoes.  As they shuffled around the floor, they looked like CSI officers attempting not to contaminate a crime scene.  We raced to eliminate clutter from our classrooms and feverishly wiped down the covers to all of the garbage cans.  The area that held our copy machines, supplies, refrigerator, and coffee were cleaned to the point where we could’ve performed surgery on the tables without fear of infection. (Per GF, this area was NEVER to be called a “teachers’ lounge”, “break room”, or other similar designation that might suggest that teachers were taking a breather from their 10+ hour day.  This area was ALWAYS to be referred to as a “work” space).  Whenever GF showed up with minions in tow, the whole party was schlepped around by our administrators to the same small group of teachers who were considered to be the top teachers in the school.  Many times, GF was joined by potential donors or other guests that would somehow benefit Exemplary through their support of us.  Other times, GF and the minions would come just to see how things were going.  A group that could number close to a dozen would slink into the back of a classroom at the time that was carefully managed by our administrators.  Sometimes, they would stay for several minutes but other times, they would leave after less than two minutes.  GF would offer feedback if deemed appropriate but one did not desire to be the recipient of this wisdom.  On one occasion, a new teacher who was not the lead for the lesson that GF and gang swooped upon was frantically running from kid to kid while his co-teacher taught the class. I wasn’t in the room but the description of this poor guy trotting around the classroom made me think about ball boys at Wimbledon.  GF stopped the lesson and asked this poor guy in front of the class, the minions, and the administrators, “What are you doing?  What is your job?”  To his credit, this young teacher matured to the point where his classroom later became a regular stop on GF’s barnstormer tours.  All in all, I don’t think GF really wanted to know how all of the sausages were made as everyone seemed content viewing the identical Potemkin Village on every single visit.  

	    I would come to have many thoughts about GF, but even now I still recognize the drive and cunning that led to victories for Exemplary.

	



	
Chapter 4 Make It Pop

	 

	     My career as a teacher almost ended a few weeks after it officially began.  I encountered an obstacle that seemed insurmountable and brought me to the brink of tears.  As this tortuous event unraveled minute by agonizing minute, I contemplated walking out the door several times.  This memory will be forever branded into my memory.

	     The creation of my first bulletin board.

	     There are two types of teachers in this world: those who quake all over with excitement on bulletin board day and those who would rather have their fingernails pulled off in slow succession.  I discovered quickly that I was in the latter camp.  During my new hire training, there was an entire afternoon dedicated to bulletin boards.  For this exercise, I was fortunate enough to team up with two colleagues who possessed this unique skill set. We scoured the teachers’ best friend for ideas – Pinterest.  I suggested a South Park theme for our board, demonstrating just how out of touch I was with young kids.  Once we had our idea, I cut shapes and hunted down materials as my teammates focused on design.  We created a poster called “Teamwork Makes The Dream Work” with a design lifted from the film company Dreamworks.  When I arrived at my new school a few weeks later, my heart would palpitate from fear and dread as I awaited the time in our schedule devoted to bulletin boards.

	     When the big day finally arrived, each bulletin board was assigned to a team of two.  Sure enough, I was given an entire board to design by myself (this was just the beginning of a recurring theme).  Our official Aesthetics Chief had given us explicit guidelines for our boards:

	 

	All boards were to be covered with cloth to hide the punctures and general decay that had accumulated from decades of use.

	 

	All staples were to face the same direction.

	 

	Of course, neatness counts.

	     

	      There was one last direction that was an absolute non-negotiable (I would hear the term “non-negotiable” foisted upon children every single day.).

	 

	     “Make your board pop.”

	 

	     By “pop”, Aesthetics Chief meant that every board had to include a 3D element so that the design lifted off the board.  Walking through the hallways of an Exemplary school felt like being caught in a bad acid trip with dragons, ocean waves, and aliens leaping off the walls.  I learned a few years later that “popping” wasn’t always a requirement.  According to our custodian, an ambitious young teacher in the past decided to add some dazzle to her board by having some elements lift off the canvas. Her innovation was so widely adored that “popping” was now a mandatory requirement going forward.

	     The purpose for having boards was to bombard our incoming 5th graders with inspiring messages that would hopefully influence their academic pursuits.  All of the expected buzzwords were assigned to each board: “perseverance”; “teamwork”; and so on.  I was given the word that would unfortunately become part of the lexicon for educators at Exemplary and beyond: grit.  For as long as I walk the Earth, this word will make me “grit” my teeth in exasperation.

	     Now that I had my word, it was time to create a title for my board.  All of our schools had wooden letter blocks (upper and lower case) for all letters.  We were to laminate a piece of construction paper, lay it on top of the block, and run the block through a hand-cranked conveyor belt that would spit out a freshly-cut laminated letter on the other side.  If you had to create the heading “Welcome To The 5th Grade!”, it might take a while as your forearms swelled to Popeye size from all of the hand cranking.   As I wrestled with the letter cutter, my colleagues who were huddled together around the corner from me and my board shouted with glee and danced to bad pop music as they create their masterpieces.

	     With my letters finally out, I had to assemble the rest of the design.  I decided that my board should feature a rad preteen female skateboarder with dyed hair skating a half-pipe.  The board also had to incorporate books or reading in general.  My plan was to sprinkle some books in that my skater would grab at as she “got air”, or hurled herself off the surface of the half-pipe.   I laminated, I cut, and I stapled all on my own as my colleagues, who finished far earlier than me, continued their mirthful exuberance.  In my mind, I had grabbed my backpack and stormed out the door several times.  At around the two-hour mark, Aesthetics Chief checked in on me.  He told me tersely that my skater was wrong “on so many levels”.  He and another teacher began to re-assemble my board as I worked on laminating my books.  My half-pipe became the ends of a bookshelf that held my books.  The teacher that assisted us put her arm around me as I fought back tears.

	     In subsequent years, I got better at bulletin boards because I learned the trick:  put in a few big things instead of enduring the labor of creating a bunch of small things. Huge airplanes and globes were now part of my bulletin board toolbox.   Also, I stayed as far away as possible from that goddamn letter cutter once I realized that I could just make big banners in PowerPoint.  Thankfully, we eventually did away with the bulletin boards and replaced them with narrow boards in Mondrian- pattern squares that would hold only 1-2 items. Eventually, Aesthetics Chief left Exemplary and no one was holding the line on “pop” which meant that I could get away with printing and laminating huge pictures of my dog.   I had defeated the bulletin board at last.

	



	
Chapter 5 Cigarettes and Whiskey and Throat Polyps

	 

	     All homerooms at Exemplary are named after an amalgamation of the college names of each homeroom teacher.  If one teacher went to Harvard and the other went to Yale, the homeroom name might be called “Hale”.  Not all homeroom names were as neat and tidy as that so there were a lot of hyphens, initials, and awkward appellations among the homeroom names.  Each grade at Exemplary is also given a “Class Of” year that corresponds to the projected date of college graduation based on the children’s current grade year.  The goal is to start inculcating children on the concept of college from the moment they walk through their Kindergarten classroom door.   They might as well have played “Pomp and Circumstance” as the kindergarteners made their way through the school entrance on day one.  My co-teacher for the first year was considered to be the badass of the grade and was the de-facto leader of the coven of young women I was about to get thrown in with.    As she was renowned for her skills in the classroom, it seemed like a logical choice for me to be paired with her.  However, she proceeded as if I didn’t exist.  It appeared that she wanted to rule her roost with an iron fist with no help from me.  She was in charge of approximately 25 kids and I had to practically beg her to allow me to do even the smallest bit of work in her classroom.  The most striking thing about her was her intense shrill that would make my molars shake.  She had the ability to go from zero to Tasmanian Devil to sweetheart within the span of seconds.  While she was renowned for her ability to get the kids in line, I felt that her approaches were doing as much harm as good.  Badass was hell-bent that the homeroom be christened as the name of her alma mater.  I didn’t really care one way or the other so I let it go.  

	     On the day that we were allowed into our rooms to begin setting up, I looked around for anything that might look similar to the middle grade classrooms I occupied so many years prior.  One thought immediately came to me:

	     “Where’s the chalk?”

	     There wasn’t a single piece of chalk in the room.  In fact, there were no chalkboards.  How did the teachers present their information to their classes?

	    I noticed at the front of the room a large screen which measured about 70-80 inches across that was attached to a Mac Mini. This screen is called a “SMARTBoard” and can be used as a monitor and touch screen.  Lessons and videos were projected onto the SMARTBoard and could be seen from any position in the classroom.  I also wondered why there were no American flags in the room or in any other classroom.  When the kids arrived, I was to learn that the Pledge of Allegiance was not recited at Exemplary, perhaps as a way to ensure complete fealty to GF and the State Of Exemplary.   There was more that I had to get used to in my first year.

	     Exemplary was the first time I had been in an environment that was made up overwhelmingly of young women in their early to mid 20s.  There were a minority of women in the startup jobs I held (which speaks volumes about the startup industry).  As a male in my late 40s, I hadn’t spent much time around this demographic merely as a matter of circumstance although I wouldn’t have been inclined to spend much time around a group of people young enough to be my offspring.  What really widened the divide between me and my peers was the fact that they didn’t express any interest in having me around.  They would invite each other to parties at each other’s home and exclude me.   I don’t think I would’ve accepted any offers but I might’ve preferred the chance to awkwardly decline.  The group enjoyed its after-work happy hours at the local bars.  On more than one occasion, these events, code-named “book club”, would be organized with the whole team in the room as the event ringleader asked each individual if she were going to attend while clearly overlooking me.   It became clear early on that I was not a welcome member of the team.  I could learn about my colleagues from an aloof distance as if I were in the wild observing from afar this species that was new to me.

	     The first thing that became evident was that many of the women had a distinct way of speaking.  Their voices had a rough edge to it, making every utterance sound as if they had been up all night smoking cigarettes and guzzling whiskey.  I would tell my friends that they all spoke as if they were gargling with gravel.   This was my first exposure to what was evidentially a common trait among this demographic.

	     “Vocal fry” is the dropping of one’s voice to a low register, causing the speaker’s voice to sound creaky like a door hinge in desperate need of WD-40.  I later learned that this was first popularized by that arbiter of popular culture, Kim Kardashian.  After experiencing this at work, I began to notice it all over the place - while riding the subway, walking the streets, or viewing clips on social media.  I would cringe as I envisioned the shredding of vocal cords in the throats of these young women.  Opinions are mixed as to whether or not vocal fry is harmful.  According to Johns Hopkins, there is no physical harm caused by this phenomenon.  Dr. Reena Gupta disagrees:

	 

	While vocal fry may also directly produce vocal cord damage, the more likely outcome is a muscular issue, which can produce vocal fatigue, pain, and limited vocal range.

	 

	     My manager that year had a vocal fry affectation that was so severe that I began to wonder if she was suffering from a medical issue.  She ignored my numerous requests to meet at the beginning of the year.  The first weeks consisted of beginning-of year training sessions that were held for all teachers across Exemplary at a local law school.  As I wasn’t given an actual job role, I floated around and attended the sessions that I thought would be interesting.  After about 6 weeks, I finally had my first face-to-face meeting with my manager.  Red flags shot off in my mind like Fourth Of July fireworks.  She explained that she gets along better with children than adults. As we talked about my role, she explained that there would be times where I would be Copy Bitch and print papers for the rest of the team.  In short time, it was clear that my new supervisor was no fan of mine.  She threatened to fire me at least two times during her tenure but wouldn’t elaborate as to why or what I needed to do to change course.  Nemesis Manager was pleasant with the rest of the grade team and saved all of her sourpuss attitude for me.  In the first five months that I was at Exemplary, there hadn’t been an even moderately pleasant exchange between us.  I would greet her in the hallway and she wouldn’t look up from her phone to acknowledge me. I wasn’t hoping for her to kiss my ass but there is definitely middle ground between Ass Kiss and the way she treated me.  I’m sure of it.  She would send me ultimatum emails: “By end of day tomorrow you need to be demonstrating that you are an effective presence in the hallway”. That was 2 days before Labor Day. When I couldn’t log onto my laptop or school systems when we got back from Labor Day, I wondered if that was the end of the ride.  When she left, she set me up to look horribly in the eyes of her successor by telling her that I didn’t want to be at Exemplary, mainly because I was sick for a few days during the high holy days of state testing season (I bluntly explained to the successor that I was too afraid of crapping my pants to make it in to work.  This was the truth).  

	     There was another vocal anomaly that was mildly less annoying.  Many men and women at Exemplary had a tendency to speak in what I call “ramping voice”.  Their declarative sentences would start in a neutral fashion and then ramp up to form a question at the end:

	 

	There’s a lot we have to cover today?

	You guys really need to be paying attention?

	 

	     Sitting in meetings was dizzying when the most frequent users of ramping voice would utilize this mannerism for minutes at a stretch.  Listening felt like being on a roller coaster ride.  My head would reflexively make tiny circles to match the rise and fall of my colleagues’ voices.  By the end of many meetings, I wanted to reach for the Dramamine.  Over time, I found myself also speaking this way and had to make a conscious effort to check myself when I was about to speak, especially in the company of anyone over the age of 29.

	     Another trait among the more “indoctrinated” of Exemplary was to declare how excited they were about the thing they were about to discuss.  In case it wasn’t clear from the exaggerated facial expressions and over-emphatic tone that were utilized, these teachers would introduce each topic with, yes, “I’m SO excited….” And, if it wasn’t already clear that they were over the moon, they would add, “I LOVE…..”  A sample might look like this:

	 

	     I’m SO excited to be talking to you today about the Holocaust.  This happened in Europe during World War II.  I LOVE World War II.

	 

	Most of the training videos I viewed followed this format.  This manufactured enthusiasm was also used on adults to convey bubbling excitement for just about everything from new curriculum to a new software platform for entering grades.  This plastic giddiness was off-putting in a Stepford Wives sort of way.  You could determine the amount of allegiance a person had to GF and Exemplary by the degree with which they adopted this blankly cheerful state of being.

	In my early days, I often asked myself, “What the fuck did I sign up for?”

	



	
Chapter 6 Diving Feet First into Year One 

	 

	     It was beyond obvious to me when I arrived that someone with my education and life experience would be eagerly utilized.  I was ready to generously impart the sage wisdom that I acquired throughout the decades of my life but, alas, there were no takers.  Yes, I was Copy Bitch as promised but there were other tasks that were assigned to me.   Initially, the team also appointed me to take kids to and from the nurse. I would sit with the kids in the nurse’s waiting area and pass the time by shooting the breeze until it was our turn.  As a result, I caught every single cold and bug that entered that building but there was an upside, one that I wouldn’t realize until I began editing this book.  From all of those trips to the nurse’s office, I ended up forming positive relationships with these kids which lasted for all of the years they were at our school.  

	     Early in the school year, an issue arose that was in need of repair.  The teachers had problems with ending their classes on time.  Some would end early while others would go over.  As a result, we had kids waiting in the narrow corridor to get into their next class.  Since ten-year-olds don’t tend to do a good job of standing still patiently, this was quickly becoming a behavior issue that flew in the face of the military-style precision that Exemplary prided itself on.  Nemesis Manager came up with a solution – me.

	     My job was to enter each classroom quietly when there were three minutes remaining, silently grab the teacher’s attention, and flash three fingers up as the warning that there were three minutes remaining in class.   When there was one minute left, I would re-enter the room and flash one finger for the one-minute warning. Problem solved.  On top of being a copy boy and nurse escort, I was now a Human Alarm Clock whose mission was to help the teachers who were unable to tell time.  Oh, how the mighty had fallen.  When Badass and the other teachers were not ignoring me, they would treat me as if I were not a teacher in front of the kids. If I attempted to address a behavior issue with a kid, they would overrule me in front of the kid thereby ensuring that the misbehaving child would never listen to me again.  They would then go out to Book Club and talk about how I lacked the ability to forge relationships with the children.

	     In my first year as a teacher-in-training, I was assigned to a young ELA teacher who had just completed her teacher-in-training year and was on her own for the first time.  She had no interest in using me as a resource other than to run errands for her or take kids to the nurse.   Not only did she have the vocal fry affectation down pat, she also had a Jurassic squawk that one could hear all the way down the hall, whether she was yelling at kids or expressing enthusiasm to a co-worker.  It was as if a pterodactyl had been unleashed in our school.  I would stand in the back of the room and watch Ms. Jenkins flame out every single day when she would become overwhelmed by the behavior issues in the room.  Her face would become red as her tortured wailing reverberated off the walls.  Her attempts to keep control of the classroom were completely ineffective.  When I would discipline children, she would override me in front of the kids.  As kids are really great at reading things like this, they regarded me as a non-entity.  As she had no use for me, I would stand in the back and play the online Washington Post crossword puzzle, bemused by the proceedings while waiting for the time when she would inevitably send me into the hallway to babysit the two girls who were thrown out every day. The three of us would listen to her howl at the rest of the class as we talked about scintillating topics like baby vomit.

	     After several weeks of this, Jenkins and I had our first sit down as she finally hit the wall with her class.  She told me all the issues she had with me, speaking verrry slowly as if I would be unable to comprehend her if she spoke at a normal clip.   I told her that if we worked together, things could go much better for both of us and I asked if I could take on a larger role.  Nothing changed so I figured that as long as I was trapped I’d just do what felt good to me.  And that’s when things started to change.

	    Instead of leaning back, l leaped forward. One day, the kids were asked to form groups and create a project based on the Montgomery Bus Boycotts as this was the topic of the text they were reading.   One small group wanted to create a rap but were getting stuck.   They showed me the stanza they were working on.  It went something like:

	 

	Stars, stars, ending up behind bars.

	I channeled my inner Jay-Z and gave them this:

	We’re boycotting the buses and now we’re driving in cars!

	BOOM! (Cue mic drop.)

	 

	     I suppose I wasn’t supposed to feed them the answer but I couldn’t resist.  The kids howled in approval and we finished the rap. One kid said afterwards, “Mr. Anonymous got bars!”  (i.e., I knew how to rap).  That quick interaction felt great and I sought more.  I’d circulate around the room and help kids not only with academic issues but with the other things that frustrated them.  As I had absolutely zero training on how to be a teacher, I went on instinct and common sense.  For the first time, I felt like I could be a real teacher but these intermittent feelings of contentment didn’t outweigh the negatives.  The vindication would come much later when I learned that most of what I was doing was consistent with good education practice.

	



	

Chapter 7  Teacher Turnovers and Hand Jive

	 

	     Throughout my time at Exemplary, I learned not to get too close to the new people who strode through the doors in August with their youthful vigor and burning sense of social mission.  It was always uncertain how many of those new folks would still be around in November.  Every year, Exemplary hires hundreds of new teachers.  The hiring spikes were not attributable to the expansion of the Exemplary empire– it’s because of the huge amount of employee turnover that takes place.  I became accustomed to noticing that a particular new teacher would be missing for a couple of days and then finding out that they slipped out the door silently.   Schools don’t have a deep bench so they can’t just call out the number of a new player to warm up and join the game already in progress. On top of this, Exemplary does not have a roster of substitute teachers that can be called on short notice.  These departures caused a bit of struggle as other teachers would then need to be recruited from other parts of the school to take over these spots.  In some cases, a teacher would be abruptly pulled from one grade to teach a subject in another grade despite the fact that the teacher may have had no aptitude for that particular subject area.  At Exemplary it was believed that the right person could teach any subject.  Teachers who were hired to teach ELA might be switched to Math even if they lacked the ability to understand let alone teach Math to kids.  If they floundered, they would be quickly terminated.  Lots of juggling had to take place immediately as the kids were still there waiting to be taught.  In many cases, new hires didn’t make it out of training.   A colleague that joined Exemplary in my fourth year noted that her training class started with around 600 people in a packed school auditorium.  By the time her training class had concluded a few weeks later, the auditorium was half-full.  (In all fairness, I have to note that my Exemplary school was an anomaly with as much as 75% of its staff staying on in some years).

	      It seemed that Exemplary was more willing to go through the energy and expense of constantly hiring new teachers instead of working on the retention of those who managed to survive the gauntlet of Exemplary. (I would learn firsthand a few years down the road that Exemplary did not prioritize the retention of experienced teachers.)  One thing that worked in the favor of Exemplary is that they were able to hire fresh college grads at a much lower salary than their public-school counterparts.  I admit to having no insights into the expense incurred by Exemplary around hiring but I can only surmise that it was better for them to keep filling the leaky bucket with more water than to try plugging up the holes.

	     A major factor contributing to the Exemplary hiring methodology is the fact that, as a charter school in its state, Exemplary was not required to have experienced certified teachers. Most of the problems I observed while at Exemplary stem from this.  In most states, you cannot walk into a classroom as a teacher unless you have fulfilled state-mandated requirements such as being enrolled in a teaching program or having a Master’s degree in Education.  This ensures that new teachers have field experience under the tutelage of a professor, have received instruction on child behavior, and have been exposed to relevant education theory.   Exemplary sought to fulfill its mission to provide a superior education with the best they could hire for the relatively low cost that they paid.  Any experienced teacher would balk at the reduction in salary and benefits offered by Exemplary.  (It should be noted that I came to Exemplary with no experience or certification.  I earned my certification while at Exemplary. Ironically, I learned about most of the shortcomings of Exemplary via an education that they paid for.)

	     The Exemplary recruiting effort was not limited to Fall staffing.  All year long, we would receive emails begging us to refer people for hiring.  When I was hired, the bounty was $1500 for the referrer if the candidate were to remain at Exemplary for six months.  That bounty rose over the years and during one particularly desperate time, Exemplary was offering $5000 to referrers if the candidate hung in for just 90 days.  That $5000 bounty soon went back down to $1500 but there were other incentives thrown into the mix like AirPods, Oculus Rift headsets, or Amazon Echos.  We were barraged with all-Exemplary text messages that encouraged us to spin the wheel and take part in the HR Recruitment Game Show.  One might assume that it would be easier for an established organization to fill staff roles over time but based on the fluctuating bounty and the increasingly expensive tchotchkes, that didn’t seem to be the case.  

	    I mentioned earlier that being at Exemplary was about worshipping at the altar of GF.  At first, I felt alone in my viewpoint but over time, I found others who were all part of an underground movement of disbelievers.  Still, there were plenty of people with glazed-over expressions who would’ve followed GF off a cliff if ordered to do so.  You would see these wide-eyed Stepford Teachers, clad in Exemplary swag, at big Exemplary meetings where all of the teachers came together.  When someone mentioned their school, these acolytes would all cheer like they were at a college basketball game.  They tended to sit in the front of the room and would raise their hands to spew out the Exemplary Speak to nauseating levels: “non-negotiables”; “teacher moves”; and, of course, “scholar this” and “scholar that”.  Speaking of raising hands, one of the oddest ritualistic behaviors I saw at Exemplary was the Exemplary Hand Jive.

	     Exemplary classrooms utilize hand signals as a way for the kids to communicate certain needs without making the teacher stop everything to acknowledge a request for, say, tissues or pencils.  When I first encountered this, it made a ton of sense and still does.  In our school, raising a 1 with your finger was the signal to ask for a pencil, 2 was the signal to ask for a tissue, and 3 was a request to use the bathroom.  I could just say “yes” or nod my head to a kid who had one of these needs and keep going.  Exemplary had other hand signals that were part of the culture.  Jazz hands were used as a “silent cheer” to prevent kids from screaming uncontrollably at something that generated mass excitement, like an announcement of extra recess.  Another hand signal was the “shaka shake” gesture generally seen among surfing types to express a “right on, brother” or “hang loose”.  At Exemplary, this was done in a distinct fashion:

	 

	 

	 

	1)With your right hand, make the “shaka” sign by making a fist and extending your thumb and pinky finger.

	 

	2)Bring your hand to the right side of your head, about 3 inches from your temple.  Make sure that the fingernails of your closed fingers are facing your temple.

	 

	3)Move your hand back and forth as if you were shaking up a little bottle of liquid gripped inside your hand.

	 

	    “Shaka Shakes” were used to denote passionate agreement with something that a teacher or kid had said in class.  The Shaka Shake might follow an answer to a classroom discussion point or just to demonstrate solidarity with the person speaking whether it was kid or adult.  “Hang Loose” and “Jazz Hands” seemed cute to me when I first saw the kids do it in class.  But in five years at Exemplary, I could never get used to the site of adults adopting these gestures.  I don’t mean in the classroom – I’m talking about in meetings where it was all adults.  A principal might announce a staff dress-down day (my favorite) or share some piece of information that the adults were in consensus on.  I would look around the room and see a good portion of the adults jazz-handing their delight and shaka-shaking their assent.  If a stranger were to view a video clip of this with the sound turned off, it might appear as if a room of adults had lost their physical composure.

	          By the middle of my first year, I became fed up with Exemplary and started interviewing for new jobs. 

	



	

Chapter 8 When The Change Was Made Uptown

	 

	     There was nowhere in the building that afforded me any privacy to speak to potential new employers. I would sneak out to the projects a few blocks away and huddle in a vestibule to protect myself from the winter chill.  You can imagine how it must’ve looked to a resident who saw a strange guy in a tie and overcoat making phone calls.  I would’ve been only mildly more obvious had I been wearing a bright yellow vest with the word “POLICE” emblazoned across the front.  I spoke to just about every charter school in the area but felt that the other schools might be equally horrible or worse.  I’d gone a few rounds with a company that sold alarm systems to small businesses.  After leaving my final in-person interview with them, I felt as if my soul were shriveling up like a raisin.  This job had absolutely zero appeal to me.  With all of these endeavors, I realized that I was running away from Exemplary instead of running towards something that appealed to me.  I felt stuck in the mud until two things occurred that would drastically alter things for me in a positive way while also delivering a fair amount of agita.

	     In February, Nemesis Manager decided that I was ready to do more than schlep kids to the nurse and be a human stopwatch.  The two teachers that taught 12:1:1 were in dire need of relief.  A 12:1:1 classroom is a special education classroom that is limited to 12 kids.  The class is supervised by one licensed special education teacher and one other adult known as a paralegal.  The job of the paralegal is to help support the teacher with behaviors and by assisting with classroom tasks.  The kids in this class are mandated by law to receive this focused attention after undergoing an extensive process to determine the nature of their inability to successfully learn in a general education classroom that serves the overwhelming majority of students.  (The degree to which Exemplary was brazen in skirting the laws regarding children with special needs will be discussed later.)  As they were a self-contained classroom, the teachers had no time for prep work or other breaks.  Unfortunately, this isolation also had the effect of cutting off the 12:1:1 class from the rest of the grade.  The 12:1:1 teachers would be left out of meetings and other plans on a regular basis. I was to escort the class to and from recess.  Over time, I got to know the kids and vice versa as we exchanged details about ourselves.  After a month or so, I took over their Science and History classes.

	     After months of being the whipping boy, I was eager to take the reins of a classroom.  As I worked with them, I saw that they were not “dumb” as they had a lot of great ideas to share about the material we covered. The issue was that they were unable to translate their thoughts onto paper in an articulate way and I wanted to know why.  I became fascinated with one kid in particular.

	     Richie was clearly the Big Fish of the class.  Not only was he at the top academically, he was well-behaved and well respected by his peers.  A huge factor in his success was that his grandmother was on top of him to get his work done and to get him to tutoring sessions and therapy.   Her care for Richie gave him a tremendous advantage over the other kids in his class.  Even with his smarts and extra supports, Richie struggled with reading.  Being in that classroom showed me that these kids were not set up for a successful life.  I imagined them trying to write college essays or read a newspaper article about the current state of affairs and concluded that these kids could forever be on the periphery of society with the odds greatly against them in terms of livelihood.  I knew that there was no way that Exemplary on its own was going to solve the problems in education associated with race and socio-economic status, no matter what they fed our heads with regarding the closing of the so-called achievement gap through grit and rigor.   It would be far easier for me, I believed, to impact at least one of the kids in front of me in that smaller class setting.

	     When I had my midyear meeting with Nemesis Manager and the woman who was transitioning to succeed her, they offered me the chance to be a 12:1:1 teacher for the following year.  During the discussion, I asked about a rumor I heard that Exemplary was offering the chance to earn a Master’s degree free of charge.  For a few years prior to my arrival, Exemplary offered the chance for certain teachers to earn their Master’s degree while working full-time.  Exemplary had a partnership with a local private college that would be damaged just before my start at Exemplary.  I was told by a colleague who had been in that program that a bunch of teachers submitted an identical paper - to the same professor (So much for screening for the best and brightest.). The college ended their relationship with Exemplary but Exemplary still wanted teachers with Master’s degrees. While this sounds very generous, I learned later on that the true motive for Exemplary was entirely self-serving.  To fulfill this motive, Exemplary had recently started a new relationship with a public college that had a strong reputation for teaching Education and had on its faculty a number of professors that were recognized in the field of special education.  I was told by my administrators that they would try to get me into this program.

