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   I have to preface this talk about what’s missing in our schools with a lecture that I did yesterday at the School of Education at the University of Missouri-Kansas City.  I told the students who want to be teachers that they must have a sense of entitlement in insisting that parents and other caring adults come into the classroom and get involved in the lives of students.  I am here today to share that same message with you.  As parents and other caring adults, you must have a sense of entitlement in feeling that the schools should welcome you into any classroom.  It is the only way that the academic performance of our children will improve.  I have become evangelical about this, and I hope to infect you with the same urgent mission today, too.

   Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen and thank you for having me as your speaker today.  One key thing I have learned about education from years of going to school, having educators as parents and then covering schools as a journalist is that education is not a solitary experience.  Teachers cannot do the work alone.  It is impossible.  The consistent and persistent involvement of parents and other caring adults in the lives of children from pre-kindergarten through college and beyond is critical to young people’s academic success and achievement in life.  A second thing I have come to appreciate is that education is the foundation on which all careers are built.  No one can become a doctor unless that person gets a good education in schools such as those in your communities.  No one can become an engineer, a minister, a nurse or a teacher unless he or she had good teachers in schools like yours.  No one can become any of those things or an electrician, plumber, carpenter, auto mechanic, journalist or janitor unless that person had both parents and the community fully engaged in helping teachers do the best job possible of elevating all students to academic success.  That education foundation is like concrete, which must have just the right mixture of cement, sand and gravel for it to withstand the stress and the wear and tear of time.  Our children and our schools also need just the right mixture of people, time, energy and talents from educators, parents and the community for them to succeed each year they are in school.  That involvement even affects their success in their chosen professions.  We have to give all of these things to our children now because no one I know is keeping a second set of children at home waiting for times to get better.

   I got to see firsthand how the right mixture in the education foundation is so critical to the success of our children.  I saw it when I literally went back to school to study with the students in the Class of 1999 at Washington High School in Kansas City, Kan., from the students’ freshman year until they graduated.  I wrote more than 100 columns about the experience for The Kansas City Star, explaining what it was like to be a teacher and teenager today.  And I am still writing about those young people every now and then because they continue to help educate me in new and different ways about the world that they are inheriting from us.  Most of what I have learned now makes up the core of my 2004 award-winning book, A Teacher’s Cry: Expose the Truth About Education Today.

   But this book and my deeper understanding of education got started when I do what I do best, and that’s piss people off.  I don’t mean to.  It’s just something that happens when I put the truth in front of people who