	     After the way that Nemesis Manager treated me, I was surprised that I was even recommended, let alone accepted.  I wondered if this gesture was a form of apology.  It was also possible that the three-year commitment scared other people off and that there was no one left who wanted to take advantage of this opportunity.   In any event, whether or not management had my best interests in mind, I have to express gratitude for having been placed into this orbit because graduate school altered the trajectory of my life in a powerful way.  Before classes started that summer, I was required to earn my provisional certification, which would allow me to be a licensed teacher while enrolled in graduate school.   There were a number of tests I had to pass and I dove into studying with a zeal I had never possessed.  The tests gave me a sense of purpose that I solely lacked.  The teachers still continued to ignore me, which turned out to be a blessing.  My tests were scheduled for the Spring, which coincided with the busiest time of year at Exemplary (more to come on that).  The other teachers were out of their minds with stress and workload but no one wanted my help.  While they tortured themselves all morning, I hid in a dark classroom with my test study materials.  Thanks to the apathy these women had towards me, I aced all of my tests.  

	Had it not been for the series of events that occurred that culminated in receiving the gift of a free education, I would’ve left Exemplary before the end of my first year.  By this time, I had seen enough to realize that Exemplary was far different than anywhere I had ever worked.   However, The Exemplary Way goes far beyond hand gestures and Exemplary Speak.

	



	

Chapter 9 Above the Law

	 

	     Exemplary had a tendency to depart from the set of guidelines and laws that they were compelled to obey.  When I first arrived at Exemplary, I had nothing to compare to so I assumed that everything I witnessed was according to standard protocol for educating young people.  However, as I got further in my education, I began to realize that there were some gaping differences between what was done at Exemplary versus what was done outside of Exemplary.

	    In the state where Exemplary is located, there is an anti-bullying/anti-harassment statute that mandates, among other things, a yearly training program for all employees.  During my five years at Exemplary, our school held a grand total of zero sessions.  Each school is to designate a point of contact for all bullying/harassment issues AND have that person’s name posted in a reasonably visible area.  This didn’t happen either.  In my second year, I asked my manager if I could be the legally designated contact for our school.  When I asked, I used the acronym that the statute is referred to in the state where Exemplary resided.  As part of the certification process, teachers in the state were required to attend an all-day workshop to learn about this statute, so it was hardly unknown.  My manager was unfamiliar with the name of the state law and then acknowledged that he referred to the law as “anti-bullying”.  I was taken aback that an administrator seemed oblivious to an important law that he was required to adhere to. 

	     In my first year, I became attached to a kid who I will call Billy.  Billy was a good kid who never caused trouble in school.  His primary issue was the fact that, like many kids, he struggled to complete homework.  Billy was awkward around other kids and had a hard time socializing with his peers.  He was one of the only kids at the school who addressed me by my full surname instead of “Mr. X”.  Unfortunately, Billy was the target of bullying by another kid who was noted for his discipline problems.  At Exemplary, we were warned continually never to use the word “bullying” to describe activity where students engaged in activity that might be fairly called “bullying.”  In Billy’s case, his tormenter would verbally abuse him both inside and outside of school over his weight.  The tormenter would also repeatedly hit Billy and on one occasion, delivered a pro wrestling move on Billy at recess where he grabbed him by the neck and slammed him face first to the ground.  I documented each issue and reported them to Nemesis Manager.  The best that she was able to do was to have Tormentor apologize to Billy for his WWE maneuver.

	     According to the law in Exemplary’s home state, “bullying” consists of discrimination, intimidating, or taunting and includes categories such as color, weight, sexual orientation, and more.  One could reasonably argue that Billy’s situation seems to fall under the law.  As such, my school was required to report these incidents to the state.  I cannot attest that this did or did not happen in Billy’s case but based on the reaction from administration and the lack of appropriate consequences for the tormentor, I will assume that this did not happen.  Billy’s family members would call me and I would give them Nemesis Manager’s phone number.  Over time, I began to consider if I should escalate this issue to Exemplary HQ.  I wrote Nemesis Manager about a subsequent incident and included something along the lines of, “Please let me know if you need more documentation from me to ensure that we are compliant with [anti-bullying statute in Exemplary’s home state]”.  Not only did she thank me for my email, she started sending me positive emails from that point onward.

	       Exemplary schools were big on posting grades in the hallway of each kid. In our school, each classroom was provided with a laminated poster to hang outside the door that had large rectangular boxes for each GPA range (90-100, 80-90, etc.)  Each week, the teachers would use dry erase markers to add the names of each kid to the appropriate GPA box.   The teachers would hand the job off to a trusted kid who would view the teacher’s online gradebook while filling out the chart.  In my second year, one teacher in my grade decided to hang a huge scroll that listed the exact GPA of every single kid in the grade, going from highest to lowest.  As a special ed teacher could expect, just about every one of my kids at the bottom of the list with one or two outliers ranking in a respectable spot.  At the bottom end of the spectrum, there were GPAs as low as 13%. In another Exemplary school I visited, grades were displayed along with a unique number that corresponded to a student, much like a student ID number you would use to list grades outside of a college classroom.  In this case, only those with a GPA in the A or B range was displayed.

	     Does this public display work as a motivational tool?   Launa Hall cites psychologists Todd Kashdan and Robert Biswas-Diener in her article, “This ed-reform trend is supposed to motivate students.  Instead, it shames them”:      
 

	…shame is not productive. Guilt, they say, can encourage people to learn from their mistakes and to do better. In contrast, people who feel shame suffer. Shamed people dislike themselves and want to change, hide, or get rid of their self. 

	 

	     In addition to the possible psychological effects, there is also a legal issue to consider. The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) is a federal law that protects the privacy of student education records. It states:

	 

	Generally, schools must have written permission from the parent or eligible student in order to release any information from a student’s education record.

	 

	     Many experts agree that posting grades by name is a violation of FERPA.  I thought of the psychological and legal issues every time I walked down the hall and looked at these charts or watched a kid reviewing a teacher’s gradebook while unsupervised.   I refused to post grades in the hallway and was able to avoid this task as no one was going to criticize me for wanting the preserve the dignity of my kids by keeping their grades private.

	    As far as disregarding a child’s dignity goes, one particular situation will always stay with me.  A young girl was standing outside my classroom one Fall morning during my second year flanked by her mother and the principal.  Her face was pale and stone-like. She moved slowly as if she were being delicately walked up the aisle to view her mother’s body as it lay in an open casket.  The previous day, she was in a 7th grade ICT classroom. (An ICT Classroom is a general ed classroom that contains a mix of kids with and without special needs.  More on this later).  At 3PM of that day, she was informed by the principal that, due to poor academic performance, she was going to not only be demoted to the 6th grade the next day, she was going to be placed in my 6th grade 12:1:1 classroom.  A double whammy.   On her first days in the class, I gave this girl wide berth as she got acclimated to her situation.  She was given many opportunities to spend time with her favorite administrators and the school psychologist during this transition period.  After a couple of days, she was smiling and doing her best to be part of the class.  However, during the course of the year, she suffered from various physical ailments.  I felt alone in my feeling that this was a horrible thing.

	     If it was determined that this girl was not ready for 7th grade, the obvious thing to do would be to not allow her into the 7th grade without some serious intervention to ensure that she was adequately prepared to face the academic challenges ahead of her.  The girl’s mother maintained all along that her daughter didn’t receive the mandated support services that the school was obligated to provide to help her overcome her learning disability.   If she had received these services, it’s possible that all of this could’ve been avoided.  There is debate over whether or not it’s even useful to hold kids over.   For one thing, it’s safe to assume that if a child didn’t grasp the curriculum the first time, there’s little chance that the child would get it the second time, especially if you don’t do anything different the second time.  It was believed at Exemplary, as one administrator put it, that giving a kid “a second whack” at the material might give the kid a chance to get it right the second time.  According to The American Academy Of Pediatrics, “Children are most successful when they are supported to advance grade levels with their peers, when possible, while reasons behind their lack of academic progress are sorted out and addressed.”  They also consider holdovers as an “adverse childhood experience (ACE) and a major stress inducer to children.”  

	     A Rand Corporation study of New York City Department Of Education schools goes further.   As the study notes:

	 

	 

	While retained students may appear to make significant gains during the retention year, improvements are often not big enough to bring them to the same performance level as the promoted students.  Moreover, those gains are typically short-lived and tend to fade in subsequent years.      
 

	     In other words, it’s possible that a kid who is left back might show big improvement when he repeats the grade, he will still be behind the rest of the kids.  In addition, the gains do not sustain over time.

	     More specifically, the study notes:

	 

	 “retained students drop out at a rate approximately 2.8 times that of never-retained children.  Students held back in the upper grades and multiple retainees are especially prone to leave school without degrees, and students retained one grade were also found to be at elevated risk.”

	 

	     Finally, the study cites research via a 21-year longitudinal study that provides evidence indicating poorer employment outcomes through age 20 among students who are held over.

	     In regard to leaving back a kid with documented special needs, there are also legal issues to consider which will be discussed in more detail later on.  The Individuals With Disabilities Act is a law that makes available a “free appropriate public education” to eligible children with disabilities throughout the nation.  The IDEA Act ensures that special education classes and related service are provided to those children.  Under IDEA, schools are required to give notification to a parent prior to making changes to a child’s special education placement.  I don’t think that a 16-hour window is what the lawmakers had in mind when they authored IDEA.  This particular situation turned into a legal issue where Exemplary was found to be in violation of this child’s civil rights.  The mastermind behind this move was Nemesis Manager’s successor, The Unhinged One.

	     TUO was the replacement for Nemesis Manager after her brief tenure as the head of the school.  She came in with a coterie of administrators and teachers, one of them becoming a major source of frustration for me.   Many of my kids had this principal as their 3rd grade teacher.  The memories they shared with me are not what you would call warm and fuzzy.  They told me how she would regularly break pencils in front of the class when she was frustrated with them.  In my first encounter with her as chief, she and I met with a girl and her mother.  TUO yelled at both of them as the girl was late for school almost every single day the previous year.  When she was done spewing, she immediately put on a huge grin and waved the girl into her arms while saying, “Come give me a hug!”  I felt icicles going down my spine. 

	    One day during TUO’s reign, I was walking down the hall when I noticed a kid’s classwork hung on the wall.  The classwork was blown up to poster size.  Written across the top of the poster, in large letters, was “Unacceptable Work!”  TUO had been in a classroom observing various kids when she came across Billy (the bullied – yes, bullied- kid who was discussed earlier).  She felt that his work was sloppy and not representative of what an Exemplary scholar’s output should look like.  TUO snatched the work off the child’s desk, ran out of the room, and had a staff member prepare what was now on view for any of the students, staff, and family to view.

	     Put FERPA aside for a moment and imagine if you were that child.  You would be forced to re-live the humiliation of what happened to you in that classroom as you walked through the hallways.  It’s possible that you could just hold your head up high and not let on that you were the owner of that work.  Of course, your classmates would all know but at least the damage is mitigated.  What made it virtually impossible for Billy to walk tall is the fact that TUO kept the kid’s name on the poster.  This poor kid couldn’t get a break.

	     If these instances were the only thing I witnessed at Exemplary, it would be fair to consider them as isolated occurrences, mere blips on the radar screen.  Surely, there have been far worse things that have happened in other non-Exemplary schools.  But the longer I stayed at Exemplary, the more I sensed that something was not right at a systemic level. Exemplary even tried to influence what happens outside the classroom.  One of its schools provided a list of instructions advising teachers on how to get out of jury duty.  Seemingly, the Exemplary mission is more important than the law and the staff is not asked to show the same civic mindedness that we shoud’ve been instilling in our kids.

	     While I observed things at Exemplary that were undoubtedly against the law, there’s one thing would fall under the category of “criminal”.  I witnessed an incident in my third year that still disturbs and disgusts me.  It shaded everything at Exemplary for me after that day and I still struggle with how I chose to deal with it.  It definitely shaped my relationship with the Ass Prince.

	



	
Chapter 10 The AP

	 

	     I had the same supervisor for most of my time at Exemplary.  My feelings for my manager transitioned from mild discomfort to outright contempt as we worked together.  Privately, I would refer to him as The Ass Prince, an abbreviation of “assistant principal”.  AP had joined Exemplary straight out of college and became an administrator after just a few years as a teacher.  It was not unusual at Exemplary to have relatively new teachers rise through the ranks without appropriate experience or a graduate degree. This may have been the reason that so many Exemplary principals got in trouble with parents as their overly stern approaches extended to how they treated parents.  There were several times where the actions of Exemplary principals towards parents would make their way to the local media or to the courts in the form of lawsuits.  As for AP, he had a dual Master’s in Education/Special Education from the college that Exemplary had a relationship with prior to the cheating scandal mentioned earlier.

	     As far as I know, he didn’t possess the state licensing that was required for public schools as Exemplary was not bound to this requirement.  Not only was he unfamiliar with state laws that certified teachers are required to know, he seemed to lack familiarity with the process that certified teachers in his home state go through to become licensed.  One day, we were talking about a colleague whose temporary certification lapsed because she didn’t complete her edTPA.  The edTPA is a grueling assessment processed by a behemoth of the standardized testing industry which requires teachers to create an electronic portfolio to be assessed for competency.  It involves an excruciating amount of meticulously detailed documentation that no teacher in the field would ever be able to create in their day-to-day lives.   Forgetting about enduring a grueling process like this would be like forgetting what it was like to birth a child.  AP was not able to recall the name of this pivotal part of becoming a licensed teacher.

	     My first hint that something was not right with AP came early in our first year together.  One morning during homeroom, my colleague Ms. Winston stormed into my classroom uninvited, marched over to a child at his desk, snatched his homework out of his hands, and slammed it into the trash in front of the entire class. Winston noted that he was doing his homework during homeroom and her anger was a clear sign that this was unacceptable. This child was known for his lack of emotional self-control.  The previous year, he had thrown a garbage can across Winston’s room in a fit of anger.  Sure enough, the child became triggered and would not sit down when Winston asked him.  After ordering the child repeatedly to take his seat, the teacher threatened to call Security on the child if he didn’t comply.  Eventually, the child calmed down and the teacher left the room.

	     I stood there wondering what had just transpired right in front of me as the whole thing seemed absolutely bizarre to me.  I walked over to the garbage can and fished the homework out, partly as an act of compassion towards the kid and also to see what the hell was going on.  After smoothening out the crumpled paper, I looked at it briefly and put it on my table so that I could review the situation at a more appropriate time.  A few minutes later, Winston returned, took the paper off the desk, and angrily confronted me in the hallway.  Through tears of rage, she wailed that I had undermined her authority in front of the classroom that wasn’t hers.  I calmly explained that we could’ve resolved it in a far better way.     A few minutes later, AP stopped me in the hallway and accused the kid of cheating.  He explained to me that this transgression could result in a 5-day suspension.  I told him that the issue was handled poorly but he didn’t seem interested.

	    The next morning, my co-homeroom teacher and I had to meet with AP first thing in the morning.  AP sat in his chair, clad in a brown leather bomber jacket, manspreading across his seat with hands tucked firmly into his jacket pockets.  He started off the meeting by saying, “Let’s not play ‘Guess What’s In My Head’”.  AP went on to explain that the problem was that the kid felt like he could get away with doing his homework in school because we were not in control of our homeroom.  I felt badly for my co-teacher as she was out of work the previous day and had to start her day with this conversation though I at least made sure to warn her the previous day about the situation.

	     The main thought I had about the entire issue was that this kid, who never did homework, finally showed interest in getting his work done. I will concede that homework is to be completed at home.  Of course, there are a number of possible reasons that he didn’t do his homework the previous evening, including the fact that perhaps he didn’t understand the work and didn’t have an adult available who could help him.  These were issues that I encountered constantly and are part of the fabric of the lives of kids from low-income households.  We could’ve worked with this kid about different ways to get homework done that were perhaps more acceptable, but we lost our narrow window of opportunity after Winston’s fiery display.  At Exemplary, many teachers seemed to think of the worst justifications for kids’ actions instead of looking for a best-case reasoning or even a mitigating circumstance that could explain how something may have transpired. As for this kid, you can take a wild guess as to whether or not he did homework for the rest of the year.

	     While perhaps a minor issue, I chose to hang onto it and let it fester in my mind.  In retrospect, this was a poor choice.  Had I not held everything inside, I may have avoided the health issues that were to come.  If not for The Incident, my time at Exemplary would’ve passed with far less inner turmoil.

	     I was teaching my ICT Science class with the door wide open about a year after Winston’s thrower-outer maneuver.  This wasn’t unusual at Exemplary but active shooter protocol, which has been a part of the school fabric going back years before I started, dictates that doors should be closed and locked at all times as a way to keep classrooms secure from a sudden unwanted entry.  This was a poor choice on my part, mainly because of the disregard for safety.  Had I adhered to this, The Incident may not have occurred.  I was going through my lesson when AP stormed into the room to address a child in the front row who was not sitting properly with folded hands and erect spine.  He asked the child to address his posture.  When the child hesitated momentarily, AP stood directly in front of him and yelled, “Lock your hands!” (This was a common direction to kids at Exemplary.  It meant that kids were to sit erect in their seats with their hands rigidly clasped in front of them.).  When the child didn’t react, AP went behind the row, picked the child up out of his seat, and slammed him into his chair.  He then stormed towards the door, turning to yell at me before he left, “I don’t care about Science! You need to control these behaviors.”  The 27 students and I were silent for a few seconds.  I did my best to finish the lesson. After class, I begged the child to have his mother call me so that I could let her know what happened.  My thought was that I could tell the mother what took place so that we could both advocate for her son.  I assumed that I would need her support in escalating this incident.

	     Did the child stare at AP out of sheer defiance? Even if that were the case, it still doesn’t justify his actions.  It’s also possible that the child was momentarily shocked by the way he was yelled at by AP.  Had AP given the child a few more seconds or told him again more directly, he may have adjusted himself without the ensuing drama. 

	     I hoped to avoid AP for the rest of the day, if not forever.  A few hours later, I was walking down the hall when AP stopped me. He came up to me in a very friendly manner, adjusting my collar as my tie was sticking out.  AP pulled me aside and said that the child had pencils in his hand and was about to stab the face of the girl sitting next to him.  He urged me to agree, saying, “You saw that, right?”  As I was standing in front of the child, I could see that this was not the case.   AP tried to convince me that he was acting in the safety of the girl sitting next to the child.  

	     I will swear with my last breath that there was no reason for AP to assault the child.  There was no imminent threat posed by the child to himself or another child that would’ve warranted physical restraint.  From that point forward, my skin would crawl whenever AP was in my presence.  I did my best to avoid him, even though he was my supervisor. He would attempt to be nice to me for the next two years that I worked for him. Interestingly, in the time after The Incident, he hassled me far less than my peers though he spent the better part of a year reminding me of the situation, asking me to agree with his version where the kid was about to stab a girl in the face. It made for a great deal of tension.

	     Of course, I mistrusted AP from that point onward.  I always kept my classroom door locked so that he couldn’t surprise me again.  I began recording my classes as well as every conversation between the two of us in the deluded hope that I would catch AP in the act of self-incrimination.  I would tell myself that my iPhone was my union rep because, as a non-union shop, I didn’t have an official advocate at Exemplary.  I felt myself slowly unravel due to fear and guilt.

	     I spoke to a number of people about The Incident and all of them advised me not to report him. I had my job and Master’s program to consider.  Also, I found out about a week or so later that although the child’s mother chose not to contact me, she did in fact call AP in regard to what happened but chose not to take further action.  I figured that if the mother was not inclined to escalate this issue, it wouldn’t make sense for me to do so on her behalf lest I find myself alone in defending her son.  It is my sincere belief that had I reported The Incident I would’ve found myself without a job.  After spending a great deal of time unemployed prior to coming to Exemplary, I feared what another long period of unemployment would do to my finances and my relationship.  I was approaching the age of 50 at this point and had to keep in mind that it was not going to be easy to find another job.  Had Exemplary been a union shop, I would’ve stormed to my rep and demanded action.  But since Exemplary is an at-will employer, I feared that I would be without support and would’ve eventually found myself out of a job with no recourse.  Going through all of that turmoil without the kid’s mother by my side made no sense.  Over the course of my Exemplary years, some of the administrators who dunked Exemplary into the hot water of negative press and lawsuits were not only retained but were promoted to more senior positions.  It’s clear now that little would’ve changed besides the fact that this book would be the approximate length of a blog post and I would likely not hold a Master’s in Education degree.

	    That day changed everything for me.  From that point onward, I viewed Exemplary as more than just a very strict learning environment.  Over time, I came to see Exemplary as a place that doesn’t have children’s best interests at heart but exists to promote an agenda without caring about the collateral damage of young psyches.  While it might be said that The Incident was a one-off occurrence, I saw plenty of things that AP and others did at Exemplary to make me believe that there was something at the core of Exemplary that was in need of serious remediation, if not outright exorcism.   I tortured myself about my role in all of this.  Was I a willing accomplice, giving tacit approval to what went on around me?  Should I have stood up and said something about The Incident, knowing how much drama I would’ve brought upon myself.  Every time I messed up in the classroom, yelled at a kid, or had what I felt was an excessive reaction, I branded myself a hypocrite and wondered if I was just as bad as AP.

	      The Incident led me to look at my own tendency to engage in self-righteous anger.  After a lot of anguish, I realized that in order to make it through the rest of my Master’s program and earn my degree, I would have to keep my head down and not let anyone see me sweat.  During prep time, I would avoid the yentas in the break room (whoops, “work room”) and lock my classroom door so that I could focus on my work.

	     As reports in the mainstream media and social media have shown, AP and Winston were hardly alone in their approaches in dealing with Exemplary children.  Exemplary was noted by both its critics and supporters for the strict adherence to discipline that would lead to negative publicity and lawsuits.

	



	
Chapter 11 Discipline

	 

	    I met with my field supervisor during my first year of graduate school.  Her job was to evaluate my in-classroom performance, offer feedback, and serve as the mentor I sorely needed.  Typically, a field supervisor sits in the back of her student’s classroom and make observations to be shared with the student.  For Exemplary, all observations were done via video.  I was to upload my clips so that we could discuss them later on.  I found out in my last year of grad school that the reason for our video-only approach was because Exemplary refused to allow professors into their classrooms.  Exemplary might contend that this is so that they can protect their intellectual property from being swiped but some might say that this is done so that no one finds out the details behind how the Exemplary sausages are made.

	     For my first meeting with my supervisor, I was asked what I would like to work on.  I wanted to learn how to improve my skills in controlling a classroom as I had been told repeatedly that I had poor skills in this area.  When my professor picked up her jaw from the table, she asked me, incredulously, “Have you ever been to a public school?”  She went on to point out various places in the video clip I submitted where all of the kids were sitting up straight looking directly at me.

	    During my early days on the job, I quickly learned a term that was used outside of Exemplary to describe a certain type of charter school – “no excuses”.  As explained by Education Week, in no-excuses charter schools, “students are typically required to wear uniforms, sit straight, with their hands folded on the table, and their eyes continuously on the teacher.”  Critics of charter schools lump Exemplary with many other schools to weave a narrative that many charter schools are rife with overly excessive discipline. Exemplary itself has been excoriated for what has been described as severe measures taken towards children.  GF was quick to explain that Exemplary should not be lumped into the “no excuses” category.   In all fairness, Exemplary is the only charter school I have ever set foot in so there’s no way I can say that Exemplary is worse than any other charter school though I can say that in the entire time I was at Exemplary, I cannot recall reading about another charter school on Exemplary’s home turf (or elsewhere) that had nearly as many issues.

	     The first thing that impresses visitors to Exemplary is how well-behaved the children are. When I met the students for the first time, I noticed that they had a distinct way of speaking.  They always answered in complete sentences in a very formal manner.  This formal manner always started with the child restating the question within the response.  If the teacher were to ask, “Why did the chicken cross the road?”, the student would reply, “The chicken crossed the road to get to the other side.”  In many cases, this response format would lead to some very awkward responses:

	 

	Teacher:  What was significant about how the character in the story reacted to being punished?

	 

	Student:  What was significant about how the character in the story reacted to being punished was that he didn’t react like he usually did.

	 

	    We spent a great deal of time trying to get the kids to answer their questions less robotically.

	     Teachers at Exemplary were always reminded by staff and GF to maintain the highest standards of rigor in the classroom.  Students are required to sit up straight at all times with hands folded in front of them on the desk.  Behavior was tracked using scholar accounts.  We used an online platform that listed the names of all kids as well as their point totals for each day. When kids did good things, we awarded them points. If they lapsed, they had points taken away.  This system gave kids a tangible way to see the impacts of good behavior but instead it was used more as a tool of punishment.  Points can be taken away for things like not knowing the answer to a question or providing it too slowly.  Other infractions include things like not paying attention or goofing around.  If too many points are taken away over the course of a day, the student is sent to after-school detention. There are also behaviors that trigger an automatic detention such as being disrespectful to a teacher or other reasonably unacceptable behaviors.   One situation that warranted the taking of scholar points was if a child reacted to a teacher’s scolding.  A negative reaction to the scolding would warrant the taking of additional scholar points.  When I first arrived at Exemplary, there was a lot of talk by the staff regarding “sucking of teeth”.  This was considered by some to be one of the most offensive things a child could do short of cursing out a teacher.  As I had never heard of this, I poked around online and also asked a few people privately what this was all about.  “Sucking of teeth” refers to a child baring their teeth and making a sucking sound, like something that a French noble might do as an expression of indignation.  In 5 years at Exemplary, I can count on one hand the number of times I witnessed teeth sucking but I suppose I am an outlier based on all the times I saw kids being reprimanded for this behavior.  

	     The “sucking of teeth” or any subsequent reaction to being scolded isn’t always an act of defiance – it is more likely an act of impulse control (or lack thereof).  According to Understood, an organization that serves millions of families of students who “think and learn differently”, executive function is defined as “the set of mental skills that include working memory, flexible thinking, and self-control”.  The last item is all about emotional regulation.  Kids with learning disabilities tend to struggle with all of these areas but it’s fair to say that all kids have to develop these skills over time.  As Understood puts it, “Executive functioning skills usually develop quickly in early childhood and into the teen years. But they keep developing into the mid-20s.”  These kids were ages 10-13 with a few being as young as 8 years old (we had a few kids who skipped one to two grades).  Punishing a “teeth sucker” felt to me like punishing a child for being a child. Of course, there are better ways for one to react to a scolding but there are also far worse ways.  I never understood why this behavior was considered a cardinal sin.  

	       It wasn’t easy to get all of the kids to fall into line.  There were outliers who didn’t seem to care about getting in trouble.  One morning, a girl who was always in trouble came to school super tired with a hot chocolate in her hand.  She told me that her mom was out with her till 1AM playing cards. She would fall asleep when doing her work in homeroom and then, sure enough, got in trouble all day for her attitude.  

	      A big chunk of what Exemplary teachers did was from the No Nonsense Nurturer approach of behavior management. At first it looks and sounds like RoboTeacher. Teachers are instructed to constantly narrate what kids are doing all day long (“Larue is working silently on his assignment”; “Frank is sitting with professional posture”). Instead of telling kids to stop doing negative things, you highlight the positive things that are happening.  This hopefully gets the stragglers in line and sounds far more appealing than shouting “Shut up! Sit down!” for 8 hours a day.  There were many times where I felt like a prison guard as I patrolled the classroom to correct slouching, face resting on hands, etc.  Our fourth graders looked like they were marching in a May Day parade in Pyongyang when they strode down the hall as their teachers tersely described the actions of the obedient kids like play-by-play sports announcers.

	     As a 12:1:1 teacher, I spent a fair amount of time managing children’s behavior issues.  Even those without a formal diagnosis of behavior disability had issues with regulating their emotions.  The goal is to help kids learn coping strategies so that they can react in better ways to stress.  One of my kids was a top performer in the class although one of his major impediments to success was his poor emotional self-regulation.  During one test, his frustration and anxiety reduced him to tears to the point where his test paper was becoming damp.  After allowing him a few short breaks to calm himself, I was told by AP to show “tough love”.  As he told me this I was reminded of the “tough love” he showed when he assaulted a kid in my classroom.  Having worked with many children in the same situation, I knew that the kid’s emotions were overwhelming him in the moment and he wouldn’t be able to hear me.  In cases like this, I know that a kid needs to calm down and get centered before they are ready to receive any feedback or think about how to react differently for the next time.  

	     I saw lots of kids at Exemplary receive detention for falling asleep in class.   The number one reason for kids falling asleep in class (based on my asking them) was that the neighbors kept them up with yelling and by making noise at all hours.  I first learned this when I had a girl fall asleep in my class.  I struggled to wake her up and assumed she was being willful.  I pulled her aside after class to ask her why she fell asleep and she said that the neighbors kept her up all night.  The next day, I brought in foam earplugs and gave them to her to use at night.  On the following morning, I asked her how she was and she said she felt “amazing” as she finally got a good night’s sleep due to the earplugs.  There were plenty more kids with similar struggles, each of them addressed as a discipline issue.  This is just one example of how the administration of Exemplary seemed oblivious to the issues that impact their kids.  Most of Exemplary’s students come from low-income households, as measured by the fact that over ¾ of these kids qualified for free lunches per state family-income guidelines.   As such, there were so many factors that affected them even before they walked through the door including chaotic homes and excessive noise, whether it originated inside of the home or on the other side of the apartment wall.  Socio-economic status is a huge driver on academic success.  Despite being the very visible elephant in the room, we almost never discussed SES and its impacts. It’s possible that had we done so, our approaches to handling children would’ve been far different.

	     Rigidity in the classroom is further maintained by timing all classroom activities using a huge online timer placed on the Smartboard.  When time was up, the timer would let off a shrill-sounding bell that reverberated throughout the classroom.1 Kids who didn’t complete the task with hands locked by the sound of the buzzer were in danger of losing scholar points.          

	          Bathrooms were a constant source of contention at Exemplary.  One Exemplary school posted times of the day where the bathrooms were locked.  At that school, students were allowed to use the bathroom outside of the forbidden times but at the forbidden times, they could go only in the event of an emergency.  I prayed that the children who, after finally being allowed to use the bathroom after excessive pleading, were able to find the Keymaster in time and avert a disaster.   In my school, I was known among the kids as the guy who would let kids go to the bathroom.  I would walk into a room and multiple hands would shoot up at the same time.  Some of the children had the look of refugees seeking succor from a friendly face.  You would think that the room was full of diabetics or old men with prostate issues.  It didn’t help that most of these kids would consume drinks in the morning that contained upwards of 60 grams of sugar.  Sure enough, we had a few kids each year that wet themselves.   This was the 5th grade.   Exemplary’s solution for accidents was to keep a supply of sweatpants and underwear in stock.  As kids were required to wear uniforms, a kid in sweatpants was advertising his accident to everyone.  One time, I had a kid who fell in a puddle at recess and chose to wear his wet uniform pants rather than face the humiliation of walking the halls in Exemplary sweatpants. 

	     The phenomenon or withholding permission to go to the bathroom is not specific to Exemplary.  An article in The Atlantic cites a survey among school nurses nationwide where 84% of the respondents felt that kids have ulterior motives when asking to go to the bathroom.  I fully agree that there are some kids who are using the bathroom as an excuse to get out of class.  Usually, when kids asked permission to go to the bathroom, I would tell them to wait for a moment.  That seemed to screen out a number of kids who likely didn’t have to go. If the kid asked a second time, I always erred on the side of caution and let the kid go if no one else was out.    The same Atlantic article refers to how forcing kids to hold it in for excessively long periods of time can lead to the long-term health effects of “voiding dysfunction”, including damage to the bladder caused by a swollen colon.  I decided it just wasn’t worth it to deny a kid the opportunity to use the bathroom.  If the kid was lying, then so be it.  I had bigger things to worry about.

	     Academic activity was also subject to the same code of discipline.  It was not unusual for teachers to assign after-school detention for failing a quiz. No one batted an eyelash when the number of kids in detention for our grade would spike on the day of a weekly quiz.  There was little effort undertaken in cases like this to determine the reason that a kid failed.  It was chalked up to laziness or not studying.  Incomplete homework was a cause for detention as well, with no effort undertaken by the teacher to determine why a kid didn’t complete homework. It didn’t seem to occur to some teachers that incomplete assignments might be due to a kid not understanding the work and/or not having the availability of a parent who could assist them because they were working at night.  Other parents didn’t have the aptitude or were unable to do the work in the same way that Exemplary taught it to the kids (This is especially true of math.  Many of my parents were unable to help their kids with math homework.  I was able to solve the math problems that the kids were given but the methods deployed by me and the parents were far different than what the kids were expected to follow).  It was an accepted practice, when classwork was not done to a teacher’s expectation, to take the paper from the child’s hand and throw it in the garbage in full view of the class.  This was done by teachers that were considered to be among the best in my school.  At another Exemplary school, a teacher was caught on video tearing up the work of a first-grader while yelling at him for not doing his work properly.

	     It felt to me like the teachers at Exemplary took it personally when kids misbehaved in their classrooms.  (God knows that I also fell into this category.  In fact, I had to do a lot of self-care to ensure that I didn’t fall into this trap due to excessive fatigue.)  AP once reminded me that I went through the trouble to prepare lessons, wake up early, and put on a tie in order to do my job.  He said that, based on all that, it was disrespectful whenever a child didn’t pay attention or misbehaved.  My field supervisor used to remind me that when kids are off-task that the issue is one of disengagement and not discipline. Obviously, things like throwing a book across the room are not mere trifles (and require more serious steps), but the day-to-day picayune stuff like talking and zoning out are in a different category. I used to remind myself that the kids are not attacking me personally but are reacting against the token adult in the room – me, the schmuck in a necktie telling them to do something that they would rather not do.  In fact, one of the most enduring lessons about teaching came to me from the guy that hired me for my Exemplary school.  He once told us “QTIP – quit taking it personally”.  He reminded us that our kids walked through the door every single day with a lot of baggage from their families and their environments which influences every thought and action a child takes.  

	     When I acted poorly, I went as far as to apologize to individual kids as well as the whole class.  I would take to heart (usually too much) what I had done and spent time thinking about what actions I could’ve taken to arrive at a different result.  The situations documented so far were not, for the most part, one-off instances.  As I didn’t observe any major changes in behavior over time, I can only assume that the administration of my school was in line with what was happening

	     Sick kids were addressed with a particularly high level of rigor.  Any absence from school required a doctor’s note in order to count as an excused absence.  If the child did not return with a note, the absence was considered unexcused and all classwork and homework for the missed day(s) would receive a zero. It should go without saying that some parents couldn’t easily get time off work to take their child to the doctor.  Many of these families didn’t have health insurance and had to resort to ER visits when their kids were sick.   In one case, I had a sick kid whose mother was a nurse.  I felt that she was far more qualified than me to decide what was best for her child. She kept him home and had Grandma take care of him.  I always used my discretion and never gave zeros to a sick child. (Naturally, I kept that to myself.)

	     The discipline and related policies indicate that Exemplary didn’t have a clear read on the lives of our students’ families or what was best for children.  Young teachers who didn’t have kids of their own and lacked experience or education on children would stand firm in their beliefs as they told parents that they knew what was best for kids.  

	     So why all of the intensity around children’s behavior?  I don’t believe that any of the teachers I worked with had a sadistic streak in them.   In my estimation, it all comes down to data.  AP obsessed over his numbers as his compensation was tied to results.  Not only would he lose out on bonus money, his job would be on the line if his teachers delivered sub-par results.  Exemplary maintained, reasonably, that if kids were not behaving in class, they would not be learning.  So, to re-fit a hackneyed expression, if the only tools available to teachers are the hammers given to them by their managers, they have no option but to pound away at every behavior incident that takes place.

	     The roots of most behavior problem tend to be either boredom or a lack of understanding of the material.  One example of this comes to mind with the story of a kid in my 12-1-1 class that I’ll call Samuel.  He was a bright young man but his reading abilities were far below grade reading level.  Not only did Samuel not do any homework, he was disruptive in class on a daily basis.  One day, he looked up at me pleadingly as the class was completing an assignment that involved looking at a chart and extracting data from it.  He was unable to make sense of the chart due to his learning disability.  His struggles inspired me to take him on for a graduate school project where I devised a strategy for kids with LD to decipher maps, keys, and charts.  When we worked together on this strategy, his work showed improvement.  However, he was more inclined to throw pencil erasers at other kids than focus on his work.   When it was time for the state exams, he took seven hours to complete the test for Day 1 with Winston on her knees staring intently at him as he worked.  (Kids in general ed tended to finish in 2 hours or so while most of our kids went from 3 ½ to 4 hours.)   The sad fact is that kids like Samuel would rather fail or earn detentions and suspensions rather than admit that they are struggling.  

	     The goal behind all of Exemplary’s rigor was to induce what they felt was the best learning environment for their scholars.  Their vindication came in the form of superior state exam scores (More to come on that.). GF would send out self-laudatory press releases extolling how well our kids did.  While Exemplary staff patted each other on the backs regarding state test scores, there was one area in particular where GF and Exemplary proved to be far less motivated to succeed.

	



	
Chapter 12 Special Education

	 

	     The most alarming facet of Exemplary’s practices, the one that resulted in negative publicity, lawsuits, and other legal action, was its approach to teaching children with special needs.  Before delving into the specifics, there are a few things one needs to understand.

	     Children with “special needs” are those who require additional supports to help them reach their potential in the classroom. After a long history of neglect of kids who were unable to succeed academically due to certain limitations, several US federal court rulings culminated in the passing of the Individuals With Disabilities Act by Congress in 1990.  According to the IDEA Act, a child with disabilities is defined as having:

	 

	an intellectual disability, a hearing impairment (including deafness), a speech or language impairment, a visual impairment (including blindness), a serious emotional disturbance, an orthopedic impairment, autism, traumatic brain injury, another health impairment, a specific learning disability, deaf-blindness, or multiple disabilities, and who, by reason thereof, needs special education and related services.      
 

	     “Special education” is defined by IDEA as:

	 

	specially designed instruction, at no cost to the parents, to meet the unique needs of a child with a disability, including—

	(i) Instruction conducted in the classroom, in the home, in hospitals and institutions, and in other settings; and

	(ii) Instruction in physical education.

	 

	 

	         The various special education services are implemented via the Individualized Education Program or IEP.  The IEP is a legal document that addresses the unique needs of a student in special education and is developed through an extensive process of evaluation.  A child’s IEP spells out the specific types of help that schools are required to provide under federal law, which can include:      
 

	accommodations like extra time on tests

	placement in a special education classroom

	receiving of services like speech therapy or occupational therapy      
 

	      It is possible for one to receive a combination of services.  

	     The goal of the IEP is to provide children with the tools and supports that enable them to be successful in school by creating equity on the academic playing field.   Think of the IEP as the official playbook which includes everything that a school is required to do in order to effectively (and legally) address children’s needs.

	     These requirements are not limited to public schools.  According to the US Department of Education:

	 

	Students with disabilities attending charter schools and their parents retain all rights and protections under Part B of IDEA that they would have if attending other public schools. 

	Under IDEA, all students with disabilities, including charter school students with disabilities, must receive FAPE (Free Appropriate Public Education) through the provision of special education and related services in conformity with a properly developed IEP.

	 

	     Keep in mind that the special education classroom is one that is limited in size and usually contains a maximum of 12 students, one licensed special education teacher, and one paraprofessional who provides further support in the classroom.  This allows every student to receive more focused support than in the general education classroom.  The latter tends to be much larger (in some cases as high as 40 students), contains a wider range of academic abilities, and can include those with and without IEPs.  The decision on whether a student is placed in the general education or special education classroom is based on the “least restrictive environment”.  If it is determined that a child can succeed in a general education classroom, that is where he will be placed.

	      The person who was responsible for developing the behavior system and curriculum used by Exemplary did not believe in special education.  He insisted on the record that the real problems with children in special education are immaturity and bad parenting and he boasted how he can fix these issues swiftly (Spoiler: he didn’t).  This administrator’s absolute indifference to the decades of research regarding learning disabilities seems to be the cornerstone of the approach taken by Exemplary. As a special education teacher, I was a key witness to how this played out.

	     While every other classroom was referred to by their snazzy college-themed name, our kids were known as “the 12s” even though they had a college-themed name like every other class.    No one would expect to hear a general ed classroom called “the smart kids” or the “not-as-smart kids” but the students in my class seemed to be defined primarily on the basis of their disability.   I believe that tagging these kids as “the 12s” contributed to the overall sense that they were not considered part of the 5th Grade.  Although the class was eventually re-located to the same floor as the rest of the 5th grade, they remained isolated in spirit.  Further enforcing the isolation was the exclusion of my kids from Exemplary’s after-school clubs.  One incredible advantage that Exemplary had over many public schools was its wide offerings of electives which included Theatre, Art, Dance, Music, and most notably, Chess.  Everyone was required to take these electives as part of their course work but there were also optional after-school clubs every Wednesday that were offshoots of the various electives.  These clubs were open only to those with a GPA of 80 of higher.  It might seem to make sense that kids who aren’t doing well academically need to spend their after-school time on their studies. Still, I was always dismayed when we barred from clubs someone who was genuinely doing her best to succeed but fell short of the mark. It felt as if she were being deprived of some wonderful enrichment opportunities because of her disability.  

	     Other decisions were made that ignored my kids like “Best GPA In The Grade” contests which they clearly didn’t stand a chance of winning or even coming close.  In grad school, we studied different viewpoints about special education and I saw how these kids were being neglected at great expense.  We were exposed to current pedagogy and methods that were backed by research and not by one person’s whims.   Had it not been for this experience I might be unaware to this day that things were amiss with special education at Exemplary.

	     Despite the fact that AP spent three years studying special education as part of his Master’s program, his direction to me for my 12:1:1 classroom was to “check for understanding”.  His mantra was “All classrooms must look the same for lessons”, which doesn’t work for a group of general ed classes let alone a class full of kids with special needs.  I was to deliver a lesson identical to what was being presented in the general ed classrooms with one exception: I was to repeatedly ask several kids to repeat what I or another child had said if there was a major concept being discussed.  According to him, this was the extent of what I had to do.  As he put it, “explain once and go”, which he accentuated with repeated finger-snapping.  (Snapping fingers at kids is a popular technique at Exemplary.  Teachers at Exemplary are told to do this to get kids’ attention so that they move through the halls and do their work with a sense of urgency.  I never felt comfortable with it as it resembled the way one might address a dog.  In fact, I don’t snap my fingers at my dog.).  If kids in a special education classroom could absorb information via a lesson that is identical to that being delivered in a general ed classroom, there would be no need for the separate setting.  Over time, as I felt more comfortable, I would do things the AP Way when he was in the room and then revert to my research-supported methods when he was gone.  This became my modus operandi for all things Exemplary.  Eventually, AP backed off, which allowed me to teach unencumbered by sharply critical e-mails stating that I had to “fix [a perceived problem] immediately”. (This last word was always delivered in bold).  I was vindicated by the fact that my kids consistently outperformed their peers on Exemplary tests, at times by a margin of as high as 25 points but I should note that in my last year at Exemplary, my kids struggled to attain similar results.

	     AP was nice to those in my class who had the potential of passing Math as it was assumed that none of the kids had the reading abilities to pass ELA.  He was also pleasant to the kids who appeared to be trying very hard but simply couldn’t grasp the work.  However, he seemed to have a genuine dislike of some of my kids.    I once watched him yell at a kid for talking too slowly when replying to a question (accompanied, naturally, by finger snaps).  This particular child had a diagnosed speech issue on his IEP.   He also took two scholar points away from a girl who was not paying attention when he called on her.  She had an official diagnosis of ADHD on her IEP.  

	    In my fourth year, AP assigned the two newest teachers in the school, both fresh out of college with no teaching experience, to be the ELA and History teachers for my class.  As he told us, “[the new teachers] can’t do any worse than [last year’s teachers].”  It seems paradoxical that those with the greatest need would be assigned to the least experienced teachers in our school.   While it may sound odd, this also was a violation of federal law.  According to IDEA, any teacher who teaches special education must be “highly qualified”, which is defined as:      
 

	… having obtained full state certification as a special education teacher (including certification obtained through alternative routes to certification), or passed the state special education teacher licensing examination, and holds a license to teach in the state as a special education teacher, except that when used with respect to any teacher teaching in a public charter school, the term means that the teacher meets the requirements set forth in the state’s public charter school law. 

	 

	     (Full disclosure:  I was not certified when I started teaching 12:1:1 in the Spring of my first year at Exemplary.  Over the summer after my first year, as part of my Master’s program requirements, I had to obtain my 3-year provisional certification, which I did quickly.  I was a certified special education teacher for the remainder of my time at Exemplary and was one of the few certified teachers for special ed and/or general ed in my school.)

	     The issue wasn’t isolated to just AP.  When The Unhinged One held the reins of the school, she launched a comprehensive plan for “teaching” my students during the time devoted to ELA state exam drilling.    I was in charge of the “Not a ‘1’ Club”.  It was decided that since the members of this small club were not capable of passing the state ELA exam, there was no point in having them take up space or teacher time in an intervention ELA classroom devoted to getting kids ready for the big test.   My mission was to do basic math with the Not A 1 Club so that they would receive at least a 2 on the state Math exam.  (3 is passing and a 4 is considered to be exceeding grade level).  The point that eluded everyone is that the state tests were supposed to gauge competency of certain federal academic standards for a given grade. Common sense dictates that the members of the Not A 1 Club were in dire need of ELA remediation skills based on the administration’s own admission that these kids were deficient in ELA competencies.  Instead, these kids were deprived of their rightful opportunity to improve their abilities.

	         Another idea that was floated by administration at the time was to teach my class ONLY Math and ELA.  The thinking behind this strategy was that doubling up would allow my class to catch up in these areas that were tested by the state.  However, doing away with Science and History would actually make things worse for them.   Studies have shown that Science and History classes add to the canon of background knowledge, vocabulary, and reading skills that help create better readers.  In addition, the top performers in the grade had a hard enough time with 70-minute classes (not to mention the 2-hr classes during testing season) so how did they expect kids with learning disabilities and ADHD to do it every day?  Thankfully, this one didn’t get implemented.  

	     For the kids who were unable to excel in our classroom during my second year and onward, there were three options available to them for the following year:  go to a 12:1:1 class in another school that might be located far from where they lived; be held over and moved into a general ed classroom (this option was later taken off the menu); or leave Exemplary altogether.  Option #1 was in place because my school did not want to host more than one 12:1:1 class.  For Option #3, my school was gracious enough to promise parents that their transcripts would not mention that we were going to hold their kid over.  This made the option of leaving Exemplary quite appealing as the kid could start the next year in a new setting without the taint of being left back.   When parents needed to be motivated to get their kids to work harder, AP would tell them how there were long waiting lists for the seats in the 12:1:1 classroom and that they should be grateful that their child was in one of those coveted seats.  However, when it was time to talk about placement for the following year, parents were told that there was not enough demand to have more 12:1:1 classes in our school.  One parent was told that her child might have to go to a different Exemplary school every year if she were to continue in a 12:1:1 setting. Even if the parent were willing to endure such a sacrifice, she was warned that Exemplary could still do away with 12:1:1 at any time. (A school cannot eliminate special education on a whim. I don’t know if this was stated as leverage but I know this conversation took place because I was in the room.)   Any parent who was thrust into this situation, you might have a very hard time deciding on the best option for your child.

	     Parents of those who demonstrated “appropriate” academics were urged to waive their child’s 12:1:1 placement and allow Exemplary to put them into an ICT classroom for the next year.  An ICT (Interactive Co-Teaching) classroom is a full-sized general ed classroom that contains kids with and without IEPs.  There is supposed to be one general ed teacher and one special ed teacher in the classroom. The role of the special education teacher is to focus on the kids with IEPs by providing the various supports that were necessary for them to succeed.  Exemplary had ICT classes that contained a percentage of kids with IEPs (sometimes as high as 40%) but there were usually no special ed teachers in those classrooms.  This is prohibited by law because those with special needs are not receiving the support that is mandated for them.  Schools that are out of compliance are pocketing public funds without fulfilling the obligations that are attached to those funds.   As most of the teachers at Exemplary had no formal training outside of Exemplary, let alone any training on how to teach kids with learning issues, those with IEPs were not given the amount of attention that they needed and were entitled to.  This was not a deterrent to Exemplary administrators.  Over the course of my time at Exemplary, a number of kids were placed out of 12:1:1 and put into an ICT setting, whether it was as a promotion or a holdover. I can only speculate based on what I was told by administrators that Exemplary did not want to have 12:1:1 classes in my school and didn’t care that they were forcing kids with special needs into a larger class setting.  In the general ed classroom, it was guaranteed that they would not receive the attention they were legally entitled to which of course had the potential to lead to poor academic results and the ensuing fallout.  

	     The shuffling of kids between the general ed and special ed classrooms was a two-way street. We had a couple of kids who had strong Math skills and were deemed ready for a more challenging setting while the gen ed classes had a few kids who were struggling.  It was decided that if we migrated my students out of our Special Ed 12:1:1 math class into ICT, we now had space in our classroom to accommodate some of the kids who needed more help. Administration believed that the struggling gen ed kids would benefit from the smaller classroom by receiving more attention at a pace that was structured for those who needed more help.  At the same time, our kids who were ready for a bigger challenge could get their feet wet in the larger class setting as a trial run for permanent placement the following year.  In order to make this happen for the kids in my class, our administration asked the parents were asked to sign a waiver allowing their child to be taught in the general ed setting.  This flip-flop of students seems like a noble win-win but for one exception.

	     It’s not legal.

	     Before a child is placed from a general ed classroom into a 12:1:1 environment, the child needs to go through an extensive process.  These measures were put in place because, once upon a time, schools were hasty to make referrals to special ed, resulting in a lot of unnecessary referrals for students who were best served in other ways. These unnecessary referrals proved to be a disservice to the students thrust into special ed and led to a ton of collateral damage like emotional issues and poor outcomes, including an increased likelihood of not graduating from high school.

	     The first step towards special education services is to move a child through the stages of Response To Intervention (RTI).  Think of a pyramid.  At the base is Tier 1 (Whole Class). This is where approximately 80% of kids reside.  They are in a regular classroom and receive standard instruction.  In Tier 1, teachers evaluate their students to determine who might need additional support.

	     Tier 2 contains about 10-15% of students.  Here, students are assembled in small groups for more focused instruction and attention.  As with Tier 1, teachers will evaluate students to see if this specialized approach is yielding success.  If a child is still struggling in Tier 2, he/she is moved to…you guessed it.  Tier 3.

	     In Tier 3, students receive one-on-one support.  Note that they are still part of the general ed environment.  If students are still struggling after having gone all the way up the pyramid, it’s time to undertake a formal evaluation.   The goal of the evaluation is to determine the reason for the student’s issues with learning through a series of diagnostic tests:  IQ test; behavioral testing; achievement tests; etc.   A thorough evaluation of the students should also seek to eliminate neurological or physiological factors that may be the root of the learning difficulties.  Even at this point, it’s not a 100% guarantee that the child will end up in a special education classroom.  It’s possible that the results of testing will indicate that the child is best served by other means such as placement in an ICT classroom or accommodations for testing (e.g., giving a child extra time on tests; use of graphic organizers that provide the student with a means of outlining information in a way that is easy to review).  A special ed placement is made only if it is determined that a special education classroom is, as the law states, the “least restrictive environment” that suits the interest of the child.  None of this was done when we traded kids between ICT and 12:1:1. Instead, AP and the teachers decided on their own that this shuffling should be done.   I don’t know if the parents of these kids were aware that their children were being assigned to a special education classroom or had any say in the process.  

	     The administration of Exemplary used the threat of holdover like a vice to exert enormous pressure on the parents of struggling kids in both special ed and general ed.   I sat in on a number of meetings with parents where it was suggested that their child would be better served by a school whose academic standards were less “rigorous” than that of Exemplary.   Exemplary staff would go as far as to research other schools for parents and help them enroll as the parent and child were sitting in the room.  The Exemplary administration insisted that this was for the good of the child as it was clear that they weren’t getting what they needed at Exemplary. As each struggling kid walked out the door of Exemplary, the school was left with a higher percentage of good students.  The teachers who taught these kids in the following year inherited a curated cohort of children who were more likely to meet the challenges of the next grade.   

	     This is an illuminating point.  Exemplary bragged about its superior model of education to anyone who was willing to listen but one reason that these kids weren’t getting what they needed was because Exemplary chose not to cater to them.  Almost every single child in an Exemplary special ed classroom had spent their entire academic lives at Exemplary.  For all of the pedagogical prowess that GL and Exemplary supposedly possess, how did my 5th graders lack basic reading skills?  I had to teach elementary-level phonics with some of my kids as they were in dire need of this help.  Many of my students were shuffled along from grade to grade like a game of Human Hot Potato and were then dumped in middle school where they would be pressured to leave.  Exemplary took absolutely no responsibility for how these children turned out after years in Exemplary’s elementary grades.  Some kids were held over, placed into the next grade the following year, and then held over again!  This chaos isn’t limited to special ed.  In my final year of Exemplary, something like 40% of the students in my grade were reading below the grade-level benchmarks established by Exemplary.  As with the special ed students, most of them attended Exemplary since the beginning of their school lives.   For all of the blustery braggadocio from Exemplary’s education overlord, he didn’t seem to be able to help these kids overcome their issues.

	       In regard to phonics skills and reading ability, there is a strong case to be made for urgency. By the time struggling readers get to the 5th grade, they are so far behind in skills that the odds are greatly against them that they will ever be on par with their peers.  According to Reading Rockets, a site dedicated to sharing research-backed methods for improving literacy, it is crucial to identify issues as soon as possible:
 

	If a child can’t read well by the end of the third grade, odds are that he or she will never catch up.      
 

	     Putting the research aside for a moment, I found (unsurprisingly) that older kids who struggle with reading are uncomfortable with doing the things that young emerging readers have to do in order to become better readers: point to each syllable while reading; practice basic phonics skills; etc.  Even in a 12:1:1 class, the lowest readers can be years behind their 12:1:1 peers.  The tasks that older struggling readers have to perform can appear to be what the kids would call “babyish” – things like tracing the text with a finger while reading or sounding out words one syllable at a time.  Performing these tasks in a full classroom of 25-30 students with a mix of good and poor readers can be even more awkward.  I would tell my struggling readers over and over that by doing the “babyish” things now, they would be able to drop them as they improved their skills.  I would ask them, “What’s more babyish – doing these things now so that you can improve OR not being able to read at 18?”  The child who took several hours to complete his ELA state test had convinced his classmates that he took the extra time as a goof but having worked extensively with him, I knew the truth.  I blame Exemplary for not providing the necessary literacy foundation for their struggling readers.  These kids were shuffled from grade to grade until they got to the Last Stop On The Exemplary Bus Route – my 12:1:1 classroom.  These families were asked to support Exemplary throughout their enrollment by attending PR rallies and spent large sums on uniforms that could be unceremoniously abandoned when they were pushed out the door. (To be fair, Exemplary provided vouchers to families who were unable to afford the cost of uniforms).

	     One episode in particular that continues to haunt me occurred when I was proctoring an 5th grade ELA assessment for my 12:1:1 class.  A child raised his hand for assistance. When I came over to him, he pointed to a word on the page and asked me to identify it as he was unable to read it.

	     The word was “father”.

	     I was speechless.  Sitting in front of me was a child who made it to the 5th grade without recognizing a very basic word.  After the test was over, I thought a lot about this.  I reasoned that if you had no idea how phonics or syllables work, you could easily be flummoxed by a word as basic as “father”.  Maybe you would guess that the word is “fat – her”, “faith – er”, or whatever mashup your brain might serve up in the throes of panic.  In order to read the word correctly, you would have to have some familiarity with the sounds for “f”, “a”, “th” and” er” and then be able to put them together correctly.  Once you had the sounds down pat, you would be able to take those sounds and recall that there is a word called “father” based on your exposure to the word and its underlying concept.  This skill set is generally mastered earlier on in elementary school.  If a child is lacking in these skills, explicit and systematic instruction is required in order to achieve fluency.  I wondered if this kid was ever given this type of explicit instruction.   At Exemplary, the favored coaching for kids was to “chunk the word” into smaller parts that can then be managed and read.   But if you don’t know phonics, especially the areas like blended sounds (“th”, “bl”, etc.), you would be stumped over where to start.   Take a word like “poison”.  If you are aware that the English language has a blended sound for “oi”, you could use that to work your way through the word.  Without that knowledge, you wouldn’t know where to start.  (This is a real example that I encountered.). If I were to encounter the “father” issue today, I would have a better sense of what to do but at the time, I lacked the education and awareness to help.  

	     Many of my colleagues at Exemplary also lacked the education or training that I received so they were presumably in a similar boat as I was.  As a result of this lack of attention, these kids would get pushed along from grade to grade in elementary school.  By the time they arrived at the 5th grade still lacking the tools required to understand the curriculum, administrators would suggest to their parents that Exemplary was not the place for them and would be better served by a school that was less demanding.  My special needs students didn’t stand a chance. 

	     Early Spring was always a heartbreaking time for me as I thought about the kids who weren’t coming back to Exemplary the following year.  (In my fourth year, we started deciding about the next year in November and were even more aggressive later on.)   As we approached the end of the school year, it was hard to motivate kids who were already aware of their fate.  It was especially hard to look at the kids who tried so hard to succeed but were predestined for holdover, in many cases for a second time.  Even now, I will occasionally recall a face or a name and wonder how they made out.  If they’re lucky, they landed in a school that was willing and able to take the time to help them with their disabilities.  When I look back at my years at Exemplary, I realize now that these kids were not beyond hope if only someone intervened at the right time.  To be honest, it’s hard to say that even if I had the skills back then that I have today that these kids would have overcome their issues.

	     There is a deeper implication surrounding kids in special education.  As with the rest of the Exemplary population, my students were overwhelmingly from poor African-American families with a smaller mix of Latino students.  While the proportion of Latino kids in special education is almost on part with that of White kids, African American kids are 40% more likely to be identified with a disability than White kids.  There are a multitude of reasons for this which could take up an entire book to discuss.  (In fact, there are a multitude of publications that take on that task).  One item of note is that during the 2014-15 school year, over 37,000 students with special needs graduated high school with a certificate instead of a diploma. These certificates don’t open up many doors other than service jobs and other professions where a high school or college diploma is not required.  While Black and Latino students represented 45% of the students who graduated from special education that year, they received 57% of the certificates that were rewarded.

	     Putting it all together, you have a population of kids at Exemplary who are already faced with the fact that, according to statistics, they are at higher risk for poor life outcomes.  This chapter discusses the sub-population that faces an even higher risk of poor life outcomes.   This sub-population is being taught by unqualified teachers in a setting where they are not welcome.  Where will these kids be in ten years’ time?

	     So why did the administrators of my school have their attitudes about kids in special education?  I don’t believe that they had deep hatred for these kids. Apparently, it’s all about the Benjamins.  It was always rumored that principals and vice principals were financially rewarded based on how well their schools did on the yearly state exams.  In that context, it’s not hard to understand why an administrator would be frustrated with a kid who couldn’t deliver the goods in the Spring.  A small percentage of my classes could get a passing score of 3 in Math but most of them usually failed the ELA exam.  It’s distressing to think that administrators might be more focused on their wallets than the well-being of children.  It’s reasonable to note that picking off a few kids at a time wasn’t going to drastically alter the overall pass rates of the school. However, there was allegedly another way for Exemplary administrators to make money off the backs of my kids.

	     It was rumored that administrators were given bonuses that were tied to promoting kids from 12:1:1 to ICT.  In my time at Exemplary we placed several students into ICT from 12:1:1 and most of them floundered.  For those who previously did well in my 12:1:1: class, the reason for the drop is that they no longer received focused support once they arrived in a classroom with 25+ students.  During my 4th year at Exemplary, AP was excited to tell me that 5 of our kids were going to be migrated to ICT.  I thought it was a lousy idea and advocated unsuccessfully for a 12:1:1 placement for these kids (The reasons behind my request were more than just the issue of larger class sizes and will become clearer later on).  While I might be willing to acknowledge that the administration of my school genuinely believed that their decisions were rooted in what was best for kids, I can’t say what the folks at Exemplary HQ thought (with the exception of the education leader mentioned earlier). What’s important to keep in mind whenever discussing Exemplary is that from the moment teachers and kids first enter the door of an Exemplary school, they are in training for the Main Event – the yearly state exams.

	



	
Chapter 13 The Scales Fell From My Eyes 

	 

	     Over the last couple of decades, focus on education at the federal level has had a significant impact on how our kids are taught.  In 2002, President George W. Bush signed into law the No Child Left Behind Act, which gave more federal oversight over public and public-funded schools and tied funding to demonstration of student proficiency.  Seven years later, a new set of educational standards known as Common Core was rolled out across 48 states and the District of Columbia.  The goal of Common Core was to ensure that students across the nation received strong instruction on a common set of standards across various subjects, most notably in Math and ELA.  If states were left to manage their standards on their own, a 5th grader in Ohio with an A+ average might have a completely different education than a 5th grader in California with the exact same average.  This would naturally lead to wide variation in what kids in this country learn in school as well as their readiness for higher education and beyond.   Since the rollout of the Common Core Standards, billions of dollars have been spent in the creation of curriculum and the development of supporting materials.  Bill Gates has been one of the biggest champions of Common Core, having devoted a lot of lip service and approximately $300 million towards this pursuit.  Seems reasonable so far, right?

	     Dr. Diane Ravitch, Research Professor of Education at New York University and educational historian, summed up the effect of Common Core in a speech to The Modern Language Association in 2014:

	 

	NCLB schools are required to demonstrate mastery of Common Core standards.  States are required to test kids in grades 3-8 and once in high school.  They are required to report their results to demonstrate if they attained a level of proficiency.  Schools that perform poorly are in danger of losing funding, being taken over by a state, or being shut down. In 2015, President Obama signed into law Every Student Succeeds Act.  While ESSA loosened the reins of federal control over schools, the testing requirements and penalties were kept in place.   Because of federal legislation, school districts have found themselves in a tight spot.  They want to educate their kids but don’t want to be punished for low performance, so they’re forced to ensure that they are focusing on Common Core standards, even if it means dropping subjects like history and science.  Job security for teachers is tied to their kids’ performances, which is unfair on a number of levels. As mentioned previously, the focus on test scores (and the expense incurred to implement Common Core) hasn’t produced the results that were hoped for.  Still, districts are forced to keep marching off the cliff or risk punishment.

	 

	     If Exemplary wanted to stay in business they had to produce stellar results on the state exams or risk the loss of public and private funds or, in the worst-case scenario, the loss of their charter.  I should note here that it’s highly unfair to suggest that Exemplary is alone in its fervor with which it undertakes state test prep.  As the stakes are high for all public or public-funded schools, it’s reasonable to assume that many districts utilize a “data at any costs” approach.  In fact, there have been several cheating scandals tied to state test results in El Paso, Atlanta, Philadelphia, and Washington, D.C.  I have done my best to report on what I observed without implying that Exemplary is alone regarding rigorous test prep.

	     At Exemplary, the formal test prep period began in January, right after Winter break, and continued all the way into Spring when the tests are typically given.  In reality, testing preparation begins much earlier.   The first thing I noticed that was different than my own experience in school was that the formal exams for ELA that took place throughout the year didn’t match the curriculum.  If a class was reading “The Diary Of Anne Frank”, one might expect that the midterm or final exam for the unit would consist of questions about “The Diary Of Anne Frank” regarding main themes and so on.  This was not the case at Exemplary. The ELA tests at Exemplary consisted of several passages that were unrelated to each other or to the texts discussed in class.  Kids were required to answer multiple choice or short essay questions about these passages.  

	     While GPA was stressed over and over at our school, the grading structure was different than the standard A, B, C, 90’s, 80s, 70s, etc.  Starting in middle school there was a shift in focus away from the standard Exemplary grading scale towards GPA.  Still, grades on tests were communicated based on the following scale:

	 

	Blue 4 (90 and above)

	Green 3 (80 and above)

	Yellow 2 (70 and above)

	Red 1 (0-69)
 

	   Kids would talk about passing or not passing based on the colors.  A score of 3 or 4 (80% or higher) was considered passing.  Getting in the yellow range (70s) was regarded as a failing grade.  It took a while for me to put the pieces together.

	     Intense pressure was placed on the kids to do well on every test whether it was an internal test or the state exams.  When one of my peers wanted to hype her kids up for her tests she would compare her exams to the struggles of Nelson Mandela or the D-Day invasion.  Teachers were continually told to whip the children into a state of focused intensity so that they could perform, as the education leader described it, like “little test-taking machines”.  Teachers were pitted against each other and against other schools.  This rivalry extended to the administrators whose livelihoods rested on their data.  The folks at Exemplary HQ would clamp the vices on their administrators who would in turn press hard on the teachers.  At the bottom of this rolling avalanche of anxiety were the children.  It was not unusual to have 10-year-old children experience stomach pains on the day of a test.   I had to continually check myself not to think in terms like “we did better than school x” because it wasn’t about the adults.   I was not there as a competitor in a contest – I was supposed to be helping kids.  This was a hard thing to do at Exemplary as teachers were drilled with a similar intensity as the children.

	     One key element of every exam was the pump-up speech, which was used to get kids intensely focused for the task at hand.   Nemesis Manager was in love with the pump-up speech and she spent lots of time telling us how to create and practice a great speech.  For one assessment my first year, an assistant principal delivered a speech that referenced Friday Night Lights among other things.  For my first-year homeroom, my co-teacher did the honors. Over the course of several minutes on the first day of the state exam she reminded the kids of how far they had come from the first days of middle school to the moment of the test. She asked them to think back about the early challenges and anxieties and how they had come back the next day after every adversity. She talked about her days as a college athlete and what it was like to rise up to the varsity level. Because of all the work she did over the years, she knew exactly what to do the first time she faced a challenge on the playing field because of all the hard work she put into her sport.  A great parallel for a bunch of 10-yr-olds about to embark on a 35-question multiple choice test.  Without mouth guards.

	     Finally, as with every exam in our homeroom, we pounded it out on the 

	desks with the most prideful pound out to date.  The “pound” of “pound out” refers to striking the desk as follows…

	 

	(sotto voce)

	“If……. you are ready to work for the entire 1 hour and 50 minutes, pound it 

	out"

	(palms, palms, fists, fists, snap fingers, hands folded and sitting up straight)

	(a little bit louder now)

	"If……you are ready to show your families and yourself that you are middle 

	school testing ready, pound it out!”

	(palms, palms, fists, fists, snap fingers, hands folded and sitting up straight)

	(the grand finale – shouted)

	If……you are ready to earn that 3 or that 4 and show me that you can pass 

	that state test, pound it out!”

	(palms, palms, fists, fists, snap fingers, hands folded and sitting up straight)
 

	     The kids then held their pencils up in the air like they were wielding the

	 hammer of Thor and dove into the exam.

	     It was In Jenkins’ class where I had my awakening regarding the Exemplary approach to teaching kids.   When we returned from Winter Break my first year, I was at my post in the back of the room waiting to be relegated to guarding the bad girls when Jenkins made an announcement to the class.  She told them that they were going to start preparing for the state exams from that point onward.  All of the skills the kids had been working on up to that point would be crucial in terms of passing the state ELA exam.  The lesson for that particular day was to work on a packet that, as she explained, was made to resemble the actual state test booklet.  I grabbed a copy of the facsimile test booklet and as I thumbed through it, a thought immediately entered my mind:

	    This booklet looks exactly like all of the other booklets we’ve been working on since August.

	     The fonts were exactly the same, and the formatting was the same.  When I saw the real state test books for the first time, the only difference I noticed between our tests and the state exams was that the front covers were different, possibly due to copyright and trademark issues.  I realized that the class had been preparing for the state exams since they walked through the door in August.   The scales had fallen from my eyes.  This was the moment I began to consider Exemplary in a wholly different light.  I soon discovered that the state exams are graded on a 1-4 scale, with 3 representing a passing score.  This is when the unusual grading system made sense to me.   These kids had been programmed to think like the state tests from the time they were in elementary school.  Again, it’s possible that many schools do this.  One could argue that by having the kids drill repeatedly with books that resemble the state exam books, they would be more comfortable on test day.  (As we went through the formal practice period, Exemplary also provided bubble sheets that were virtually identical to those used by the state).  

	     Over the years, I learned that the state exam IS the curriculum in many schools.  This has come at a cost.  Many studies have shown that NCLB and Common Core have been a failure.  According to a study by David Hursh, professor at the Warner School of Education at the University of Rochester:

	 

	     First, adequate yearly progress indicators [like the yearly state exams] provides little information on whether schools are making progress but, instead, serve to unfairly punish urban schools, the schools mostly likely to serve students of color and students living in poverty. Second, the standardized tests tend to be an unreliable and invalid means of assessing student learning and have had other negative, perhaps unintended, but predictable consequences for student learning. Third, NCLB has narrowed the curriculum, which has made (and is making) it more difficult for teachers to connect classroom activities to students’ own lives, interests and culture. 

	 

	     The numbers tell the story, and it’s not an optimistic one.  As a headline in USA Today declared in 2019, “Despite Common Core and more testing, reading and math scores haven’t budged in a decade”.  They based their conclusion on the 2019 NAEP results, commonly viewed as “America’s Report Card”.  The National Assessment Of Educational Progress is considered the gold standard for rating academic progress.  It is the only assessment that measures what U.S. students know and can do in various subjects across the nation, states, and in districts. Also known as The Nation’s Report Card, NAEP is given to a representative sample of students across the country. According to the USA Today article, only 35% of fourth graders were considered “proficient” in reading in 2019, slightly down from 37% in 2017. This is a slight increase from the 33% of students considered “proficient” in 2009. About 34% of eighth graders were proficient in reading in 2019, a drop from 36% in 2017 and only a tiny bit better than 32% in 2009.  

	     The results for math are slightly more optimistic.  About 41% of fourth graders and 34% of eighth graders scored proficient in math in 2019, about the same as 2017.  However, since 1990, students at both grade levels have improved in math: Fourth graders scored 27 points higher on the 300-point exam in 2019 compared with their peers in 1990. Eighth grade students posted an average score that was 19 points higher than in 1990.  The overall results do not reflect well on the years-long run of NCLB. 

	     In the midst of all of this downward turn, Exemplary continued to charge full steam ahead once January came around.  During this time, the kids worked on ELA for 2-3 hours per day.   Most of the morning time was devoted to practice exam books.  Teachers would huddle in the hallway every two hours or so to compare data.  I always wondered what might’ve changed between each interval that merited this close attention.  Kids who passed the day’s work were allowed some time to relax and do something fun while those who failed were spent that same time re-doing their work.  These classrooms felt like a re-education camp for political dissidents or what takes place in North Korea for those who have not shown appropriate allegiance to the state.  Teachers would harangue and insult the kids as they retook portions of that day’s test. This system of rewards and punishment took place for all assessments but was revved up to level 11 when it was time to train for the state exams.    At different intervals during state testing season we would hold 2 hr 45 min practice tests for the following week’s practice test for the subsequent two-day practice test for the following week’s 2-day state exam. The third practice test was run as if it were the real thing (more on that later).  In case anyone was blissfully unaware of what was going down around them, Exemplary paid for customized countdown calendars that were hung in the hallways to make sure we knew exactly how many days there were before the ELA or Math state exams.

	     As we got closer to the state tests, the intensity would be ramped up even further.  Teachers would decide who they were going to focus on and who they were going to cast over the side of the boat and permit to fail.  While this was a part of all assessments at Exemplary, there was immense pressure by managers to figure out who was going to make the cut for state exam prep.  This decision was based on if a kid could be “moved” or brought to the “pass” side of the ledger.  If a kid was deemed unable to pass, that kid would not be given extra attention.  Deciding which kid to work with is like an ER doctor deciding who to save based on the odds that a patient will survive: “This person is obese so I’m not going to bother.  I’ll focus on the guy who eats veggies and goes to the gym”.  We would get increasingly urgent emails from Badass that stated things like “It’s Go Time” and “It’s time to pull out all the stops”.  At an all-staff meeting just before the exams one year, we were informed that we would have smelling salts available in case a child passed out.  It wasn’t made clear if we were to revive ONLY the children who had a shot at passing the test.

	     The strategy of focusing on the kids who are close to passing or close to failing while abandoning those at the very top or very bottom is hardly unique to Exemplary.  In fact, it’s common enough that there’s a name for these students – bubble kids.  Daniel Koretz is the Henry Lee Shattuck Research Professor of Education at Harvard Graduate School of Education and has focused his work on the impact of high-stakes testing. In his book “The Testing Charade”, Koretz talks about the dangers of placing all focus on test scores.  He notes that when teachers give a disproportionate amount of attention to bubble kids, their scores should improve because they have learned more.  This of course happens at the expense of the kids who are predicted to fail and are thus neglected by the teachers.  In the end, this is just sleight of hand or, as they might say on “The Wire”, juking the stats.  The kids who are predicted to fail are eliminated up front from the objectives that are set for percent-passing while the bubble kids give an extra lift to the numbers.

	     Along with the intense drilling came the incentives.  Kids were given candy and junk food treats for good work.  During state testing season, each classroom looked like the set for a Nickelodeon game show.  Prizes were piled atop each other at the front of the room.  Kids who passed the daily practice runs or otherwise met their goals were able to select a reward for their hard work in full view of the kids who performed poorly.  They would also be eligible for things like ice cream parties, pizza parties, and extra recess.  Our school had a VIP room for these kids where they could play video games on a super-huge HD TV and chase each other around the room.   As the “good” kids won prizes, ate treats, and ran around with glee, the “bad” kids sat glumly in classrooms being “instructed” under the critical glare of the teachers.

	     In the days leading up to the state exams, Exemplary would hold rallies across all of its schools.  Kids and staff would be given all kinds of Exemplary swag including colorful t-shirts with inspiring logos.  In addition to on-site rallies, kids and staff would be bussed to arenas that typically hosted pro sports teams and Springsteen concerts or to theaters that held upwards of 6,000 people.  I wasn’t so lucky as to attend of these events.  In my first year, our school held a Mardi Gras themed pep rally.  Teachers wore festive masks and marched down the aisles of our auditorium, hurling colored beads at the children.  As I watched them dive across rows of sturdy wooden seats for the beads, I wondered if this was the best idea. Our entry into the auditorium was hailed by the firing of a confetti cannon.  After the rally, I tried to figure out exactly how the bacchanalian theme of Mardi Gras tied into standardized test performance for 10-year-old children.  Thankfully, everyone kept their clothes on.

	     In my third year, I caved in and decided to incentivize my classes to pass their tests.  I gave out sneaker passes and dress-down passes (the latter as valuable as gold to the children) because I craved exemplary data.  I realized over time that the kids who won these rewards would’ve earned the same grades if the rewards didn’t exist.  The kids who didn’t care about grades weren’t about to rise to the occasion for the chance to wear jeans to school.   It was hard to watch the kids who genuinely tried but came out short.  I wanted to pull the plug on these rewards but I felt that the horse was too far out of the barn to change course mid-year.

	     My anecdotal observations are in line with what the evidence shows – bribery isn’t all that effective in getting kids to work hard.    I used to tell my kids all the time that they don’t give out pizza or fidget spinners in college for doing well on a test.  I would remind them constantly that I was in graduate school so that they could see that I still loved learning at my age.  As I told them, not only did I not get prizes, I had to maintain a B average or I would get kicked out of school.  Expulsion from school would not only mean that I would have to pay back Exemplary for all the tuition money they had paid, but that any chance to advance my career would be over.        

	     The obvious reason that food and toys are ineffective is that if you train a child to work for the prize, that child will be unmotivated once the fabulous prizes are no longer in play.  As any adult knows, employers and professors don’t give out trinkets for a job well done. According to the National Mental Health and Education Center:      
 

	     When a child is extrinsically motivated, the reward comes from outside the child; it has to be provided by someone else, and has to be continually given for the child to remain motivated enough to continue the activity.  It is more difficult for a child to sustain extrinsically motivated activity because of this reliance upon some outside force.

	     Since intrinsically motivated activity is more rewarding in and of itself, children learn more from this sort of activity, and they retain that learning better. Intrinsically motivated children are more involved in their own learning and development. In other words, a child is more likely to learn and retain information when he is intrinsically motivated - when he believes he is pleasing himself.

	 

	     Deci and Ryan did a lot of work in this area which led to the development of their Self-Determination Theory.  According to them, fostering intrinsic motivation consists of four parts.  First, kids need to be given some sense of autonomy in their tasks.  If they feel a sense of ownership in the decision-making process, they will be more likely to perform the task.  Obviously, kids also need to have a sense of accomplishment in their work.  Third, the work must also have a sense of relevance to their lives.  Finally, kids need to feel safe that they can take the chance of attaining a goal.

	     Extrinsic motivation will work for short term goals like passing a test.  The game show element provides Exemplary with its goal of attaining strong test scores at the expense of molding young learners who can motivate themselves over the duration of their academic careers.

	     As a Science teacher, I was able to keep my distance from most of testing season because there was no Science state exam in the grade I taught.  However, since Science and Math were paired together as a single STEM unit, I would inevitably be exposed to the testing mishegas when it was time to train for the Math state exams.  Math training was less intense than ELA as our kids were far better at Math than ELA.  Not to be outdone, Math was subjected to its lockdown as well.  For most of my time at Exemplary, Science was canceled for 5-6 weeks so that the time could be devoted to Math.  At first, this was done on the down low.  In my second year, one of the Science teachers in my school posted his regrets on Slack that our school would not be teaching the Science unit that other schools were embarking upon due to test prep and wished his colleagues well.  This message crossed the radar of the head of Science for all of Exemplary who then contacted AP.  AP came running into the teacher’s classroom and personally deleted the message from the teacher’s Slack.   At one point of Math Lockdown, GL sent out a video that was shared at a fundraising event.  In the video, small children in lab coats frolicked about as they shared their love of all things Science. Around the same time, parents received an email from our own TUO touting our passion for science.  All of this occurred while the Science teachers were benched to give more time to Math State Exam training.

	     

	      The actual state test days seemed anti-climactic because not only had we done several practice tests, we had a two-day practice run that mimicked all of the procedures that would be followed for the real test.  Even with all the repetition, one could smell the tension in the air.  Prior to the trial run, all classrooms were stripped of anything that had words that were visible.  Classroom libraries or other areas that could not be easily disassembled were covered with plastic tablecloths.  The overall effect of the bare walls and tablecloths made the rooms look as if they were being prepped for repainting.  All of this was done to remove even the smallest chance that something could be perceived as a hint or strategy that would help a child pass the exams.  On exam days (as well as the final practice run), we were to collect all cellphones and place them in the bin that we used for daily phone storage.  Teachers’ cellphones and laptops were also placed in the bin before being locked and carried out of the room by one of the teachers.

	     We were told that the reason for all of these measures was that Exemplary wanted to ensure that test integrity was maintained to the highest extent. Throughout testing season, the teachers would continually warn the children that if a cell phone were discovered in a locker by a state auditor, all exams in the room would be automatically voided.  Teachers were also warned about the shadowy state auditors who might swoop into a classroom without warning like the Catholic officials from the Monty Python “Spanish Inquisition” sketch.  These alleged auditors had significant powers to void exams and their mention was meant to send chills down the spines of both students and teachers.  There was a lot of skepticism outside of our walls about how we managed to get the best test scores in the state year after year.  The party line was that we needed to remove even a scintilla of doubt regarding our integrity because our results were always among the top in the state.   In reality, it appeared as if Exemplary’s raison d’être was to prepare for the annual state exams.  Also, what seemed so obvious to me as a key factor in successful state test scores was the fact that Exemplary had been able to systematically filter kids out who were not able to meet the Exemplary academic standards. The sifting that occurred in middle school helped ensure that by 8th grade, most of the poor performers were weeded out, leading to the great performances by our 8th graders which were shared with the press by GF.  Another factor that helped Exemplary was their lottery system for admission to Kindergarten.  Like many charter schools, Exemplary enrolls children based on a lottery as demand far exceeds the number of available seats.   Any family that enters their child in the lottery is self-screened in terms of parent engagement since these parents are likely to be more involved in their child’s work. This also helps screen out parents with good intentions for their kids who are simply unable to jump through the hoops of the Exemplary lottery.  (Exemplary critics have always pounced on this point as an unfair advantage that Exemplary has over public schools.  They feel that Exemplary is able to cherry-pick the best kids.  From what I can gather, Exemplary had no control over who entered the lottery).  Once a family is selected, there are a series of mandatory meetings for parents including a session of GF or a highly-ranked GF minion.  This purpose of this meeting is to ensure that parents are aware of the immense effort that is required to be an Exemplary family.  In addition to the grueling academics and piles of homework, parents need to be able to drop off and pick up kids every day.  Since every Wednesday is a half day, parents need to make themselves available in the middle of the day for pickup duty as there is no bussing at Exemplary.  This Scared Straight speech allowed some families to gracefully bow out before turning their lives upside down.  

	     On top of all this is the fact that Exemplary does not allow students into their schools after 4th grade.  As there was so much attrition of kids, there’s no argument that there was a lack of space in upper grades.  Exemplary always boasted about their long waiting lists for admission.  If Exemplary were to offer a middle school lottery to backfill the attrition, one might speculate that the odds are greater that more kids with learning disabilities and ELL would be admitted into Exemplary schools, thereby jeopardizing test scores.  (So much for the mission of providing as many kids as possible with the option of choice.). No public school has the flexibility of Exemplary in terms of who they can and cannot admit.  To compare the scores of Exemplary (with its kids who have been filtered over the course of their elementary and middle school years) to public schools (which don’t have the same luxury) is like comparing an NBA team to a Division 3 college basketball team.  It’s meaningless to try.

	     Come state testing day (and the dry run), once all of the classrooms were cleared of technology, the teachers would walk somberly down the hallway to the central meeting area.   Gregorian chant music would not be out of place.  All of the locked bins would be placed on the ground while the teachers waited to receive their test books.   Our job was to quickly go through each book to check for things like stuck-together pages or printing errors. Children were forbidden from being in the hallway during this time.  After finishing our check and counting the exams in front of the exam supervisor, we were to wait in silence until we were given the all-clear to enter the classrooms with the test materials.  Once the test materials were in the room, the teacher leading the test would read the script.

	     As solemn as this all sounds, I always found that while state testing days had a palpable tension in the air, it wasn’t an entirely brand-new feeling.  EVERY test at Exemplary is run with a similar protocol (minus the previewing of exams and collection of technology, which was done only on state test days or state test practice days and not on the practice-days-for-the practice-days days).  If every test is run as close to the state tests as possible, the real thing won’t be much of a leap for kids or teachers.  

	     All teachers were required to proctor tests.  In some places, “proctoring” means that the teacher sits at a desk, glancing up occasionally to keep an eye out for cheating.  Proctoring at Exemplary is a much different beast.  Teachers were required to be on their feet for the duration of the test.  We were to circulate among the students on a frequent basis so that the kids would be instilled with a sense of “urgency.  Because the state tests were untimed, we could have kids testing for up to 5 hours and I would log 2-3 miles of walking.  

	     The amount of pressure put on kids was enormous.  As these kids were put through this over the course of their time at Exemplary, no one thought that there was anything wrong because we were merely molding “little test-taking machines”.  Of course, making an analogy of kids to machines is just plain wrong.

	 

	          In “The Testing Charade”, Koretz discusses the concept of Campbell’s Law, which was developed by social psychologist Don Campbell.  He noted that when you hold people accountable for a numerical measure, two things happen: “people tend to do things that you don’t want them to do, and the measure itself becomes inflated, painting too optimistic a view of whatever it is that the system is designed to improve.”   He goes on to quote Campbell’s thoughts on educational testing:      
 

	      ….. when test scores become the goal of the teaching process, they both lose their value as indicators of educational status and distort the educational process in undesirable ways.

	 

	          As the flip side to the negative publicity regarding discipline and kids with special needs, Exemplary received heaping praise for its test scores.  Every year, GF made sure that the world was aware of how much better our schools performed compared to rest of the state.    However, all of this raises a few questions.  Were the children actually improving their learning and becoming better citizens as a result of their Exemplary education?  Does a practice of bribing kids for test scores undermine their learning and future academic success? And finally, what about all of the kids who were not deemed competent enough to pass the tests? It’s still too early to tell as the first batch of Exemplary kids that have made it all the way to Exemplary high-school graduation have not completed college.  It will be years before any reasonable data can be culled to support or refute the Exemplary approach to education.  In their desire to create testing machines, did Exemplary place test scores above everything else?  I wonder if my more worried colleagues prioritized good state test scores over ensuring that every kid under their roof was given what they needed as young learners from both the academic and social-emotional standpoints.  It’s not as simple as saying that all of this was done merely in the name of looking good.  Exemplary relies on funding not only from the public but from its roster of extremely wealthy donors.  Superior test results lead to an influx of funding.  Low test scores mean less money in the Exemplary war chest and possibly the demise of Exemplary.   All schools that aren’t under the private/religious umbrella face similar pressures when it comes to potential loss of funding or threat of closure based on state test scores.   It’s fair to speculate that, as a result, other districts and charter networks would utilize these approaches in the name of survival although with its substantially deeper pockets, Exemplary can go much farther than most.  Ultimately, the pressure was placed on the shoulders of the children to deliver the goods to keep the gears of Exemplary lubricated with cash.  Once the confetti is swept off the auditorium floors and all the toys have become obsolete or broken, what’s left is to think about is the long-term effects of being subjected to this frenzy as a young kid.   As if there weren’t enough pressure on kids to perform well on tests, there was another mountain they had to climb simultaneously while keeping their wits about them.

	



	

Chapter 14 Fountas and Pinn-Hell

	     Exemplary placed a tremendous amount of emphasis on reading.  After all, if kids can’t read, they’re severely limited in what they can do academically or even outside of school when it’s time to enter the workforce.  Also, if a kid can’t read at his appropriate grade level, that kid is likely to struggle on a state exam that aims to measure competency with Common Core standards for that grade.  To gauge reading competency, Exemplary relied heavily on the Fountas and Pinnell Benchmark Assessment System.  According to the folks at Fountas and Pinnell:      
 

	The Fountas & Pinnell Benchmark Assessment Systems are accurate and reliable tools   to identify the instructional and independent reading levels of all students and document student progress through one-on-one formative and summative assessments.

	 

	      “Independent” reading level is the level where a child can read and comprehend a text without assistance.  A child’s “Instructional” reading level is where he/she can read and comprehend a text with teacher assistance.

	     Reading levels are assigned a value of A-Z and have a corresponding grade level. Each level has certain proficiencies to be attained in order for a student to reach that particular level. The test for each level has both a short fiction and a short non-fiction text and consists of two parts.  First, a child reads a passage while timed.  The tester is measuring the words read per minute while marking off the words that are “miscued” (i.e., read incorrectly). The number of errors are then tallied up to find the reader’s Accuracy level.  After the oral section, the child completes the passage silently. When the child has completed the passage, a series of questions with increasing difficulty is asked, starting with recall of main narrative points and progressing towards inferential understanding.    The child either passes to the next highest level or is tested downward until the child passes the test.  A child can fail on Accuracy, Comprehension, or Words Read Per Minute.  For my grade, the end of year benchmark level was W (later changed to X).  All classroom libraries at Exemplary were arranged by reading levels so that kids could select appropriate books based on their reading level.  Kids who were below their corresponding level were placed in a morning block that took place before the start of the school day where they would work on reading skills.  Teachers would select a text and kids would take turns reading out loud a small portion of the text.  Materials were selected from various sources like Newsela (a site with tons of news articles that can be adjusted for various reading levels) but the main source of material for these morning sessions were the books that were conveniently sold by the folks who created the test materials. Kids would take turns reading out loud, followed by intensive teacher questioning on the main idea of what the group just read.  At certain intervals throughout the year, we would test the kids to chart their growth.  Promotions to the next grade hinged on whether or not a kid reached grade level by the end of the school year.  When we approached one of the times in the school year where we did Fountas and Pinnell testing, our administrators would get us all lathered up to get kids to move up in reading level.  Our managers would send emails letting us know that there were “nine days left to move kids” with increasingly urgent tone as we moved closer to the test dates.  

	     There are a few things wrong here.

	     First, the use of “round robin reading”, where kids take turns reading out loud, is highly criticized. According to the George Lucas Educational Foundation, round robin reading makes poor readers feel stigmatized when they have to struggle in front of their classmates.  When the child is corrected by the teacher or other kids, he is deprived of the chance to independently work on the skills required to attain fluency.  Also, it’s hard for kids in a round reading class to comprehend what they’re reading if they have to work harder to understand a poor reader.  There are multitudes of ways to get kids to improve their oral fluency that have been proven to be better than round robin reading.

	     Another problem with the Exemplary approach is that it doesn’t address the root causes behind why a reader might fail on the Accuracy or Words Per Minute metric. If a kid can’t read words accurately or with the smoothness known as automaticity, it’s safe to say that the kid won’t comprehend the meaning of what she just attempted to read. My readers were at the bottom of the grade in terms of reading ability.  Some of them could read accurately but they did so at a rate as low as 30 words per minute.  At that slow rate, so much brain energy is devoted to decoding the words that there’s nothing left to devote to comprehension.  These readers tend to read robotically with no regard for punctuation.  Drilling over and over for the main idea of a text with kids who were so far behind their peers without addressing their fluency skills is a waste of time.

	      Finally, the Exemplary approach to literacy intervention didn’t jibe with conventional theory on reading.  Like many schools in the era of high-stakes testing, our literacy intervention classes spent little time on phonics and instead focused on drilling kids to come up with the main idea of a passage or to make inferences about a passage. This is because not only are the Fountas And Pinnell tests structured in this way, so are the standardized state tests.  With this approach, teachers are teaching according to the parameters of the test. In our case, we were to make sure to ask things every lesson like “What does the story mean to you in your own life?” and other questions that matched the specifics of the Fountas And Pinnell test.   It was hard at times to shoehorn these questions into texts about wolves or avalanches.   Going back to what Koretz discusses in “The Testing Charade”, the tests themselves become meaningless because they prioritize the test score over addressing the reasons behind why one might not pass the test.    Also, it’s been shown time and time again from research that you can’t “teach” someone to find the main idea of a passage or to make an inference as the number-one driver of this competency is possessing background knowledge and vocabulary that are associated to the text that is being read.  Many kids loathed F&P test time because they knew how much was on the line.  It was hard for me to watch kids get silent or cry when they didn’t pass their test.  To add to the distress, each classroom had a narrow poster strip resembling a ladder that was marked from A to Z.  Clothespins with each kid’s name was clipped to their corresponding F & P level, possibly in violation of FERPA not to mention the fact that this was yet another measure of shame for the kids who struggled with reading. In all my time at Exemplary, I wondered how any kid that was subjected to all of this could develop genuine enthusiasm for reading as we turned reading into yet another thing for kids to dislike.  

	     As I learned more about literacy in graduate school, I ignored what my colleagues were doing for these early morning sessions.  I selected texts that I thought were interesting to the kids instead of picking based strictly on reading level.  I believe whole-heartedly what author Neil Gaiman has to say about turning kids onto reading:
 

	The simplest way to make sure that we raise literate children is to teach them to read, and to show them that reading is a pleasurable activity. And that means, at its simplest, finding books that they enjoy giving them access to those books and letting them read them.

	
I don’t think there is such a thing as a bad book for children. Every now and again it becomes fashionable among some adults to point at a subset of children’s books, a genre, perhaps, or an author, and to declare them bad books, books that children should be stopped from reading. Comics have been decried as fostering illiteracy. It’s tosh. It’s snobbery and it’s foolishness.      
 

	There are no bad authors for children, that children like and want to read and seek out, because every child is different. Do not discourage children from reading because you feel they are reading the wrong thing.

	 

	 

	     I had no problem using graphic novels and comics to help kids learn how to read.  I’ll share later about my first-hand experience with what Gaiman describes and how it can seriously derail the progress of a struggling reader.

	     During the times when I was asked to collaborate with peers on lessons, I would create a by-the-numbers lesson plan and then go my own way.  (I have to admit with a bit of humility that there was merit in the tedious work of creating these lesson plans.  As I wrote them, I reminded myself of some things that I needed to do differently.).  It was also clear to me that the struggling readers lacked basic phonics skills, so I incorporated that as well.  In later years, we utilized different online tools for phonics reinforcement but their success in improving phonics is unclear.

	     Even Irene Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell, the creators of the Fountas and Pinnell Sysetm would take issue with how Exemplary used their methodologies.  As they explained to the School Library Journal:

	
     It is our belief that levels have no place in classroom libraries, in school libraries, in public libraries, or on report cards. That was certainly not our intention that levels be used in these ways.  We created the levels for books, and not as labels for children, and our goal was that these levels be in the hands of people who understand their complexity and use them to make good decisions in instruction. We certainly never intended that children focus on a label for themselves in choosing books in classroom libraries.
 

	     Exemplary did all of the things that Fountas and Pinnell caution against.  We went as far as to create pump-up videos for the students and award prizes for kids who passed levels while causing those who were deficient to feel shame.   According to Fountas And Pinellas, kids aren’t even supposed to know what level they’re at.  What was awful about the shaming is that “failing” a Fountas and Pinnell level doesn’t mean that one is a “bad” reader.  On top of that, we failed to dig deeper and determine the root causes behind the deficiencies of our worst readers.

	       If Exemplary proclaims itself as educational leaders, why do their methods go against the grain of what the experts say about education, not to mention the creators of the test that is used to make significant educational decisions regarding children?  I don’t have the answer to that other to suggest that maybe the folks who oversee literacy at Exemplary truly believe that they are more knowledgeable than all of the leading experts and PhDs out there with extensive research under their belts.   It’s unfair to blame the teachers.  For one thing, if the schools lack educators and leaders without the appropriate credentials to be in the classroom, you can’t expect them to do more than what they are told, especially if they’re not inclined to seek out the right answers or lack the knowledge to know where to start.  

	     We were held accountable for Fountas & Pinnell scores and were pressured to get kids to improve their reading. By “improve”, we strictly adhered to the levels as the yardstick for success. We didn’t have the time or collective experience to do the blocking-and-tackling work of phonics and other essentials that are at the root of literacy instruction.  Some of my peers would hedge their bet by either coaching kids through the test or having them read the full text prior to the test.  Others would take liberties with the scoring to get those levels up. I witnessed all of this.  Like them, I also felt the pressure of getting kids to higher levels but never crossed these lines.   As a result of all of this, we had kids who were deemed grade-level readers who could not understand newspaper articles or express themselves clearly in their writing.

	     So why all the frenzy by administrators?  Obviously, administrators should want their kids to be good readers.  Being a “good reader” is not necessarily the same thing as being a “Level Z” under Fountas and Pinnell but the two were thus equated at Exemplary.   It was rumored that administrators were compensated based on their Fountas And Pinnell results which, if true, would explain the fervor.  The goal of winning as many Level Zs as possible created pressure all the way down the line.   This all ties back to Koretz and Campbell’s Law – by emphasizing the data over what the data aimed to measure rendered the results specious, to say the least.

	     (I should note here that as with state exams, Exemplary was not alone here in the way they used the Fountas and Pinnell test.  Other school districts deploy similar approaches that I observed.  If this is indeed prevalent, perhaps there is a correlation between these practices and where our kids are rated internationally in terms of their reading abilities.  This is, of course, speculation on my part.)

	



	
Chapter 15 Paying the Cost

	 

	     My third year exhausted me physically and mentally.  Not only did I have my fear and loathing of AP to drain me, I was paired with Winston of the homework-trashing episode which added a whole new level of dread.  She would praise me whenever AP was within earshot but would treat me (and the other colleagues she worked with closely) like dirt.  Winston would regularly stomp on my toes or any other teacher that tried to assert themselves to “her” kids.  When she eventually left us for another Exemplary school, she downloaded all of the contents of the shared drive that she and her teammates collaborated on all year long before deleting everything off the drive.    A few of us complained to AP about her while we worked with her, but he appeared uninterested.  At one point, an argument between Winston and I led to a 7AM meeting with us and AP.   After that meeting I tried to reset out relationship, but she would ignore me when I greeted her in the morning and praise me whenever someone important was within earshot.  It was in working at Exemplary that I finally learned that there is a cost associated with keeping everything bottled up.

	    In the springtime of my third year, I began seeing blood in my stool.  This was in addition to the acid reflux I was experiencing almost daily that I treated by eating antacids as if they were M & Ms. It was a running joke with one of my colleagues how I would chug down antacids by the handful from a family-size bottle. During the first day of the state Math exam, I was running in and out of the bathroom to pass droplets of blood while battling cramps.  I determined it was finally time to seek help.   I let the principal know that I was ill and raced to urgent care.  The urgent care doctor rushed me to a gastro doc who scheduled an emergency endoscopy and colonoscopy.

	     A few days later, I was laying on a gurney listening to the sound of my racing heartbeat on the monitor behind me.  The anesthesiologist sat next to me and asked me why I was so nervous.  I felt fine about the procedure but have always had a fear of being put under anesthesia and not waking up.  All I wanted was to be sedated, wheeled into the room, and probed from each end as quickly as possible.  Once the anesthesiologist felt that I was calm enough to have the procedure without risk of a stroke, I was wheeled into the room.  Later, the doctor told me that there were no polyps or other signs of cancer.  However, I was not completely off the hook.  He told me that I had acute erosive gastritis.  In layman’s terms, I had an almost-ulcer.  

	    This was the wake-up call that I desperately needed. The common thinking that ulcers are predominantly caused by stress has been debunked but stress is not known to improve them either.  The blame for all of this fell strictly on me.  I allowed myself to get so worked up about Exemplary.  I gave these people free rent inside my head.  My girlfriend warned me that I could be putting myself on track for cancer.  I reflected on how I ended up on a gurney with tubes down my throat and up my rectum.  Over those preceding months, I had neglected any form of self-care.  I wasn’t doing the things that I needed to do in order to stay sane in the Exemplary asylum.  It was time to flip the script.

	     I had to put down the Social Justice Warrior shield that resided between my ears and get straight with the fact that what other teachers were doing was none of my business.  If Winston wanted to pretend that I didn’t exist in our classroom, she could have full reign.  As she made herself crazy by running the class by herself, I was freed up to work on grad school assignments.  I stayed in my classroom as much as possible, hiding in the sweet spot in the corner where no one could see me from the door.  I knew I had to get calm because if AP put his hands on another kid, I would’ve either raced to call 911, creating severe havoc for everyone involved, or done something that would’ve resulted in termination and possibly an escort out of the building with my hands cuffed behind my back.

	    The hardest part of my time at Exemplary was to convince myself that I was not wrong for perceiving what I saw as being wrong.  Whenever AP criticized me or said something that made no sense, I had to remind myself that virtually every decision I made as a teacher was grounded in pedagogical theory that I learned from people who had been in the field of education for about as long as he was alive.   I would tell myself that I had the support of my grad school community, loved ones, and kids’ families who all praised my efforts in the classroom and at grad school.  My health scare brought me to my “Come To Haim” moment where I re-committed myself to living the creed that appears in the beginning of this book.  I would read it every day before facing the children to remind myself of what really was important in my professional life. 

	



	

Chapter 16 The End?
 

	     I devoted my last year of graduate school (and fourth year of Exemplary) on the hellish ordeal known as the edTPA. According to their website:

	edTPA is a performance-based, subject-specific assessment and support system used by teacher preparation programs throughout the United States to emphasize, measure and support the skills and knowledge that all teachers need from Day 1 in the classroom.

	     The edTPA requires teacher candidates to submit a portfolio of lesson work including plans, videos, and student samples.  The intent is to determine if a teacher candidate is prepared to enter the classroom and is required by many states for certification.  In reality, it is one of the most excruciating things a new teacher might endure.  The level of detail required to pass is almost microscopic and the workload is far more than any teacher would have time for in real life.    The previous summer, I took the final state certification exam so that I could devote my final year at Exemplary on getting edTPA done.  

	     My goal for year four was to keep my head down.  This meant not doing anything stupid that might jeopardize my employment in the home stretch.  I had a classmate friend who also worked at my Exemplary school who I could commiserate with about all things Exemplary.  We would remind each other that our contracts would be up soon enough.  When I was feeling down about Exemplary, I would repeat my mantra “Eyes On The Prize” to keep myself focused on passing edTPA and earning my degree.

	     There was an additional incentive for me beyond my degree.  My agreement with Exemplary was to end upon the completion of the school year.  This meant that I could leave Exemplary free and clear of any obligations.  Exemplary chose not to obligate us to stay once our Master’s program was done.  Instead of subjecting us to a period of indentured servitude as payback for the free degrees, Exemplary was perfectly at ease with paying in full for our educations and then letting us off into the wild for better-paying jobs that were available to us because of the degrees that GF paid for.   GF didn’t seem to have a use for us post-graduation.  Of course, there was a stipulation that if we were terminated before the end of our Master’s program, we would be on the hook to pay for all of our schooling. Because of this, I had to behave myself and quell the thoughts I had of telling off AP in high dramatic fashion.

	     It was easy to steer clear of AP as he was practically nonexistent that year.  He had taken two months off at the beginning of the year for parental leave.  (Admittedly, this benefit is a good thing about Exemplary).  His absence was virtually unnoticed as our team ran without a hitch.  When he returned, he pretty much stayed away from me and I could go several days without seeing him. Once he received his promotion to become principal of another Exemplary school, he was more or less checked out as far as his present job was concerned.   I often wondered what he did all day but I was fine with whatever it was as long as it didn’t involve me.

	     In late Spring, I learned that I passed my edTPA and all that was left on the path to state certification was the awarding of my degree.  I received an A+ in my final class so there was nothing left to do but wait.  Just before the end of the school year, I had my end-of-year review with AP.  It went fine but at one point he encouraged me to speak out more about what I saw going on.  I chose not to take the bait.  At this point I already had a job in a new state. All I needed to do was to finish out my contractual obligation and obtain my state certification so that I could apply it to the state we had been eager to relocate to.  The end of the journey was in sight and I spent a good deal of time in those months reflecting on how quickly the three years and gone and how good I felt for having worked hard on my job and my education.

	     On the last day of school, I breathed a large sigh of relief and fantasized about what my new colleagues were going to be like in my new home.   However, as the old saying goes, “I make plans and God laughs.”  I’m not sure if God was laughing at what happened next but a very serious monkey wrench was thrown not only into my plans but to those of everyone on the planet.

	



	

Chapter 17 Locked Down

	 

	       In the Spring of my fourth year, schools across the country shut down because of the COVID-19 pandemic.  This unprecedented event kept us all locked down at home as we attempted to teach children over the internet. All of my kids struggled and their grades dropped for reasons outside their span of control.  In addition to tech issues that required extensive assistance every day to overcome, these kids were faced with an entirely new means of accessing knowledge, self-reliance, and emotional self- regulation.  I was bugged that we were not changing our plans to transition five of our kids from 12:1:1 into ICT for the following year.  On top of that, one of our kids was pegged to repeat the grade despite not having a fair chance to improve.  We were already informed that the next year’s curriculum would be a hybrid of in-person and remote learning due to COVID.  My kids who were transitioning to ICT would be logged into a virtual classroom setting of over 100 kids when they experienced major difficulties in an online environment of only nine kids.  My co-teacher and I lacked the opportunity to get the class academically and emotionally ready for the big change.  Even without the added element of remote learning, this transition would’ve been rough.  I brought my concerns to the person in charge of IEPs at our school but she told me that we would not accommodate a 6th grade 12:1:1 class for the following year.  I heard a few months later that administrators received financial rewards for transitioning kids from 12:1:1 to ICT.  Assuming this is true, the motivation for this decision is clearly in the wrong place.  

	     I worked from my living room as I made calls and emails to firm up my departure.  The fact that I was stuck at home facilitated all of the work I needed to get done.  Had I been at school, I might’ve been back to the projects, sneaking calls in vestibules as suspicious eyes glared at me from behind partly-opened window shades.  I was offered a job very quickly but the process became bogged down as a result of what was going on.

	     First, as my graduate school was shut down, I was unable to get the letters and other documentation that I needed for my new employer and my new home state.  During that time, all I could do was to make sure that all of my certification paperwork was in order so that when I was finally awarded my degree, I would have everything I needed.  Fortunately, I had completed all of my requirements before everything shut down, leaving me well-positioned for the move.  While I knew that I had fulfilled all of my obligations, there was a 14-week window to process my certification so that I could apply it to the out-of-state certification and make the big move.   Because of the shutdowns and ensuing chaos, I was unable to obtain a formal job offer letter.  My partner and I were highly reluctant to uproot ourselves with only a verbal offer in place.

	     Second, with the entire planet shut down, every state was facing budget crises due to lost tax revenue.  When states are in this situation, they tend to make major cuts to education budgets which leads to layoffs and increased class sizes. I was very nervous about moving only to be laid off a few months later. As I would be working in the public school system, I feared I would be sacrificed on the “last in, first out” altar that is a part of collective bargaining.   With these looming budget cuts, it was also possible that my new employer would have to implement a hiring freeze and rescind my offer even before it was formally presented to me.  

	     On top of it all, the state I was planning to move to became a hotspot for the virus as their leadership chose not to take the needed extreme measures to turn things around.  I read up on all the education news I could find for the state and county where I was seeking employment.  On one day, I would read about budget shortfalls that would lead to hiring freezes and a day later I would read about how so many teachers were expected to bail on the profession that there would be an even greater need for new teachers for the following school year.  My thoughts on what to do would change from day to day as I tried to let the process work itself out.  In the Philippines, there is an expression called “bahala na”.  It’s used when people are faced with difficult situations.  In essence, it means to let things be what they are going to be and to have faith that things will work out.   I tried to practice “bahala na” as we all faced the new frontier of remote learning.

	



	
Chapter 18 Remote-ly Resembling Learning
 

	     When COVID-19 hit, GF made the decision to close down all Exemplary schools and conduct classes online using a popular enterprise webconferencing platform used by many corporations. A couple of weeks later, the rest of the nation followed suit by shutting down and transitioning to web-based learning.  We were told repeatedly how things were proceeding splendidly and that we were leading the nation in online learning.  Puff pieces were released in pro-Exemplary publications and websites touting the fact that we were at the vanguard of this method of delivering education to students.

	     Exemplary had a distinct advantage in that we were able to issue a Chromebook to every single kid and utilize popular LMS platforms (learning management systems) and online document tools.  Across the country, districts struggled for weeks (and even months) to get technology to kids.  In addition to the lack of access to computers, there was also the issue of spotty or non-existent Internet access.  As a result of these difficulties, many districts reverted to a pass/no pass grade system or a rating of “achieved mastery” vs. “needs improvement”.

	     There was no way that Exemplary was going to loosen the reins on their children.  GF was adamant that we were going to grade as if we were in physical classrooms doing in-person teaching. Our teachers would instruct 100-115 kids at a time via webconferencing.  As you might guess, most of the kids in the class did not get called on and were not part of the class discussion.  I’m referring only to those with working technology.  All day long, my phone would buzz with texts and calls about kids whose Chromebooks weren’t functioning properly or whose Internet was spotty or not working at all. In my class, there were kids who were sharing a spotty connection with a sibling and a parent, all three people struggling to get their work done.  One of my kids was having so many problems that I had him use the webconferencing tool for video-only and use his phone to dial into the audio portion of class. This solved his connection issues but, whenever he spoke, we were unable to hear him.  After some troubleshooting, we determined that his phone was not working properly.  He had to dial into class using a land line while watching the video portion on his Chromebook while I hoped that the delay between his audio and video would not be too distracting.  Another kid had a laptop with a drained battery and issues with her charger.  Because the big e-commerce companies were not shipping with their usual turnaround times, she was without computer access for weeks.  One child had a Chromebook that was no longer working.  She had to share a Chromebook with her sister or use her mother’s Chromebook.  Between that and her spotty internet connection, she was unable to complete her work.  Not a day passed by where I wasn’t working with kids to get them online and connected to class.  If I was having these issues with 9 kids, it’s safe to say that the issues with classrooms filled with 100+ kids might look 10-11 times worse.  Despite it all, we were told over and over how we were leading the way in education.

	     As far as the 100+ classrooms were concerned, most classes would begin with the accompaniment of text messages from teachers letting us know things like, “We’re missing 25 kids from ELA” and “So-and-so is having issues.”  Regarding the latter, it’s possible that there were many more kids with issues who chose to remain silent about technical difficulties.  My colleagues would lecture into the internet void and randomly call out names to participate in class.  One teacher would begin counting down from 10 if a kid didn’t respond quickly.   If the kid remained silent at 0, that would be the participation grade that was entered for the day.  As I sat in on my colleagues’ classes, it was painfully evident that one teacher lecturing to 100 children was not effective.  In my own classes, every time I called on a kid, I would be met with silence.  I would then go from kid to kid, hoping that someone would hear me.  It would typically take 3-4 tries before I was successful.  I decided quickly that I needed a different solution.   AP allowed me to experiment with a tool that allows you to create interactive video lessons that force kids to answer questions about the lesson.  As the lesson progresses, the teacher can view how the kids are doing in real-time in order to determine where kids are confused.  Clarification can be provided later on as needed.  

	     It’s far too early in the game to know how kids are being impacted by all of this but so far, no one is saying that remote learning is better or as good as in-person teacher.  One of my mentors noted that what we were doing was not “distance learning” but was “emergency learning”.    I’m pretty sure that if a kid can’t participate in class or do any of the work, he/she is likely not learning anything.  It may take years to figure out what the implications are for online learning.  Educators will have to look at things like NAEP and other reliable standards to see what, if any, gaps there are in our kids’ knowledge.  During the first months, I could see that the writing skills of my kids were starting to deteriorate.  In some cases, I could barely understand some of the work I was receiving.  The most glaring case was with an ELL kid that I was tutoring as part of my grad school requirements.  Over the course of our remote learning, I noticed that his verbal English skills were declining.  He spoke only Spanish at home as his parents didn’t speak English.  This was the reason that his reading and writing skills in English were deficient.  Every year, he would return from summer break not having spoken much English, if any at all.  While at school, he could converse in English with teachers and peers all day long.  However, in the remote learning environment, his interactions with teachers and peers were sharply limited along with his opportunities to work on his English.  There was little I could do but observe.

	     As online learning was taking over the nation, many folks started to think that online learning did not have to end with the end of lockdown. Governor Andrew Cuomo of New York, his state initially hit hardest by the pandemic, said at one of his daily COVID news conferences:
 

	The old model of everybody goes and sits in the classroom, and the teacher is in front of that classroom and teaches that class, and you do that all across the city, all across the state, all these buildings, all these physical classrooms — why, with all the technology you have?      
 

	     I wish he could’ve sat with me through the battles I had getting kids connected to class.  

	     Like so many organizations during the time of COVID, Exemplary was forced to tighten their belts. This may have been because donors weren’t filling the coffers as they did before the pandemic unleashed itself upon us.  GF sent an email announcing layoffs and furloughs across all of our schools.  We had an all-staff meeting the same day.  Our school lost a small group of dedicated staff members, including one who focused on my kids.  Despite having been through situations like this a number of times, I’m always saddened by such news.  However, I’ve never encountered what happened next.

	     BA announced with pride (after revealing by name one of those affected by layoffs) that our school had won the employee referral contest.  This is the perpetual push by HR to turn all Exemplary employees into little recruiting machines to bring aboard as many friends as possible, most of whom have never taught before.  In addition to cash rewards (as high as $5,000 at one point if your recruit survived for as few as 90 days), there are drawings for prizes like Amazon Echos and Oculus Rift AR headsets.  The all-Exemplary texting channel was festooned with snazzy announcements replete with fancy graphics.  HR would report out which school was in the lead for the largest number of new hires.  Exemplary was laying off people while simultaneously roping in hundreds of new employees, many of whom would not be around by Thanksgiving based on the trends of the past.

	     It’s safe to say that the new people with no experience would have to be trained to be brought up to speed, not to mention the fact that their first months in the classroom (virtual or in-person) would require a lot of supervision.  As I saw at Exemplary, so many of these new people would flame out in the first 90 days.  Would it not make sense to take at-risk employees who have made it through the Exemplary gauntlet and put them in the new jobs?  There were some really great teachers that were let go who would’ve been amazing in other subject areas.   Taking these actions would be a tremendous gesture to acknowledge the loyalty these people demonstrated every single day, not to mention the savings in referral money and shiny gadgets.  However, it all comes down to the bottom line.

	     There was one person at Exemplary that was immune to all of this:  GF.  Yes, it’s naïve to think that when a big company is faced with the need for austerity that everyone should feel the pinch, but that’s not how the real world operates. As far as I’m concerned, Exemplary is a big-time corporation with a lot of money.  By viewing Exemplary through this prism, I was able to look beneath the facade and peer into the inner machinations of this organization.  GF would not have to worry about where the next meal or mortgage payment would come from during these lean times.  In fact, a document that was leaked to the internet showed that GF’s compensation actually rose during this time.

	     The talk of income brings up another unusual situation. When I was considering the Master’s program at Exemplary, I attended a large gathering of fellow candidates for an orientation session.  We were told that we would receive a $5,000 salary bump upon receiving the provisional certification that would be active for the duration of our Master’s program.    I made sure to swiftly complete the battery of tests that were required for provisional certification so that I could grab that extra money. Once I provided proof of certification, Exemplary adjusted my salary accordingly.  

	     As part of my end-of-year review at the end of my third year, AP and I sat down to discuss the salary for the following year.  I bit down on the inside of my lower lip when he showed me the number.  It was approximately $1,000 higher than what I was making at the time.  AP explained that I was making too much money and that Exemplary was trying to level off all teacher salaries so that everyone would be making the same amount.  I remained silent as my mind raced through a rebuttal.

	     I knew for a fact that many of my peers made more money than me. During the conversation I wondered if their salaries would be lowered to attain parity with mine.  After Uncle Sam got his mitts on my raise, there wasn’t going to be much left of that $1,000.  On top of that, our health insurance premium was raised for the next year, further hacking away at this “raise”.  During our discussion, AP was speaking rapidly like someone who either had something to hide or who just did a bump of coke in a bathroom stall prior to our meeting.  I kept my mouth shut other than to say “thank you” for the alleged raise.  I walked out of his office with the feeling that a piece of the puzzle was missing.  Shortly thereafter, the missing piece was revealed.

	     I was at grad school a few days later when I overheard my classmates complaining about salaries.  My ears immediately honed in on the discussion.  As my classmates explained it, Exemplary had decided to claw back the $5,000 raises that they had promised us two years prior.  There was no explanation given as to why this occurred but we expected to suck it up and soldier on.  All of us had one year left on our contracts.  Had any of us bailed at that point, we would’ve been on the hook for all of the tuition that Exemplary had paid up to that point, not to mention the arduous process that would be required in order to resume our education on our dime.  GF had us hooked by our cheeks like helpless fish. 

	     By the time I got to Exemplary, I had been in the workplace for over two decades and had encountered quite a few employers whose tactics easily fail the Red Face Test. I’ve never heard of a company that gave an increase that was subsequently rescinded without reason or without at least telling someone that the cut was coming.  I do not know if AP was genuinely in the dark about all of this but if his peers were able to tell their teachers what happened, he should’ve been equally informed.  This “raise” was, in reality, a pay cut of almost 10%.  I chose not to confront AP because whether or not he was aware of the truth, nothing was going to change. 

	     Adding to the insult, around that same time, an all-Exemplary email went out inviting us to a special session where we would be given help on strategies to help us attain our short and long term financial goals.  I thought, “Shit, if you really want to help me out, you could restore my salary.”   That would’ve gone a long way towards helping me fulfill my financial goal of eating and paying rent simultaneously.  This session reminded me of the fast-food behemoth that “helped” its struggling employees by offering assistance with registration for food stamps while their executives devoted their free time to diving like Scrooge McDuck into their swimming pools filled with money.   It was clear that Exemplary had no desire to retain my classmates and me once our obligation to Exemplary had expired.  They seemed willing to let us go after making a substantial investment in us that would’ve yielded dividends for Exemplary in the form of having educated teachers with state certification in the classroom.

	    (It’s important to note that the main reason for GF’s generosity in boosting our resumes was that Exemplary was not compliant with the law regarding the presence of certified teachers in its schools, especially for special education.  Our provisional certifications would allow Exemplary to stay in compliance.  There was little choice but to offer us this opportunity.  Once we were untethered to Exemplary, we could leave and GF could start the process all over again of paying for more Master’s degrees to keep one step ahead of the state education regulators.)

	     What really sticks in my craw is the fact that Exemplary was known for having wads of cash.  Unlike public schools, Exemplary could purchase a Chromebook for every single kid and keep the teacher lounges (sorry, “workrooms”) stocked with top-shelf snacks.  Exemplary donors are among the wealthiest people in the world.  GF can hold fundraisers where these donors can whip out their checkbooks and write checks for what would be for them the equivalent of spare change but tallied up to several million dollars – not too shabby for one night’s worth of champagne and fancy finger food.   When the need arose to acquire space for new schools, GF purchased real estate in one of the most expensive commercial zip codes in the Exemplary area.

	    Exemplary didn’t just take in money from donors – they also had a philanthropic spirit.  Every year, Exemplary fields a squad to compete in the yearly marathon that spans the area that houses all of Exemplary’s schools.  One year, I was on my way home from work when I ran into a colleague who was running on Exemplary’s team that year.  As we were chatting, he explained that in order to be on the team, you had to raise a certain amount of money.  I found it noble that Exemplary would inspire its people to give back.  I asked him what charity he was supporting.  His answer?

	     Exemplary.

	     I tried hard at that late hour to disguise that fact that my mind had been thoroughly blown. So, in addition to hitting up people who owned several homes and could lay down as much as a million bucks without breaking a sweat, Exemplary had its own underpaid employees literally pounding the pavement and sweating their guts out to add a couple hundred grand to the coffers.  This was, of course, in addition to the pounding of classroom floors and burning of mental energies that they devoted to Exemplary every long day of their underpaid lives.   These extra funds could perhaps cover the budget for teachers’ salty snacks at a few Exemplary schools.  It was deemed necessary to take from me an amount that was less than one-hundredth of a percent of what Exemplary was able to raise in one night of collecting shekels from some of the wealthiest people in the nation. Again, I kept my eyes on the prize as a way to maintain my sanity.

	



	
Chapter 19 Why Not Just Get Up and Go?
 

	     After reading this far, an obvious question has likely popped up:   Why would this person stick around for years in a place that was so highly flawed?  Sure, I could’ve gone to any number of charter schools that were a stone’s throw from where I was working at Exemplary.  I spoke to a few of these schools when I was hiding out in the projects.  I chose not to go forward with these schools because the potential of a free Master’s degree had become a reality.  Over the course of my first year, I became enamored with the thought of becoming an educated educator. Had I walked away from Exemplary, I would likely not have the degree, life experience, and knowledge that I possess today.  (The degree is one thing that I truly thank Exemplary for.)  I also figured that the other charter schools I was talking to wouldn’t be much different than Exemplary, especially since they were all competing for the same non-experienced, fresh-out-of-college candidates.  It would likely be a carbon copy of what I was already doing with perhaps the only difference being the code name for the happy hours that I wouldn’t be invited to attend.  One of the schools I spoke to offered the potential to receive a free Master’s program but it was the same school that AP graduated from.  If AP was an example of what that program had to offer, I felt obligated to pass.  When I started grad school, I wondered if it was hypocritical of me to look askance at hedge fund money while gladly accepting it in the form of free tuition.  I quickly surmised that had I turned down the Master’s program on principle, all it would mean is that someone else would’ve taken my place and the world would never have noticed.  I pledged at that time that I could take this money and divert it to the more noble purpose of helping kids as an educated teacher.

	     I thoroughly enjoyed doing my grad schoolwork.  I was fascinated by the research we were asked to do.  I figured that if I loved this process, I must be in the right place in terms of career path.  I could apply my learnings in the classroom immediately and see the effects.  My mentors in grad school showed me that there was another way to reach children besides the Exemplary way.  While AP and my peers at work thought little of me as a teacher, my professors and classmates held a far different opinion.  My work and ideas were respected and my classmates would reach out to me as a resource for help.  In my mind, there were two of me: The Exemplary Me and the Grad School Me.  I had to constantly remind myself that the real Me was much closer to the Grad School version than the Exemplary version.  Grad school was a redemption for me as my previous academic experience was far from lackluster (I tell people with a bit of truth that my college major was Grateful Dead).  Without GF’s money, I would’ve deprived myself of one of the most rewarding experiences of my life.

	     I also thought that the kids of Exemplary were incredible young humans.  They had a lot on their plates but for the most part, they came in every day with a joy that I found to be infectious.  I had at least a pocketful of fun almost every single day.  Helping a kid think through a tough assignment or watching him improve his emotional control was just as rewarding as getting Mr. Anonymous Is The Reason I Renewed to sign his contract (albeit not in a financial sense). 

	   Of course, my contract was keeping me tethered to Exemplary.  If I were to leave voluntarily or be dismissed for “misconduct”, I would be obligated to pay back all of the money that Exemplary spent on our education.  This is a most reasonable stipulation.   Despite the iron-clad agreement, I looked into the possibility of leaving Exemplary and continuing my education out of pocket after The Incident with AP.  My rage was percolating for months and I feared that I would lose my mind and/or my composure and act out one of the scenarios that played out in my head on a constant basis.  AP had a lot of leverage over me as the “misconduct” clause of my contract was written with enough leeway to drive a Mack truck through.  Shortly after The Incident, I decided that it would be worth it to leave Exemplary and pay for my own education.    One evening after work, I met with the advisors at my school.  They told me that not only would I have to re-enroll, I would also lose my provisional certification.  On top of that, I would have to take certain core classes that were not offered when I started my program.  Between the changes to my program and the cash layouts to both Exemplary and my school, it made sense to stay put.

	     I decided to stay at my Exemplary school and work under AP for another year after The Incident as it was set to be my last year.  For a while after that all went down, I thought about transferring to an Exemplary elementary school.   As a special education teacher, I might’ve had far more impact in helping kids learn than at the last-stop-on-the-bus of Exemplary 5th grade special ed.  By the time these kids got to me, it was too late in most cases to right the ship.  One of my classmates in grad school worked in an Exemplary elementary school that was located within walking distance of where I lived.  A colleague of mine had also worked at that school.  After speaking to them both (as well as another colleague that did a tour of duty with the wee ones), I learned that elementary school at Exemplary was even more regimented than middle school.  I decided to take a pass.  In regards to asking for a transfer to another middle school, I knew that (other than AP), our school was run far more loosely and rationally than the other schools.  Before COVID, this was to be my last year at Exemplary.  I didn’t want to start over during my swan song as the new guy in a setting that might be worse than what I had at that time.  Also, I figured that there were only two things AP could do to a kid that were worse than what he had already done: molest a kid or murder a kid. I felt the odds were in my favor against another episode, so I decided to stick with the devil I knew.

	     After my health scare, I worked hard to let things roll off me.  As I got closer to the end of my contract, I would fantasize about my resignation.  In my mind, I marched into AP’s office and told him all of the things I had been thinking about him.  Fortunately, once AP left for another Exemplary school, my fantasies of resigning with self-righteous rage were extinguished.  With all of that tension out of the way, there was only one obvious choice for me.  I wasn’t inclined to leave Exemplary for a short stint at another non-Exemplary school where I would have to perform the delicate walk-on-eggshells Dance Of The New Guy.  Being a senior teacher at Exemplary would give me the flexibility to coast without anyone bothering me.  I spent the summer of COVID getting myself mentally prepared to walk back everything I had said about leaving Exemplary after my contract was up so that I could return without despair.  At the same time, I thought a lot about how we were going to teach safely and help the children in the face of the pandemic.

	



	
Chapter 20 Year Five
 

	         The summer break before year five was the first time in four years that I didn’t have to worry about exams or classwork so as a result my days were wide-open.  It was much harder to sit still than I would’ve guessed, which left me with a lot of time to just THINK.   I bounced between acceptance of my circumstances and dealing with the existential dread of feeling stuck at Exemplary for the rest of eternity.  By this point, my classmates who worked in my school had accepted new jobs outside of Exemplary and were preparing for their new challenges.  People at work with as much time as me (or less, in many cases) were being promoted. I couldn’t think of any other teacher with my amount of time that was just a plain old teacher.  I managed to get a pay raise for year five that came out to be $30 extra per week but still put me below what had been taken from me.  Positive pay is always better than negative pay, I suppose, but I wasn’t dreaming about that house in Malibu.

	     Since I didn’t have grad school work to deal with, I spent that summer hiding out in the woods and doing work around our tiny summer cabin.   It felt good to hack at trees with a chainsaw, dig out a tiny driveway, and perform other physical tasks to replace working out in the gym-free COVID world.  I also went on bike rides and cooled off in our pond.  As if the Summer of 2020 weren’t bad enough with politics and the pandemic, our septic tank that had been buried and forgotten about for the previous 50 or so years decided to give up the ghost, forcing us to learn more about septic systems than we ever thought we would want to know.  The septic tank issues and the state of the world led us to dub Summer 2020 as the Summer Of Skank.  The downtime allowed me to crank out a good chunk of this book that I began during the lockdown of Spring 2020.  When I had down time, I obsessed unhealthily over the anti-Exemplary social media boards that were continuing to grow. I restrained myself from sending anonymous posts about my experiences and tried to avoid the board altogether, but I was sucked in and snuck a message or two to help guide worried parents of kids with special needs towards advocacy organizations.   All during break I wondered what the new school year was going to look like.

	     Going back in mid-August wasn’t all that bad despite the fact that we were all huddled together in the Brady Bunch patchwork of the webconferencing screens instead of face-to-face.  With so many new faces, I was a battle- scarred veteran of the Exemplary wars who finally felt somewhat at ease.   My contract with Exemplary was officially done.   Of course, I could still get fired at the drop of a hat but I didn’t have to contend with the double whammy of paying back Exemplary for my grad school education.  It wasn’t like they could take my degree back or suck out of my head all of the things I learned in three years of schooling.  With that, I decided to speak out a little more at the pre-year meetings.  For one meeting in particular, we were joined by Boss Of Badass and Boss Of Boss Of Badass, the All-Powerful GF.  We were discussing what was poised to become the new buzzword for the year– “autonomy”.  There was a great deal concern that kids seemed unmotivated to do their homework.  More concerning was the fact that some of our top 8th graders from the past were now struggling in high school and college.  Knowing that GF was on the call made me want to speak up.  As others spoke, I went back and forth in my mind about whether or not I should share my thoughts.  Steeling up my nerve, I explained how Exemplary culture was all about getting rewarded for completing tasks and how this works for things like test scores but doesn’t work in the long run.  As anyone knows, there’s no sundae bar for those who pass their freshman-year economics final at Yale.  For the long run, it’s all about fostering the intrinsic motivation discussed earlier.  I explained that intrinsic motivation can’t be taught or disciplined.  It’s likely that GF was answering a text at the time and didn’t hear a word I said.  However, my colleagues did and shared their agreement in the meeting chat window.  

	     Two things came out of this.  First, I realized that I wanted people to see me as a smart guy with much to offer but all I did for years was to stay silent and roll my eyes at the proceedings.  If I wanted to be seen as a person worthy of respect, I had to take actions to demonstrate that I’m worthy of the designation. Seems pretty straightforward, right?  On top of that, I notice that my grad school education had provided me with insights and viewpoints that were valuable and valid to at least some of my colleagues.  I really needed this shot in the arm to get myself motivated to schlep along in year five.

	     There was a new initiative across all Initiative schools – to imbed in all of us the fact that issues of race did indeed impact our student population of overwhelmingly Black and Latino kids.  This was the outcome of GF’s miscalculation on how to address the uproar felt across the country in the wake of the George Floyd killing.  To make up for GF’s lackluster initial response, the entire employee base of Exemplary had to do penance by attending mandatory discussions on race and completing online modules that further cemented home that institutional racism and discrimination do indeed exist.    There were also two books that we had to read that would help us modify our classroom approaches.  This stuff was long overdue but it felt at times as if we were just checking off boxes so that Exemplary could tell its critics that we were all officially enlightened.   

	     The fact that it took a PR clusterfuck to motivate Exemplary to hold discussions about race lends credence to the observation that there was a complete lack of awareness about the minority community that we served.  This obliviousness led to a lack of consideration concerning how our families’ socio-economic status affected all facets of their lives, including academics.  I‘m not suggesting that the kids deserved a free pass on grades and expectations. My point is that the lack of regard resulted in disciplinary actions that were unfair and unproductive, not to mention all of the kids that were pointed towards the exits when they were unable to perform well in the classroom after years of having their educational needs ignored.  Putting all of this into the scope of online schooling. is difficult but I accepted that the door for reflection was being opened ever so slightly.

	



	
Chapter 21 Rinse and Repeat
 

	     The new year brought us new teachers for special ed.  Unsurprisingly, the extent of their formal training was to answer the question, “Are you comfortable teaching special ed?”  There was a upside to this – my co-teacher and I could make sure that these two young teachers would learn about which components of the Exemplary approach were inappropriate or illegal in the special education setting.  I once had to speak to Exemplary lawyers regarding the girl that TUO demoted into my classroom and one other kid whose mandated needs were ignored.  These issues ended up getting Exemplary in trouble with the state.   My preference was to avoid another similar scenario.  As an upside, since no one seemed interested in training these two teachers, I could steer them away from the Exemplary approaches to special education and towards methodologies that were supported by research.  In a conversation with one of the two newbies, the new teacher seemed puzzled at a number of things about Exemplary that didn’t add up.  I simply told her that she had keen insights and left it there.  One other constant was our handling of kids with special needs who were not mandated to 12:1:1. We had three ICT classes that did not adhere to the requirement to be staffed by one general ed teacher and one certified special ed teacher. Class A was comprised of 42% of kids with IEPs, slightly over the legal requirement of 40%.  The puzzling part is that Class B was made up of a handful of kids with IEPs and Class C had just 2 kids while Class D had zero.  I’m not aware of why there wasn’t a more even distribution of kids with special needs.

	 

	     Although there was so much uncertainty in the world during year five, I could place complete faith in the fact that Exemplary was going to more or less remain the same.  When I told my manager that one of our kids had to abruptly leave school due to chest pains and hightail it to the ER, she made sure that I demanded a doctor’s note without expressing concern for the child.  Thankfully, I didn’t have to ask for an EKG or death certificate as the kid turned out to be ok (but unfortunately suffered from panic attacks).

	     The new school year brought with it another stint of remote learning.  While we had some experience under our belts from the previous spring, we now had the added challenge of not having met any of the kids prior to the start of school.  Expectations were set from the start that all kids would have their cameras on at all times.  A great deal of effort was spent on getting kids to keep themselves viewable on video.  Just as with the spring, I spent a lot of time getting our kids up and running. The same challenges as before were evident – poor internet connections and conflicts between kids’ Chromebooks and a new web conferencing platform.  Jenkins, who was now our grade team lead, also had to use a Chromebook as her MacBook was damaged because, under a new Exemplary policy, teachers whose Macs were unusable were given Chromebooks instead of replacement Macs, likely helping scrape up a few more dollars for the compensation of GL.  Sure enough, on our team webconference calls, her video would freeze and her voice would take on the choppy speaking-from-a-helicopter quality that is prevalent when one has a poor connection on webconferencing calls.  New teachers were also given Chromebooks whose quality was so poor that they resorted to using their personal computers for work.  I hoped that these experiences would lead to a broader empathy for the kids who were unable to connect but that was not the case.   My peers would punish kids who did not reply to a teacher’s question in time when internet lagging was a likely root cause of the kid’s silence. I admit that some kids were trying to play us but we ended up throwing out a lot of babies with the bathwater.

	     As with many other things at Exemplary, we were to assume the worst of children instead of the best.  When I brought up the fact that many kids were either sharing internet connections with siblings or otherwise had WiFi issues and should thus not be punished, my manager acknowledged me but pointed out that so many kids were bullshitting us as we were not receiving any contact from them to complain of issues.  Later, I pondered the Catch-22 of being required to report a tech issue from the tech that was currently not working.  One unintended upside was that the kids picked up a new vocabulary word that they used incessantly- “glitchy”.  All day long, I heard kids tell us that we were glitchy and thus couldn’t be understood.  Nevertheless, we were told to get 100% engagement from all kids at all times.  

	      After the first week of classes, Badass fell on her sword and acknowledged the fact that running an online class of 60-plus kids (reduced from 100) was not a recipe for success.  The Whack-A-Mole game of keeping kids’ faces on-screen was already an exercise in futility.  BA agreed to go to classes of 30ish with the understanding that we were going to have 100% of the kids attentive at all times.  We were asked to watch videos of other calls that met the standard that we were asked to attain.  Sure enough, the teachers in the videos were demanding that kids be sitting erect with hands locked for the entire class.  Our administrators would swoop into calls throughout the day to enforce these guidelines.  At the start of every class, the online texting channel dedicated to attendance issues would light up with names of all the kids who we not logged on at the start of each class or whose cameras were off.   This channel was not to be confused with the channel for grade-team issues or the channel for whole-school issues or the channel where teachers would post cute pics and videos of their cute kids doing cute things.  I realized that if I just waited a little bit longer, most of the kids would show up and I could avoid the ping-pong match of notifications that lit up the attendance channel like a pinball machine.  Kids were required to have cameras on at all times.    I would agree that kids shouldn’t hide from the teachers but most of the time, the issues with no video or the inability to hear a teacher or answer in time were not their fault.  When I wasn’t teaching, I was an Online Truant Officer chasing down kids who weren’t connected to their class or whose camera were off.  We pretended not to see the elephant in the room as we navigated gingerly around its poop piles of insufficient internet connectivity and problematic Chromebooks. My very rough estimate is that at least 30% of the kids were unable to participate effectively in remote learning.  There was a kid that I was trying to help with reading whose face I saw only once for a fleeting moment.  He could not participate in school if he had his camera on because his computer would freeze.  Most of the time, I looked at the name written by default in his webconferencing cubicle.  Whenever I spoke to him I felt like one of Charlie’s Angels rapping with the boss via speakerphone.  Another child who was sharing an internet connection with three other kids had audio that was so distorted that it sounds like she was speaking to us from an orbiting Apollo capsule. One kid had to speak over construction noise that resembled Godzilla marching through the streets of Tokyo.  Some of our teachers had to instruct their kids to go into their closets or bathrooms in order to have clear conversations.  In the midst of all this, one young schemer came up with a way to avoid online participation.  When he was called on, he would freeze his head and body to make it appear as if his screen was frozen.  However, he was easily caught as there was motion and sound occurring in his background. I applauded this kid’s nerve and ingenuity.    

	     Our administrators would use the term “asynchronous learning” but most of the teachers were giving lectures over the internet and sharing screens with the class, further degrading the quality of internet for the kids.  I watched a ton of videos that our teachers were required to share for tips on how to improve the remote experience. None of us were able to effectively crack the code so I went ahead and continued to experiment with various approaches to maximize engagement without having kids drop off or sound like helicopters.  In all of this discussion, I am leaving out the kids who played possum and didn’t report issues whether it was due to fear of getting in trouble or looking bad.  I don’t think anyone could determine how widespread this issue was, but I was vindicated several weeks later.  My content team pushed out a survey to see what the kids thought of our classes up to that point.  We asked a question about whether the kids experienced any tech issues.  Over 80% of the kids replied that they had poor internet connections or could not hear the teacher during class.  A few days after our survey went out, Exemplary sent a PR video via email that bragged about how well our remote learning was going. 

	     There has been much debate over whether or not it is beneficial to mandate that kids have themselves on camera at all times during remote learning.  Tabitha Moses points out a number of issues.  First, she describes the increase in anxiety and stress brought on by the feeling of being continually watched by others.  In fact, some of the webconferencing tools used by schools like Exemplary allow a user to force another user’s image to remain on their main screen at all times.  This type of eye contact doesn’t occur in a live classroom.  Also, there is a certain amount of fatigue that sets in when one is watching a screen for several hours per day.  If I felt drained by the end of each day, one could assume that the children felt even more tired.  Finally, there is a breach of privacy when a child’s home setting is on full display.  All day long, I saw adults walking in the background of kids’ screens (including women in their underwear) not to mention the yelling, cursing, and other activities I observed that didn’t need to be broadcast including a child being slapped out of camera range or an adult yelling about calling the police (Thankfully, that particular situation did not escalate into a hot mess.).  Many of our families didn’t have the luxury of spreading their children out around the home and had no choice but to keep their student in a common living area.  This last point was of course overlooked.  It’s fair to think that teachers shouldn’t be speaking to a row of empty onscreen boxes but there are ways to counteract this while focusing on learning.  This intrusion into children’s homes was also an issue of boundaries.  We were now telling kids how to dress and how to sit in their own homes.  Sure, they were in “school”, but with remote learning, even kids’ homes were not a sanctuary from the discipline they would encounter inside our building.  The line between home and school was blurred.  As an article in The New York Times Magazine put it, schools that were teaching remotely were now encroaching upon private space and we were now imposing our will in areas that we were previously unable to reach.  At this point in time we hadn’t yet attained fluency with delivering a quality education online.

	     As with the beginning of every year, we were in yet another “reading crisis” with so many kids reading below grade reading level.  As mentioned earlier, kids who don’t become good readers by 3rd grade will have a very difficult time catching up.  Still, the pressure was on us to get results in the form of Fountas And Pinnell scores.   We were more concerned about the test results than whether or not the struggling readers became “good” readers as these are two different things.    In the meeting to discuss our plans, we were told that the number of kids who were below grade reading level at the beginning of 6th grade had more than doubled from when they were our kids the previous year in 5th grade.  It makes one wonder if the intense pressure to get kids to pass the Fountas And Pinnell test had actually resulted in turning kids into better readers.  We were given three weeks to see if we could move these readers prior to the first Fountas and Pinnell reading test of the school year.  In order to do this, we deployed an “all hands on deck” approach that enlisted teachers who had never taught reading as well as the teachers that had never taught anything.  The training sessions consisted of a few quick calls, a PowerPoint presentation, and links to books that corresponded to the different Fountas And Pinnell reading levels.  It could be said that since we were in yet another reading emergency that the Exemplary way was in need of serious review but that never appeared to come up. There was no discussion of what to do differently given the lack of success with what was in place.  As with previous years, we inherited kids from the lower grades who, despite spending their entire academic lives under the auspices of the Exemplary educational model, were still struggling readers.  Once again, we were thrust into Hail Mary mode where we were to include a daily drilling of the questions that appear on the Fountas And Pinnell test: what genre is this book; what is the author’s message; what does the author’s message mean to you in your life.

	      A 2019 study by the Johns Hopkins Institute For Educational Policy explains how this tactic can yield short-term success.  As the study notes, “spending six classes on teaching (how to find the main idea) had the same effect on students’ reading comprehension as spending 25 classes on them. After a quick initial bump, there’s a plateau or ceiling in the positive effects and little further benefit is derived.”  So while you might see an initial increase (like on an assessment) you won’t see that bear out over time.  The study also notes, as many other sources attest, that the biggest factor that drives reading comprehension is the amount of background knowledge the reader already possesses that can be connected to the new information being presented.  We were going to march forward, perhaps due to the pressure (financial or otherwise) that our management was faced with. Because we lacked the time and expertise to provide phonics instruction, we farmed the work out to a popular e-learning platform that had once been owned by an Exemplary donor.  The CEO of the company also happened to be a former schools chief who helped Exemplary acquire free classroom space in public school buildings.  The program itself was not without controversy in terms of success rates.

	     If Exemplary truly had a mission to help children, why would they not find teachers who were qualified to meet the challenges?  I should note here that many of the new teachers could certainly develop into seasoned educators but it seems antithetical to place responsibility for the enormously important task of teaching literacy onto the shoulders of new teachers who, in the world of remote learning, had never stepped foot in an actual classroom.  Was the priority on cost savings over quality education?

	



	
Chapter 22 The Virtual Shun of Shame
 

	     There was one area of remote learning that Exemplary seemed to master – how to punish kids who were not with us face-to-face.  With this new frontier of learning came new ways for kids to act out.  During the first week, I had the kids work on an online whiteboarding activity.  I somehow screwed up the sharing rights and all of the kids were able to post anonymously.  Sure enough someone wrote “Mr.  Anonymous is a bitch”.  While I had a 99% certainty of who the culprit was there was no way I could prove it because the kids were logged in anonymously.  I knew enough not to take the bait by making a big production about the whole thing.  My co-teacher took the kid into a private web room to chat and we made sure to be firm with the kids while not showing any personal emotion.  Another lesson learned the hard way.

	     Other kids found new opportunities to show off their foul language.  One of my colleagues tried out a feature where you can assign kids to different virtual rooms so they can discuss questions with each other.  A kid decided to blast the entire room with obscenities. Another child logged into his webconferencing class with a name that disparaged a teacher.  Both kids received the same punishment: The Virtual Shun Of Shame.  VSS meant that for a full day, the child would have to keep his camera off and his audio muted as he attended each class.  A grade of zero was given for the day.  In addition, a letter was sent to the parent. VSS seemed to be an appealing punishment for those who were rebelling against remote learning.  One could log in and watch tv or play video games all day if so desired.  Our autistic kid had a penchant for writing curse words in our various online whiteboards and on one occasion wrote that the school psychologist was a “bitch”.  (Sound familiar?). She was subjected to VSS a few times.   We had another kid who was subjected to VSS as he was sitting sideways in his camera view while watching tv on the couch with an adult.  VSS seemed like a perfect punishment for him.  After all, if he were intrinsically motivated to participate in school he wouldn’t have been watching tv in the first place.  This mode of punishment reminded me of what I heard in the past from kids whose friends were suspended.  The suspendee would send out pics on social media of himself enduring the “punishment” of playing PlayStation while his friends toiled away at school.  While VSS played into what some kids would’ve preferred, it was done out of a wish to openly shame a child.  As discussed previously, this was not bound to work and has the potential of causing more harm than good.  The key for all of us was to figure out how to make the kids care about remote learning.

	     Even with all of our online tools, there were still a few low-tech tricks that we were asked to deploy.  My manager asked my team to a meeting where we were to discuss our Unit 1 test.  The goal of the meeting was to review every single question and determine what kids already knew and what they would have to learn in order to be able to answer the question correctly.  I wasn’t completely surprised by this as I had seen other instances during my time that were even more egregious.  There was a teacher in my school who used to coach the kids during tests to go back and double check their incorrect answers. I had also seen lesson plans and review materials that were given to us by our head content teachers that included questions that ended up on the exams.  It wasn’t unusual for teachers to review test questions with kids in advance of the exam and then accept praise for exemplary test results.  

	     For all of the work on how to effectively deliver remote learning, there was one area that was noticeably absent – how to actually teach online.  Tools were shared out but I don’t recall a single discussion on how to adjust to the nuances and blatant differences that came with this new way of learning.  In the first month, so many kids were floundering as they were not completing classwork or homework.  I scanned the weekly list of GPAs and saw that many kids who were once at the top of their grade in the past were now failing all of their classes.  My kids from the previous year who were crammed into ICT against my wishes were also struggling.  All of them were doing poorly and one kid had class grades that were in the single digits.  In regard to my kids, I didn’t have full insight into what was happening but it confirmed my thought that these kids should never have been put into a general ed classroom that was almost triple the size of their previous setting.  There were a few best practices shared but most of our discussion centered on how to get kids to sit up straight in their virtual pen.  

	     After a few months of remote learning, I found myself stuck.  I felt that not only were my kids not learning effectively, I had little time to get to know them.  Obviously, it’s easier to bond in person as you can always steal some face time. Our remote schedule was so tight that there was little opportunity for this.  In the process I forgot one of the most important lessons of being a teacher – forging meaningful positive relationships with your kids. Without relationships, you have nothing, and it then becomes extremely difficult to effectively teach or manage behavior.  This is taught pretty much on day one of graduate school.  My humbling reminder came through watching my peer who was in his first year of teaching.  Despite the fact that he had never taught a human being in the flesh, he had kids enraptured with him every single day.  From that point onward I made sure to do what I could to make the time, even it if was in brief stolen moments.

	



	

Chapter 23 A Glimmer of Hope?

	 

	         As part of our punishment period for GF’s PR gaffe the previous spring, we were assigned the book “Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain” by Zaretta Hammond.  I had seen the book lying around the room we used to store guided reading materials but assumed that if it was purchased by Exemplary, it wasn’t worth reading.  On top of that, Winston tried to pawn it off on me which gave me another strong reason not to read it.  My expectation was that I’d flip through it and pick up one salient point that I could regurgitate at our staff meeting to give the impression that I was one of the Hive.  One I started reading the book, however, I became fascinated.  Hammond combines neuroscience, educational theory and social theory to argue that in order to help students of color, one must take into account that all students absorb information through the lens of the brain wiring that is formed through one’s cultural connections.  When you fail to do that the student will not learn.  The book connected the dots of what I learned in graduate school and through my own experiences to present a philosophy of learning that was easy to understand.     

	     I still approached things with a great deal of skepticism.  If Exemplary truly wanted to make big changes in its way of teaching kids, big things would have to be done.  That’s just common sense.  One point that Hammond makes is that “We routinely put the less experienced teachers with the neediest students.  No other profession does this.”  She adds that “we subject our neediest dependent learners to inadequate instruction given their needs or we allow them to lose valuable instructional time because of questionable discipline practices.  As a result, culturally and linguistically diverse students don’t develop the skills, vocabulary, or background knowledge necessary to be ready for rigor. (Emphasis added).

	     Was Exemplary ready to tear out the engine and rebuild?  It seemed highly doubtful that they were going to tinker with the formula allowed GF to boast every year about superior scores on the state exams.  Would the teachers modify the approaches documented in the section on discipline?  If you’re one of those rah-rah charter school supporters who believes that the test scores speak for themselves and that the ends justify the means, think about all the kids that were urged to leave or who acquired anxieties as a result of their time at Exemplary.  While you’re at it, imagine that your kid was in one of those classrooms, not allowed to use the bathroom or who earns detention for falling asleep.  Or imagine if your kid with special needs was treated like my kids. How does that make you feel? 

	     I was surprised to discover that I was not alone in some of my views on Exemplary.  During the session on Hammond’s book, we were spilt up into small groups to discuss certain points.  In our session, one person expressed that she felt conflicted between doing what she felt was right for kids with special needs versus what Exemplary was willing to accommodate.  Another teacher (one of our superstars who I assumed would parrot the party line) said that she had issues with Exemplary’s approaches to behavior management.  For another part of the session, we were asked to post our thoughts on an online whiteboard.  I made sure to misspell my honest feedback to throw off the scent from administrators who might be looking for dissidents to purge from the ranks. (It was definitely a thing at Exemplary.)  I was surprised to see other posts that criticized our culture of developing little test takers. The session on Hammond took place on the same day that a front-page article hit in the local paper about our excessive discipline and structure during remote learning.  The article quoted the teacher whose email exchange with GF the previous Spring had started all of the backlash about Exemplary and race.  Surprisingly, she returned to Exemplary but resigned less than two weeks later, citing the effects of remote learning on her kids.  Her resignation made me think again about whether or not there was something inherently flawed in my character for choosing to stay.  (As one would expect, no one said a word about the article during the session).   

	     After about six weeks of Year 5, I was reaching a saturation point with all of the insanity going on around me at Exemplary.  Some of it was surely due to the COVID era we were all living in.  At times, I didn’t know what day it was.   After several months of our new way of life, I still had a hard time wrapping my head around the fact that we were all wearing masks due to a pandemic of mammoth proportions.  It didn’t help that our political climate was more bizarre than anything I had experienced in my lifetime.  Perhaps all of this skewed my perceptions to the point where everything around me at work seemed far-fetched but was actually not that big a deal.  Obsessing over the anti-Exemplary social media sites surely was not doing anything to ease my mind.  The only thing missing from my life was a voiceover by a cigarette-clutching Rod Serling.

	     After months of talk, Exemplary finally announced the formation of its Justice League Of Diversity.  These esteemed colleagues would fight the good fight for things like inclusion and diversity.  Among this legion of warriors was one notable member.  This member had become the principal of an Exemplary elementary school after a few years out of college.  During Esteemed Member’s tenure as principal, she was named as a co-defendant (along with Exemplary) in a lawsuit over violating the rights of a student with disabilities related to emotional disorder.  During one episode, EM had the child dropped off at the local police precinct when the school was unable to effectively control his behavior.  Exemplary ended up losing the lawsuit and had to pay the child’s family.  It may seem odd enough that EM was not only still employed at Exemplary but was now a member of a high-profile committee.  What’s even more interesting was that EM was no longer a principal.  EM was promoted into a position with responsibilities for supervising other Exemplary principals.  This person could now propagate her model of child education across a bunch of schools.

	



	
Chapter 24 Little Willie
 

	     There were other opportunities for me to have my heart broken as I seethed over the way children’s needs were being ignored.  Willie was assigned into my guided reading group.  He was a sharp, enthusiastic, articulate young man. In working with him, I could see that he lacked some basic phonics skills which contributed to his struggles with reading.  One day, after administering his Fountas And Pinnell test, I asked him what he had worked on with his previous teachers.  Sure enough, he was not provided with the targeted instruction he needed.  When I spoke to his mother, I learned even more.

	     Mom was dedicated to helping her son become a better reader but didn’t know where to begin.  She tried to read with him at home but these sessions quickly escalated into fights.  This is not abnormal for kids like Willie.  Kids who struggle with reading consider the task to be a punishment.  As a result, they never improve.  They get stuck in the cycle of not reading-not improving-hating reading.  Their peers continue to get better as readers while they stay behind.  This widening gap between good readers and struggle readers is known as the “Matthew Effect”.  

	     I told Mom that it was essential for Wille to read things that he enjoyed reading so that he could get excited about reading and want to continue working on his skills.  Mom told me that among his interests were a series of books that were best-sellers among the young-reader set. In fact, he had the entire series at home but the books lay untouched on his shelf, serving as dust magnets.  The reason for this is that Mom was told emphatically by his other teachers NOT to read these books as they were deemed inappropriate for him.  Mom heeded this advice and explicitly forbade him from reading these books. Going back to the Neil Gaiman quote from earlier, I told her that I didn’t care what kids read as long as they were engaged.  It was no wonder that Willie came to the 5th grade with poor reading skills.  Chalk up another win for the Exemplary education of Exemplary. I told Mom to start reading with him from the best-seller collection and sure enough, reading became less of a struggle between the two of them and Willie started to enjoy himself.  I decided to take on Willie to see if I could help him further.  Over time, he became a voracious reader who devoured books as his reading skills improved.  I hope that Willie has been steered away from the Highway To Reading Hell towards a path where he will enjoy more successful outcomes in life.

	



	

Chapter 25 My Sinking Heart
 

	      It was clear by this time that I was well past my expiration date at Exemplary.  I had no aspirations to advance through the hierarchy and every hope that this would really be the last dance for me. Now that the challenges and intellectual stimulation of graduate school were behind me, I was beginning to stagnate mentally and spiritually. Without my classmates and professors, I wasn’t receiving any positive affirmations of my worth as an educator and I sat back glumly, watching the party from outside the window as those with less or no experience than me get the accolades I felt I was entitled to whether that was true or not.    If I encountered difficulties at work, my options for help were either my peers who had less experience and education than me or the managers who were so entrenched in the Exemplary way that their feedback was of little value.  That’s not to say that I didn’t benefit at all from my colleagues’ insights but thankfully I had my professors to fall back on for issues that required heavy lifting.  I continued to do my own research to keep myself abreast of relevant topics, especially in the area of remote learning.  Concentration on other creative pursuits (like writing this book) helped keep my energies focused in positive ways.  Still, I lamented the feeling of being stuck and found myself picking at the irritating things my micro-manager would do. She would send emails that included bold fonts in red or black for important items and had all kinds of underlining and italics.  The missives looked as if they were written by a schizophrenic. Many times, we were directed to reply to her only (written in bold, of course) to confirm that we had read and understood her directives.  In case we really didn’t get it, the request was also underlined and highlighted.  When she was done gussying up her directives, she would tell me things I already knew or that were plain wrong or would demand that we stopped engaging all kids and focus just on the bubble kids who stood a chance of passing.  When I first learned that Micro-Manager was going to be the replacement for AP, I was thrilled as we had worked together to help my kids.  In just a few short weeks, my expectations were shot to Hell as I watched MM shift her focus away from helping kids with special needs and turn into yet another Exemplary administrator whose main focus was test scores.   I was starting to feel deflated around her and I knew I had to make a change before I ended up conjuring up an Ass Princess along with all of the attendant self-imposed agony.  As with so many other instances in my life, a quick chat with my partner helped me change my thinking.

	     After complaining about all of this over dinner, she told me I should take my education and passion and pay it forward – to the children.  A after all, they were the reason I got up every morning. My kids needed a little extra compassion and TLC and it was a far better expenditure of my energy than building yet another Great Wall Of Resentment between me and Exemplary.  This was the shot in the arm that I needed. I renewed my resolve to Be Like Haim.  Suddenly, I found more patience to deal with kid issues, even outside of school hours.  

	     Despite the fact that remote learning is a far more diminished educational experience, Exemplary was not about to let up on its love of rigor.  Class lengths were reduced for remote learning but the curriculum stayed virtually identical to what we used when we had more class time with kids in front of us.  When the first test results came in across all of the middle schools, we saw that even the top schools had most of their kids failing.  This seemed to put out administrators in a panic. After weeks of being told to have 100% of the kids engaged and thinking at all times with cameras always on, we did a 180.  Our team was given conflicting direction within the span of a single email.  After being told to enforce the 100% rule in an early paragraph, we were then told to concentrate only on the kids who seemed to be paying attention to us as we taught.  In case the message was unclear, the main points of the directive were delivered in various colored fonts and bold text.

	     Now that we had completed the first four weeks, we were ready to start dangling the threat of holdover in front of the kids who weren’t cutting it.  This was in September.  I was shocked when, in the previous year, AP started these conversations in November.  This time, I couldn’t muster the energy to be surprised but still felt sorrow when one of my kids from the previous year had been sent back to 5th grade after less than eight weeks. This was one of the kids I had insisted was not ready to be promoted into an ICT setting.  She was a smart kid who still needed the supports of a 12:1:1 setting. Instead, it felt as if she was set up to fail.  Adding salt to this wound, she would be placed in the same grade as her younger sister.  It was no surprise that she stopped showing up.   I had this happen two years prior when we sent a kid back to elementary school after two months in my class.  After a year, she came back to my class where she stayed the entire year but with similar results as before. There were more demotions on the way but our school waited until November to make those decisions which would likely result in even more traumatic results.   

	 

	     When the Fall finals results came in you could hear the sound of deflating air across the entire Exemplary enterprise.  Across multiple subjects in our grade, over half the kids across Innovatie failed their exams.  For my Science Final, the top school had less than 50% of the kids attain a passing grade.  The grades were bleak across all of the middle schools.  With so many kids failing, the root cause would have to lie in one of a few areas.  Either most of the kids were deficient in knowledge, the teachers were all to blame, or the test was a flawed means of measuring mastery.  At a time when most teachers and districts across the country were making considerations for remote learning during a pandemic, Exemplary chose to hold to equal standards as if kids were being taught in person.   To address the issues they saw in tanking GPAs, Exemplary HQ came up with a plan that served to legitimize a not-so-underground secret that had always lurked in the shadows across many Exemplary schools.  With the exception of state exams, all tests were created by Exemplary HQ and were distributed to administrators in advance and then later to teachers.  The intent for advance distribution was to make sure everyone was in sync on how to grade questions that were not multiple choice.    Exemplary administrators would now receive copies of all tests even further in advance.  We were told that the new policy was implemented to allow administrators the opportunity to advise teachers on which lessons to prioritize based on what was on the test.  One might wonder that if there were parts of a unit that were not deemed important enough to test on, did they need to be in the unit?  More importantly, this practice would inevitably motivate some teachers to structure their classes around the test.  As mentioned previously, it wasn’t unusual for some teachers to go as far as to give actual test questions to kids in advance of the test.  A social media post that was made at this time asserted that at one particular Exemplary school, administrators leaked tests to their teachers before they were allowed to and told their teachers that every single kid was expected to pass.  For someone afraid to lose their job, it’s all too tempting to take heed of the warning and do what was necessary to stay employed.   With this new policy, a tacit nod of approval was given to a practice that had already been taking place on the sly.  But there was perhaps more to this.   One could assume that overall GPAs were suffering as a result of poor test scores.  If administrators were helping teachers shape their instruction to the tests, it could be reasoned that the test scores would improve.  If GPAs were boosted, it would certainly improve kids’ transcripts.  Not only would this help us all look better than we did, it would also make our kids look better in the eyes of the specialized high schools that we hoped our kids would be eligible for in a few years. Acceptance to these schools was a big PR win for Exemplary.  This point about GPAs is my own speculation that I present as food for thought.

	     However, it’s not just GPAs that were on the mind of my manager.  After every assessment at Exemplary, all schools receive an immensely detailed spreadsheet that ranks each school.  The middle schools and elementary schools are pitted against each other in a battle to attain top results. Like in many other school settings, our administrators lived or died by their data.  In the case of our middle schools, the same three schools would come out on top.  The fact that these schools were located in gentrified areas versus those at the bottom was never examined.  Unfortunately, for Year Five, our school was ranked among the bottom across all the middle schools.  I was unable to attain the same success with my 12:1:1 class as I did in previous years.  Despite the fact that my Science content area attained similar results as our other subjects, our manager still held our Science team accountable for our poor results in relation to the other schools.  There was a belief at our school that all kids at Exemplary were, for the most part, identical in academic potential and that any deviation between one teacher’s classes or between one school and another had to be the fault of the teacher.  This view overlooked the possibility that some kids are obviously better than others academically or that, yes, some teachers cheated.

	     As can be expected in a setting where kids are taking tests from home, we had a few scammers try to put one over on us but we always caught them. Our kids were really bad cheaters.  They would copy-and-paste paragraphs that they found online without bothering to reword them into more kid-friendly responses.  Kids who were known to have poor writing skills suddenly turned into Neil Tyson DeGrasse when explaining concepts of 5th Grade Science.  All we had to do was copy-and-paste their answers into Google and sure enough, the top result would reveal the source of their answer.  When we reported these issues to our manager, she always made sure that these kids received a zero for their test with appropriate follow up to the family.  However, we would still grade the test as if it were done honestly and report that score for official standings, making the adjustment only after Exemplary HQ was off our backs.  As we were told, this was in order to not “fuck up the data”.     As if I needed more to take the wind out of my sails.

	     Now that I had my degree there was little that Exemplary could provide me with beyond a paycheck and benefits. I’m a little ashamed to admit that the thought of continuing with remote learning was relieving.  Not only could I avoid the Exemplary Hive more effectively, I was quite comfortable sleeping past 4:30 AM and having far more flexibility in my day.  Another distinct advantage of working from home was that I could listen to WFMU in the background for most of the day.  Having a daily soundtrack provided by arguably the best freeform radio station in the world certainly energized my mood. The cherry on top was the fact that I earned an extra 90-120 minutes each day in saved commuting time.   Although I had no desire to advance through the pecking order, I still had to reach a level of humility where I was comfortable with being put out to pasture as those with less experience than me passed me on their way towards the top.  My role had also been diminished at this point. In the Fall, our Science unit was “lighter” in that it was project- based and had no final exam.  Therefore, we didn’t have to take the unit too seriously and were told that for once, we could focus on fun. As a result, I was taken out of one of my classes to support one of the new 12:1:1teachers whose counterpart was shipped off to help an ELA class that was struggling.  My role was to take attendance and deal with outbursts and kids dropping from the class due to various tech issues.  I began having flashbacks to my first year when I was more or less invisible to my peers and managers.   My Use By Date had clearly passed but unlike a prisoner who could X off the calendar days leading up to release, I had no idea at this point when I could walk away from Exemplary because the entire planet was still on hold due to the pandemic.  As a result, each day blended into the next.  My sanity was maintained by trying my best to help my kids whenever an opportunity arose.

	



	
Chapter 26 It’s.  Just.  A.  Job.
 

	    For all of the lowlights I’ve mentioned, they are all more than offset by the kind words of children and their families. One kid that I taught briefly sent me a private chat that said, “I miss you, bro.”  When Willie moved up a level in Fountas and Pinell, his mother thanked me for my help and for turning him into a voracious reader.  A child from the previous year emailed me to thank me for my help, closing with “I love you”. These quick mentions and other positive feedback that I received was the sustenance that reminded me that I was making a small difference in the lives of the kids I served.  I really needed these affirmations to make it through the day or I would’ve spent my time fretting over how much our kids were losing in the name of good standardized test scores.  One day, I assigned my literacy intervention class an article about whether or not a Christopher Columbus statue should be removed from Columbus Square in New York City due to Columbus’ questionable legacy.  My hope was to create a Howard Zinn moment where kids learned to question things that they accepted blindly from their teachers.  I started off by asking what the class already knew about Columbus. I was greeted by blank stares from all of the children.  I suppose the blame for this lack of what is accepted as basic knowledge should be laid at the feet of those who have championed Common Core all these years.  Exemplary was merely following along with what might or might not be on a state exam.  Regardless, I found myself full of puzzlement and sorrow. 

	     As I got older and more tenured at Exemplary, my peers seemed to get increasingly younger.   There was no Fountain Of Youth; instead, it was the fact that many of my peers seemed to stroll into Exemplary directly from the stages of their college graduation ceremonies, ditching their caps and gowns to sit at their screens and teach the children.  They were all talented and precocious young people who had way more on the ball than I did at their age.   It was hard for me to listen to their well-deserved praise as I felt increasingly marginalized.  Being among the oldest at Exemplary cast a harsh spotlight on the fact that I was squarely in the second act of the arc of life.  The first glimmers of this outside of Exemplary came from my observations of the police officers who worked at the police station in my neighborhood.  Most of them looked like kids to me because, relatively speaking, they were.  The next step of my awakening came when I realized that most of my doctors were younger than me.  At one time, I perceived all of my doctors as wise old souls who dispensed the wisdom of the ages onto me and my ailing body parts.   Now, it seemed like I had 20 years on most of them.  Finally, my last supervisor at Exemplary was a 29-year-old woman with comparable experience to me in education and far less life experience who seemed to want to oversee my work with a magnifying glass so that she could dredge up as much minutiae as possible.

	     Ultimately, the only responsibility that an employer has towards an employee is to pay an honest day’s pay for an honest day’s work.   Based on the pay cut I was forced to take, Exemplary couldn’t even do that for me.  Still, it wasn’t the job of my managers to uplift me and make me proud of my accomplishments.  Expecting that to happen is like going to the hardware store in search of oranges.    This responsibility fell squarely on me, so I ended up doing things I always found to be corny.   I started saving the emails and texts from kids and their parents that thanked me for my help.  When I needed a lift, I would stare at myself in the mirror uttering affirmations and reminding myself that I excelled in my Master’s Program. If I read an inspiring post on social media, I would copy it to my phone so that I could look at it later.  I tried to genuinely believe my trusted confidants when they reminded me that I was an accomplished educator.  It was time to awaken my internal Tony Robbins and bat away all of the negative energy I was generating for myself.  

	     At the same time, I reminded myself that I had no loyally to Exemplary and could leave at any time.  However, in schools it is considered a cardinal sin to bail before the end of the school year.  There’s no problem with a school bailing on a teacher in mid-year but the reverse is seen as unconscionable.  At Exemplary, the kids were used to having teachers leave their lives in a revolving door fashion, especially at the elementary school level.  Sure, it kinda sucks to let a kid down but the best thing to do in a situation doesn’t always feel good.  Selfishness is a virtue as long as you don’t overdo it.  As the safety announcement on planes goes, if those oxygen masks come down, you are to put your mask on before helping another person, even if that person is a young child.  Leaving a romantic relationship that has run its course is extremely difficult but over time is seen as a healthy move.   When I was crapping blood, I wasn’t about to stay at work for the sake of the kids and my peers.    I enrolled in an online course that helps teachers transition to jobs both outside of the classroom as well as jobs that could be done as a side hustle.  In addition, I started looking for classroom jobs in the state we had tried to move to pre-pandemic.

	     It also became clear to me that despite all of the bullshit, I was in a really good place.  While many people were losing lives, livelihoods, and living arrangements, I had a steady gig.  For a decent chunk of year five I was logging onto work from a backyard in Florida and most people seemed unaware, even as I was sitting in the sun while my colleagues were the midst of snowstorms.  We were able to afford paying two rents without breaking the bank.  My health was good.  On top of it all, I had an awakening over the holiday season.

	     It’s.  Just.  A.   Job.

	     Yes, it’s a hard job that requires a great deal of time and energy.  Still, I was getting so sucked into the feeling that the slightest disturbance in my work day meant that the whole shithouse was going up in flames.   So what if it did?  I could just find….another…..job.  As so many teachers were fleeing the profession, I felt that I could land another gig, especially in the field of special education where many fear to tread.  Besides reminding myself that it was just a job, I prayed for the strength to practice bahala na.

	



	


Chapter 27 Making the Sophie’s Choice

	 

	    When we got back from winter break, we were told that one of our kids had withdrawn from Exemplary.  While these premature departures were an annual occurrence, I was saddened each time we lost a student.   Once again, I witnessed a family who had placed all of their faith in GF and Exemplary become disappointed and frustrated that their child could not excel at Exemplary.  After a fair bit of pressure, families in this position tended to fold, most of them unaware of how Exemplary had chosen not to focus on their kid’s special needs.   This time, we lost Sienna.   She was held over and was doing her second stint in 5th grade.    From our side of the remote learning screen, her home life seemed chaotic with constant yelling in the background and people walking around all day as she was trying to learn.  During her first tour of duty in my class it was evident that if Mom was not on top of her to do her work it was not going to get done.  Sienna lived two blocks from our school but could not wake up to make it on time whenever Mom had to go to work.  Grandma and the other relatives in charge of her care just could not get her motivated to wake up and come to school on time.    Based on her diagnostic test scores, her cognitive abilities were far below her peers.  She didn’t stand a chance and might’ve been better served had she left Exemplary years before and landed in a school setting where she might have received the attention she needed.    Having left Exemplary at this relatively late stage may have put her so far behind that she didn’t stand a chance.    I still think about her from time to time.

	      When Sienna departed, she left behind her friend who I will refer to as Miranda.  She was held over along with Sienna.  AP had really wanted both of them to leave the year prior and those plans were in place, at least for Sienna.  However, COVID put a big halt to any ideas about transferring to another school.  I was surprised that both girls were going to be in my class again when I first saw my class roster.  In Miranda’s case, she was not completely motivated, and I had to work with her excessively to keep her even remotely on track.  When Sienna left, Miranda more or less went on strike.  She refused to do any of her classwork or homework.  My hunch was that she was trying to force her mother’s hand to withdraw her as well.

	     At the start of the new calendar year, our administrators released the updated list of kids who were in danger of being held back.  A few things jumped as I gazed at the list.  As expected, half of my class was on the list.   Hardly a surprise.   Next, I looked at the next grade.  One of my kids from the previous year, Miguel, was on there.  He was the kid who sent me the email that closed with “I love you”.  When he was my student, Miguel worked really hard, earned decent grades, and had a mom and older sister who were fully on top of him to do his work.  The school had pressured Miguel’s family to sign a document that waived their right to a 12:1:1 placement for my year five using the tactics that have previously been discussed.  My plea at the time to have Miguel remain in a 12:1:1 setting was ignored and his current academic performance proved that my fears were not unfounded.  When I saw his name on the list, I felt the familiar combination of anger and sorrow over the fact that Exemplary had struck again.  Another kid, Steven, was on the list had been held back a few years prior.  This kid’s mother made a formal complaint outside of Exemplary regarding the fact that he didn’t receive his mandated special education services.  She argued, reasonably, that her kid’s academic struggles were due to this.  As a result, I was asked to come in and make up the missing 1:1 sessions that Steven was entitled to.  That year, the issues with Steven and the girl who was unceremoniously yanked from 7th grade to 6th grade led to Exemplary getting in legal hot water.  Two years late, Steven was in the crosshairs again. TUO and AP came in like tornadoes to wreak havoc on these children’s lives and then swoop away to greener pastures at Exemplary, presumably indifferent to the damage they caused.

	     When I thought that my school ran out of ways to short-change my kids, a new idea sprung up from my manager.  We had worked together in the past when she was in her previous role of overseeing all special education in the school.  She was proud of the fact that her Master’s degree was in special ed and that she had experience working in this area.  At this point, my 12:1:1 classroom was down to six kids.  She figured that there was no reason to have two teachers in a classroom this small.  We teachers disagreed because there wasn’t a day that passed by where the extra pair of hands was busy de-escalating an emotional issue or assisting with class work.    A meeting was held to “discuss” this issue.  The word “discuss” is in quotes because it was clear that the decision was already made and our opportunity to voice our options was merely for show.  We were told that it made more sense to have the extra hands freed up to help the rest of the grade instead of using the energy to help this small class. Her reasoning was as follows: of the six kids in the class, we already knew that we were going to hold over two of them to repeat the grade; one kid’s mother had already informed us that her kid was not returning; and the rest were on their way to the next grade where they’d be subjected to the Exemplary Russian Roulette game all over again. Our manager figured there was no point in expending extra energy on any of the kids as their fates were already determined as early as January.  Exemplary was ready to renege on the promises that my co-teacher and I made that these kids would be a classroom with two teachers.  I had reached out anonymously to the special-education advocacy organization that had won its complaint against our school to see if this move was against the law. As I expected, it was.  For one thing, we were already out of compliance with the law by not having a special education teacher and paraprofessional in the classroom.  Reducing the class size does not mean that the kids who remain are deprived of their rights under the law to have appropriate supervision.  Not to be deterred, my manager figured out more ways to limit the amount of education that some kids would receive.

	     My science team met to discuss how we were going to use the three of us more effectively in the classroom.  Each classroom was split into three buckets.  The first bucket consisted of all the top grades and all of the lowest grades. The other two buckets were more evenly distributed.  For bucket 1, the mandate was to ignore all of the bottom kids during class and speak only with the top kids. As many of the bottom kids did not participate in class, we were told to let them hang out silently and “absorb like a sponge”.   For the other groups, the focus would be on those who were determined to have a good shot of passing the next test.  I knew there was no fucking way I was going to follow this unless my manager was in the remote classroom.  To clarify, I was in the job to teach any kid that was reading, willing, and able to learn.  Sure, those who turned their cameras off to watch TV were not in this category but there were plenty of struggling kids who were.  I was not going to let them wither on the vine.  The rationale behind all of this was that the bottom kids weren’t participating or turning their cameras on so they had already made their decision about whether or not they wanted to be educated. Exemplary found yet another innovation in filtering out kids who they deemed beyond help.  Just think of how it would feel if your child was determined to be irredeemable, fated to be left in the dark while her peers were given the opportunity to learn.

	     Around this time, the Science teachers attended a meeting with Badass to discuss the changes being made for next year’s curriculum.  At the end of the meeting, we were sent a file that was supposed to be the slides that were just discussed. Instead, we were sent a document via our chat channel with guidance on how to hold children back.   As I knew this document was going to disappear quickly, I made sure to download it so I could review it.  Administrators were given guidelines on which criteria to use and what to say to families as it was acknowledged that this was very hard for families.  While some of the criteria seemed unfair and inappropriate (a child just missing the mark for Fountas And Pinnell), what really struck me was the language by HQ that stated how the kids in question were unable to succeed given the intense amount of attention given to them.  I immediately thought of the conversations I just took part in to decide which kids were going to be saved and which were going to be put on the “do not mind” list in all of my classrooms.  This wording also made me reflect on all of the things I had seen in my time at Exemplary – the unlicensed teachers in ICT and 12:1:1; the teachers who lacked the skills to help struggling readers learn how to read.  It seemed perfectly reasonable to Exemplary that you can provide a half-assed illegal approach towards kids who weren’t at the top academically and them kick them to the curb when they didn’t perform like trained circus animals at test time.  

	     I wonder if any of the Exemplary administrators spent much time thinking about the repercussions of their actions to hold kids over, pressure them towards the exits, or put them on the “Do not mind” list when it came to exams time.  Did they just dismiss it all with a shrug and return to the business of firming up their data?  Kids like Sienna and Miranda went through the gauntlet of Exemplary’s elementary school system without receiving the attention that was necessary and legally required.  They didn’t stand a chance when they arrived at our middle school door.  Is their lack of success the fault of every teacher that had these girls as students?  It’s hard to assign blame to educators who were not given the tools or support to help them. Statistically speaking, almost all of the kids who were pushed out the door will not have good outcomes unless an eleventh-hour miracle turns things around.  I believe I did everything I could within reason to help and these parents expressed their appreciation to me for what I tried to do.  If these kids end up with poor outcomes, I think it’s fair to say that GF is accountable.

	    By the second half of year five it became increasingly difficult to focus on this book because it felt redundant to document the unchanging minutiae that was unfolding around me.  More rigor, check.  More pushing out of kids who couldn’t cut the mustard, check. Our manager told us in January that at this point we should not have to tolerate “bullshit” such as “I don’t know” or “turn your cameras on”.   We were to assume that the kids were lying to us or were lazy when we weren’t getting out of them what we wanted.  The reason for keeping up the pace was that there was still uncertainty over whether or not there would be state exams that year.   We had to keep our thoroughbreds in competition shape for the Spring.   Exemplary HQ decided that even if exams were canceled by the state, we would still run our own version, complete with daily drills and their attendant misery.   It was unclear to me how we were going to infuse the game show prize element into the mix if we were still working remotely.   Whether we were going to be teaching remotely or in-person, there was no reason to allow a global pandemic to deprive the children and teachers of the pain and heartbreak of Exemplary’s Super Bowl.

	     There’s little point at this juncture to continue to discuss more of the things that occurred during my last year at Exemplary.  If you’ve made it this far and you don’t feel that there’s a need for substantial change at Exemplary Charter Schools, there’s nothing else I can share about my experience that will sway you.  However, you may rest assured that I could go on and on in such exacting detail until you are ready to hurl this book against the wall.  I realized in year five that I had finally found my personal Purgatory - being fated to spend all of eternity as an Exemplary special ed teacher, a perpetual one-year cycle of watching kids with special needs get ground up and then spit out of the doors of Exemplary into a world that they are entirely unprepared to navigate. Because they couldn’t deliver the coveted 3 or 4 in the Spring, each year’s successive cohort of kids would be subjected to the Reject button of the Exemplary assembly line that was created in order to crank out, as they have put it so proudly, “little test-taking machines.”

	



	
Chapter 28 The Cracks in the Veneer

	 

	     While I stayed quiet, others at Exemplary took bold stances on what they observed.  The teacher who posted her email exchange with GF regarding the death of George Floyd kicked off a backlash against GF that included the formation of an anti-Exemplary social media group with over 5000 followers.  The site shared anonymous tidbits by current and former Exemplary staff about what they experienced on the job.  It went as far as to leak internal documents and recordings of GF from meetings.  Around the same time that the anti-Exemplary social media site started, one of the Exemplary spokespersons resigned stating that she could no longer defend what she described as the abusive racist practices at Exemplary.  These people took a stand while I say by idly, cataloging on my phone all of the wrongs I observed.  Does this make me a bad person?  I carry more than a bit of shame and guilt regarding my time at Exemplary.  Is it enough to say that I did my best to be the anti-Exemplary person at my school? I don’t see how being a martyr would’ve benefited me in the long run.  Sure, it’s far safer to present my experiences from the vantage point of being an experienced educator with a degree that Exemplary paid for.  I make no apologies for saying that I made my Exemplary experience work for me. I took their tainted money and hope to do some good in my community by helping kids get a leg up in a game that is systematically stacked against them.

	     I’ve taken the effort to document all of the things I observed so that I could tell my story without putting myself at any personal risk.  In addition to changing the names of the school, the kids, and the teachers, I’ve used generic term in place of the real names for the Exemplary rituals that I observed.  It may appear cowardly that I chose to keep my silence for the 5 years I was at Exemplary.  Some of these anecdotes are about people I was friendly with on a daily basis. I wonder if I am a traitor for walking away and then documenting these actions on the sly.   There is scar tissue on the inside of my lip from all of the gnawing I did in the attempt to control myself from making outbursts on a regular basis.

	     For one thing, I was afraid that my pleas would fall on deaf ears.  When AP assaulted my kid, my inclination was to go to the Exemplary headquarters or to the media.  One of my confidantes told me that this was very likely not the first time that something like this happened with AP.  Also, if the parent didn’t seem inclined to escalate this issue, I would’ve been far less effective on my own.  Perhaps these anecdotes are a way to stop future events from happening.   In the few times where Exemplary was found liable for their actions, the mainstream media tended to be silent. The news would appear in blogs or in press releases that were buried from the eyes of most people.  GF was the head of a large charter school network that garnered a great deal of publicity (good and bad), yet when Exemplary was found to be in violation of state or federal law, many of the outlets that reported on Exemplary didn’t pick up these stories. (As some of these outlets were owned by Exemplary donors, I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised.  Also, it’s hard to take a stance that might be perceived as anti-charter school because this could also be misinterpreted as being racist.)   When I was at Exemplary, I often felt like I was alone in my views of what I was witnessing every day until I started having conversations on the down low with other peers whom I thought I could trust.  I assumed that no one was going to take any action regarding the things that I encountered.  This was not mere speculation.  Other incidents of student harassment by teachers were recorded and broadcasted by the media.  In one case, GL marched to the offending school to hold a press conference.  As with other similar instances, the entire school staff was required to glumly stand behind GL in a show of solemn unity. The teacher at the root of the incident stood at GL’s side, her weeping captured for posterity by the gathered press.  GL didn’t stand at the podium to apologize.  Instead, GF was there to call out the media outlet for its alleged bias against Exemplary. The podium was decorated with a social media hashtag calling out the victimization of Exemplary by the media outlet that dared to report on us. There were no real consequences for those who were the root cause of the ruckus.  It was my firm belief that the issue with AP would not have resulted in the termination that he deserved.  I felt instead that there would be a bullseye painted on my back as I waited anxiously for the kill shot of termination.

	     If I had lost this Exemplary job prior to gaining a degree, I would’ve been on the hook to pay back Exemplary a sum of money that I didn’t have.  In addition, it felt as if there weren’t any other options out there for me as I got older.  Had I been fired, I’m not sure if I could’ve found another teaching job. I’m fairly certain that without the Master’s degree, my teaching career would consist of bouncing from charter school to charter school with little chance of advancement. As I had already turned 50 while at Exemplary, I was starting to take a serious look at what the road ahead would look like.  I didn’t want to float around without a sense of direction even as I tried to convince myself that this was “just a job”.

	     On the subject of the Master’s degree, it was paid for 100% by Exemplary.  If one wanted to follow the money behind my education, the trail would end at hedge funds.  The donors that fill the coffers of Exemplary are among the wealthiest hedge fund people in existence.  I have some very strong feelings about that industry, and I suppose I could’ve stood on my soapbox and refused the tuition dollars as a valiant stand against The Man.  But what would’ve been the result?  Someone else would now have my Master’s degree on their resume.  Exemplary would’ve moved along just fine without me.  The donors’ lives and livelihoods would not have changed.  GF’s life and livelihood would not register an iota of change.  It was silly to take a stand like this.  If I needed a kidney and the hospital that was ready to install it into my body survived on hedge fund donors, I would feel far more comfortable taking that kidney than allowing my death to serve as an example of taking one’s values to the grave.  I reminded myself over and over that I was taking GF’s money so that I could do some good in the world both inside and outside of Exemplary.

	    I also figured that the things I saw were ingrained into the very foundation of Exemplary.  The discipline practices were counter to what I studied in school but at Exemplary, these approaches were praised because they led to good test scores.  There was no way I was going to go up against the system at Exemplary to show them a better way because no one was looking for an alternative.  After 3 years of grad school, I realized that my best strategy was to keep my head down until I fulfilled the terms of my contract.

	     If I had spoken out on social media or had gone to the press to air all of the dirty laundry, where would I be right now?  Perhaps l would’ve had my Warholian fifteen minutes on social media before everyone moved on to the next shiny thing, leaving me brimming with unemployed self-righteousness while hoping I could find another job quickly.   Some of the things I’m most proud of might have never occurred, like building positive relationships with kids that might carry them beyond our brief time together or earning a degree.  I made it through the gauntlet of Exemplary with the inspiration and tools to do the right thing for children, even if these things came from my professors at graduate school and not from the people of Exemplary.

	      (Just before the eruption of negative publicity shot up to the surface, a book was published by a guy who embedded himself for a year at an Exemplary school. While he does call out Exemplary for a few things, his experience seems a lot different than mine.  Of course, if a well-dressed white man showed up to a classroom clutching a notebook and pen, he may become blinded by the halos floating atop all the teacher heads.  Even if GF gave the author free reign, it’s fair to assume that the everyone at the school was on a heightened sense of alert the entire time he was around.  I can’t imagine that a principal would enlarge a kid’s “unacceptable” work to poster size and hang it up in that school’s hallway.)

	      I truly believe that my colleagues worked hard on behalf of the kids.  I never heard a teacher plotting how to bring wickedness into the lives of children like some latter-day Snidely Whiplash (as most of the teachers were female, there were no actual mustaches to twirl in sinister fashion).    I believe that the reason for most of the publicized incidents that have occurred at Exemplary was that the teachers had no tools for managing children other than the oppressive techniques they were taught by Exemplary management.  It was one generation of educators passing down bad information to the next like a cancerous cell injecting its genetic data into a neighboring cell.  The same cycle played itself out over and over: a kid acts out; the teacher responds; the kid starts ramping up; the teacher ramps up; and so on.  Imagine that you are an FBI agent tasked with negotiating with a bank robber for the release of hostages.  If the entirety of your training as an agent consisted of target practice and tactical assault, the only option available to you might be to storm the bank with guns a’blazing like a character in a Sam Peckinpah film.  However, if your training also included the mastery of de-escalation techniques, you might try to negotiate to get what you want without having to scrub innocent blood off the bank floors.

	



	

Chapter 29 Solutions/Suggestions

	  

	     This section was originally titled “Solutions” but I intentionally softened the tone of the title.  The fixes for these issues span so many different areas and require such a Herculean effort that no person or book is going to turn the tide.  All I can do here is document my experiences along with some thoughts on what could make things better for kids at schools like Exemplary.  Many people believe that the cure for all of Exemplary’s ills would be the removal of GF.  The issue is not as simple as that because the practices that have come under so much scrutiny at Exemplary are encoded within the Exemplary DNA. Getting rid of GF would be like cutting off one of the heads of the mythical beast Hydra. All that would happen is that the next GF acolyte would pop up and you would be left with a similar-acting beast, perhaps even stronger than before.  As long as those who control the Exemplary purse strings are on board with how things are going, nothing is going to change.   There’s no way that I can see to pressure Exemplary donors to take their money elsewhere unless GF were personally responsible for something so reprehensible that even they could no longer continue their public support of Exemplary,

	     An initial recommendation I thought of was to mandate a financial penalty for Exemplary misdeeds but that would likely result in further layoffs in staff and other cost-cutting measures that would ultimately hurt the children while leaving GF’s retirement portfolio intact.  Instead, there should be something akin to a three-strikes rule where a threshold of violations could result in Exemplary losing its charter and forcing its shutdown.  There needs to be a tangible threat to Exemplary so that they feel compelled to change their ways.  This threat must come in the form of regulation that is accompanied by real consequences that would pressure Exemplary to either change or face the risk of closure.  If I were found to be in violation of the law, I would be extremely anxious of every move I was about to make but GF remains unfazed because at the end of the day it’s still business as usual for Exemplary.  Most of the incidents that resulted in wrist-slap consequences were not reported in the mainstream media.  The information was disseminated via press releases and articles in media sources with relatively small audiences.  GF would blow off the wrist slaps while the Exemplary mouthpiece complained about how Exemplary was being unfairly treated. As such, it was easy for Exemplary to get away with their actions.  If the right measures were in place, no one else would be able to write a book about Exemplary like this one.

	        All charter schools like Exemplary should be regulated by the same entity that oversees the public schools in the community where a charter school exists.  This would prevent the dual systems of public schools and charter schools where regulators from one entity are ignored by the other. With all schools under the same umbrella, there would be one set of laws governing all children.  When I was at Exemplary, the governing body that we were accountable to didn’t punish us for the actions that resulted in judgements made against us nor were there consequences for the lawsuits that Exemplary lost.  

	      It should be also be mandatory that all teachers in schools that receive public funds be certified by the governing public education body for their state or at least be enrolled in an accredited certification program as I was.  Charter-school teachers should be subject to the same standards as their public school counterparts and receive identical training.  I continuously count my blessings that Exemplary paid for the Master’s program that allowed me to receive state certification even if I had to hide my training at times in the interest of job security when it conflicted with Exemplary policy.  If all teachers had the same training and were mandated by their certification to adhere to it, Exemplary classrooms would look much differently than they did when I worked there.   This suggestion is doubly critical for anyone in a charter school who teaches a child with an IEP, whether that child is in a self-contained classroom or a general ed classroom.  Most of the children at Exemplary with IEPs are not receiving the extra supports they need, not because the teachers don’t wish to provide them, but because they don’t know how.  An accredited certification path that includes courses on special education would rectify this.  As it is, so many children at Exemplary with special needs are not getting the legally mandated supports that they need in order to be academically successful.  The families of kids with special needs that don’t have access to tutoring or private schools are stuck. 

	     Any charter school that teaches children with special needs must be subjected to the same oversight as public schools.  If you’re going to be an administrator at a school that provides special education services, it should be mandated that you fulfill a certification process that includes three things.  First, there should be an education on how to address the academic issues of kids with special needs.  Second, there needs to be instruction on the laws that apply to special ed. Finally, these administrators need to learn the specifics of the various disabilities that these children have so that don’t, for example, punish a child with ADHD for not responding quickly enough to a question.

	     As the bulk of the issues at Exemplary are rooted in classroom behavior management, there needs to be a complete overhaul of how Exemplary trains all of its teachers, especially the new hires.  The governing body that Exemplary is accountable to must demand that Exemplary develop a training system of behavior management that is consistent with acceptable trends that are backed by research.  Schools like Exemplary should not be allowed to develop a behavior management system on their own. Instead, they must be held accountable to a governing body that is empowered with approving the training that teachers receive.

	     In all of the meetings I was party to regarding placement for my special ed students, not one parent showed up with an expert or advocate that could offer them assistance or give advice.   The organization that was responsible for special education on Exemplary’s turf was represented at every meeting but there was no one that the parent could lean on to evaluate decisions like whether or not to sign the waiver that surrendered their child’s right to a 12:1:1 placement. This is probably the main reason that Exemplary was able to make these dramatic changes that ultimately harmed my kids.  I believe that for any meeting to discuss IEPs or potential changes to the education of a child with a documented learning disability, the school should be mandated to inform the parent in writing of their right to have representation by a parent advocate present at the meeting who would do more than just check that the letter of the law is being followed.  This advocate should also be able to advise the parent when she may be making a decision that, while it may be legal, may also be against what is best for the child.  The requirement should include the stipulation that the school receive a signed document from that parent that either affirms their request to have representation or waives this right.  Ideally, the school would be required to contact the appropriate city or stage agency to arrange for representation at the meeting.    Most of my kids’ guardians went into these meetings blindly and may have made poor decisions as a result.  A school should not be allowed to present a waiver to a parent that requests them to waive their 12:1:1 mandate unless the parent has access to representation.

	     In many states, it is not required that children take the yearly state exams.  The opt-out movement is taking hold across the country, with the nexus being in Long Island, NY, where 50% of all students opted out of the state exams in 2019 and 48% of all students opted out in 2018.  I’m pretty sure that most parents at Exemplary were not aware that they had the option to opt out of the tests.  Schools in the states where opt-out is an option should be required to inform parents of their rights.  I wonder how many Exemplary parents would’ve chosen to protect their children from the anxiety and workload of state tests had they known their rights.  One kid opted out during my time at Exemplary.  He was banned from the building by my school’s administrator and ended up on the evening news.  For once, Exemplary was forced to acquiesce to the family and allow this kid to opt out instead of doubling down and holding their ground.    If a large number of parents were to opt out, this might force schools like Exemplary to look at their methodologies or face the risk of poor turnout on test day.

	    The state exams in Exemplary’s home state take place during the Spring.  One main drawback of the test schedule is that the scores are not available until summer, just before the start of the next school year.  By the time the scores are available, the kids are already in the next grade, their shiny faces sitting before brand new teachers.  Teachers do not see the actual tests - all they see is a number from 1-4 with no indication of what skills were lacking on the test or if the child barely passed or failed.  The scores are virtually useless as the teachers have no details that would help them act on the data. It would be great if teachers could see a child’s test but there are too many reasons why that can’t happen.  The states should at least be able to provide a breakdown of the Common Core standards where a child did not demonstrate proficiency.  This would give the schools a chance to focus on the areas of need and would go a long way towards helping our kids.  Also, while I’m not crazy about test prep overkill, there could at least be a limit on the time period of test prep as well as the amount of time per day that can be devoted to test prep.   This would reduce the amount of stress placed on kids.

	     Schools should not be allowed to drop subjects like Science, History, Physical Education, or Arts classes for the purpose of devoting more time to state exam prep.  I had many kids for whom Science was their best subject.  These kids should’ve been cultivated to further their interests and success towards a rewarding career path.  In the case of History, it used to amaze me to learn that our kids never received instruction on US geography.  When I was their age, we studied state capitols, the names of the original 13 Colonies, and so on.  Our kids didn’t have knowledge in this area.  In a similar vein, I had kids who thrived in their Arts classes.  Schools should work just as hard to cultivate these passions as they do ELA and Math.  After all, not all kids wind up with careers that are rooted in these two areas. (Admittedly, Exemplary devoted a great deal of resources to its electives programs.)  Also, since background knowledge has been shown to be the biggest driver of reading comprehension, it makes sense that you would want to broaden children’s horizons as much as possible.

	     On that note, it also seems reasonable for teachers to have knowledge of the external factors that impact the lives of their children.  In the case of Exemplary, the majority of families qualify for free lunch under income guidelines.  For schools where over 25% of the student body come from poor families, there should be mandatory training on the specifics around the socio-economic status of the student families.  This training should enlighten teachers on the factors that affect their kids’ lives, including cultural issues, mental health issues, and substance abuse by caretakers.  This type of training should extend to schools that teach ELL.  While my school didn’t have a large number of students who were legally classified as ELL (due to the fact that, according to Exemplary critics, they were filtered out of the system), I had a number of students for whom English was a second language and whose parents didn’t speak English.  Attempting a one-size-fits all approach doesn’t work for kids whose cultural experiences differ from their classmates and who have never had exposure to the things that are part of the lives of their peers.    My ELL kids worked really hard on their academics but could not get help at home because there was no one at home who spoke English.  Schools with an ELL population need to do a better job of figuring out how to get these kids the extra help they need.

	     Administrators should not be compensated based on the performance of their kids on state tests or internal assessments.  As I saw, administrators would make decisions for the sake of working the data.  Schools should never decide which kids to focus on (or ignore) based on their chances of passing a test.  This just added to the pressure on administrators to deliver results.  Like shit rolling downhill, that pressure was passed down the line.

	     Finally, while it’s impossible to mandate this, I would also plead passionately that schools like Exemplary stop referring to their student body as “scholars”.  Sure, it sounds lofty and gives the impression that you’re holding your students to high standards of excellence.  I firmly believe that it’s easy to tell a “scholar” who looks at you with desperate pleading eyes that he can’t use the bathroom.  Assigning detention to a “scholar” who has the temerity to fall asleep in class is easier than exploring the reasons that a 10-year-old child was not able to stay awake during the day.  

	       Are all of these ideas a panacea for charter school ills?  As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, there is no pat prescription here.  I would suggest that open dialogue on the ideas presented above would move us away from the current state of affairs towards an endgame where kids get to learn without the added stresses originating from a source that is supposed to be a safe place.

	 

	     I wonder how things would have looked for my kids had GF showed the same zeal for kids with special needs as was shown for those who passed the state exams.  GF’s tenacity and never-say-die spirit could have resulted in dramatic successes for these children.  As GF has pointed it, getting Exemplary off the ground required a ton of effort and the payoff was delivered. Focusing some GF zeal towards helping kids with special needs could yield some great results for this oft-ignored segment of the population.  At the very least, this would give GF another thing to wave around at press conferences.  

	       A final piece of advice:  if you are the parent of a child with special needs you had better be on top of your kid’s education because no one is going to do it for you.  It is crucial for your child’s success that you know who all of your kids teachers are, what qualifications they have, and what’s going on in all of their classrooms.  Don’t be afraid to get in touch with advocacy organizations to ask questions – their mission is to make sure that your child’s school is providing the supports that he is obligated to receive under the law.   As I’ve stated previously, my kids with special needs who were successful had an adult at home who was vigilant about their child’s education.  It was too easy for my school to make decisions that had severely damaging effects to kids because the families were unaware as to what was going on.  Obviously, no administrator is going to tell you that your kid is on the “do not mind” list.  My administrators would proclaim how much love they had for the children. Unfortunately, they seemed to have far more love for their data and their career advancement.

	



	
Chapter 30 So What Did I Learn?

	     

	      I should note at this late point that I do not offer my story as proof that the charter school movement is an absolute failure.  I spent the duration of my charter school experience at a single campus of a charter school network.  As of this writing I have never taught in a public school.  I am not of the impression that every charter school is worse than every public school.  Let’s just say that some charter schools are better than some public schools and vice versa.  A main reason for charter school growth is the fact that for many families, the local public school is a poor option, thus driving up the demand for an alternative.  If every public school provided a stellar education for all kids, there wouldn’t have been an impetus for the so-called school reform movement.  However, the reasons behind the failures of public schools are far beyond the scope of this book.

	     Another important clarification needs to be made. It may seem as if I believe that everything I know about being in the classroom came from my grad school experience and that the sum of the knowledge gained at Exemplary was on what not to do in the classroom.  This isn’t entirely correct.  One cannot leaf through a textbook or lecture notes as a class is building towards the crescendo of total chaos.  To that extent, I learned some valuable lessons about classroom management from a few teachers I worked with. For my first year I was paired with Badass as she was tasked with training me but ignored me for the entire year when she wasn’t treating me like dirt. (In the interest of balance, she apologized to me the following year).  However, there was one day that sticks out in my memory.  After a disastrous day in AM study hall with 30+ kids who mostly had no desire to do anything but play video games, she told me, “What you notice will grow.”  In other words, if you focus strictly on the bad stuff, all you will see all day long is bad stuff.  The next day, I pointed out all of the kids who were doing the right things and sure enough, that study hall felt far different.  As principal of our school, she imparted another critical learning for all of us:  you have to meet kids where they are.  In other words, each kid is different and what works for one kid would not work for another.  Some children need a lot more motivation, compassion and support to grow than others.  If only this ideal had permeated across our school in lieu of the one-size-fits-all approaches to behavior management and learning that were engrained into our classrooms, some of these anecdotes may not exist.

	     In my third year, I worked with the Class Couple.   They met at our school where romance blossomed for them.  (From what I understand, they are currently enjoying a life of marital bliss).  I can distill the essence of their advice into a single word – STOP.  I noticed at one point during my second year that I was losing my voice by the end of every day.  Around that time, we were all asked to sit in and observe another teacher to look for good practices as well as things that may be in need of improvement.  As I sat in on Mr. Class Couple’s class, I noticed how calm and quiet he was and how the class was fully under his control.  Later, I told him about my situation, and he told me that any time you find yourself about to raise your voice, look around the room because inevitably, there are kids who are not focused.  A teacher in that scenario needs to stop and reset the class so that instruction can continue. The key is that you don’t continue until you get what you want.   I realized the futility of trying to out-yell a class of 30 kids.  Similarly, Ms. Class Couple taught me not to start a class until everyone is focused and ready to go.  If you think you’re going to bulldoze your way over a class full of fidgety kids and get what you want, guess again.

	     At the same time, I learned volumes about myself.  What I needed to learn was that there is no workplace that is 100% clean.  During this time, a trusted advisor warned me that I will encounter AP again, albeit in different physical form.  He told me a story about a friend of his that decided to get a job at a remote meditation center where all of the workers meditated silently for several hours per day.  Sure enough, even in this bucolic setting, one guy turned out to be an asshole.  If you can’t escape assholes in a place like that, what hope is there?  For all the assholes and low-rent shysters I’ve encountered in my careers, one asshole has shown up at every single job I’ve ever held- me.  This particular asshole is the true source of all the agita I’ve felt not only in the workplace but in my life.  I have finally come to the conclusion that the only thing I’m ever going to change in the workplace (or any place for that matter) is the guy who’s writing these words.  This may seem painfully obvious to you, but it has taken me a very long time to arrive at this point. 

	     Early on, I learned a valuable lesson about impulsively running away from bad situations.  Had I taken one of the other charter school gigs that I was interviewing for, there was no way to know if I would end up in a carbon-copy setting of Exemplary.  One thing I can say with almost complete certainty is that I would not have had the chance to earn a Master’s degree free-of-charge from a good school.  My journey and subsequent reward may have only been available at Exemplary.  Had I left Exemplary for the sales job I interviewed for, who knows where I’d be?  The point is that I learned that if you’re looking to get out of a bad situation, make sure you’re running towards something and not away from something.  The latter is basically a fear-based reaction.  Those types of reactions tend not to be fully thought out and the results usually suck.

	     Is there such a thing as the Golden School Upon A Hill where all kids opt out of state testing and excel academically without the need for harsh discipline?  Where administrators show blissful empathy for all kids 100% of the time?  Where all kids with special needs receive the services and support that they need without friction?  Perhaps on a Nickelodeon TV show.  At times, I’ve thought that an Exemplary full of carbon copies of me would be a far better place than where I was employed.  At other times I bought into the view that I was the issue, that my differing views and approaches were wrong by virtue of the fact that I appeared to be alone in espousing them (even as I learned differently).  At the same time, I had to work on my humility.  I had to open my mind to the thought that some of my peers, even though they lacked my education, had good ideas to share and in fact had solutions to some of the things I struggled with in the classroom.  These teachers had great insights that I fully agreed with.  During the breakout sessions on the PD activities devoted to the Hammond book, I found myself continually nodding in agreement with the comments that were part of the tangential conversations that occurred in lieu of the assigned topic.

	     By not quitting in a huff or exploding in rage and being escorted out of my job, I was able to use my time at Exemplary to improve myself.  I am now the proud holder of a Master’s degree that I earned through a lot of hard work, proving to myself that I can accomplish great goals, one step at a time.  I see myself as a better and stronger person for having made it much further through the gauntlet of Exemplary than most, but I also have to admit that I am a work in progress in need of humble reflection and willingness to change.  Along with that I also have to learn to accept how things are in a given situation.  Remember, acceptance doesn’t mean you have to like a situation – it means that you have to drop the notion that things should go according to the way you believe they should be.  I’ve seen how my struggles with this concept can have profound negative effects on my mental, physical, and spiritual selves.  

	     I consider myself a compassionate person but have struggled to find compassion for people like AP. I would hope that others would forgive me for my mistakes at Exemplary.  In fact, some were able to do it.  I spent five years documenting what I saw at Exemplary, keeping it all under my vest until now.  I didn’t make the decision to be a whistleblower and go to the media or social media as other former and current Exemplary staff have done.  I don’t know what this says about me.  I have had many moments where I thought I should abandon the effort to document all of this and leave Exemplary in my rearview mirror.  Is all of this just a way for me to bask in the glow of self-righteousness as I get my supposedly deserved comeuppance? I’ve also thought that my story might serve as a cautionary tale in a time where public education is under siege by forces like GF and those who fund the GF vision. 

	      Every so often I do a roll call in my bread of the kids whom I crossed paths with during my time at Exemplary: those who couldn’t survive the gauntlet of excessive discipline and shaming; those who weren’t picked to be saved because it was determined that they weren’t worth the effort.  The lucky ones are the kids who landed in a school setting that was nurturing and attentive to their needs.   As for the rest, it’s hard to admit to myself that the odds are greatly against them for a successful life outcome where they are able to realize their true potential.   On the opposite side of the fence are people like GF, who continues to thrive off the funds that are provided to Exemplary by the parents of the children that her schools choose not to serve.  Alongside her are the administrators who have built their careers by boosting their stats through focusing only on the “good” kids while pushing away those whose data would be a liability to their ascension through the Exemplary ranks.

	     What saddens me the most are the conversations I had with the families of my kids.  These parents placed their faith (and their children’s futures) in the hands of people who simply weren’t invested in the outcomes for their kid.   They were sold a dream from which they were subsequently excluded.   As I mentioned, the solution for this crisis is far beyond the scope of this book.   It’s fair to say that as long as we live within a system where corporations pay less in taxes than a supermarket cashier and where relatively minuscule donations by the world’s wealthy are seen as appropriate substitutes for equity, we are doomed to endure more stories like what I witnessed.

	      Perhaps I have been overestimating my abilities as a teacher as well as the impact I had.  I truly hope that I served as a harbor in the tempest.   Something I came across online has provided me with what I feel is an appropriate compass for all educators.   To paraphrase, if a teacher can honestly say that kids are better off having been in their classroom, that teacher has done a good job.  For the most part, I feel like I’ve done far more good than harm for the children who crossed the threshold of my classroom door, so help me Haim.
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	Notes

		[←1]
	 If you want to hear this for yourself go to online-stopwatch.com.  Click the downward arrow and set a timer for 10 seconds. Click “Set”.  Turn your volume all the way up.  Click the green Start button and close your eyes.  When the bell goes off, imagine hearing that sound all day long as a kid or an adult.  The first time I heard this bell, I almost jumped out of my skin.  As the clocks were customizable, it was possible to select a tone that wasn’t so Pavlovian but in all my time at Exemplary I never heard any of the customized sounds outside of my classroom.
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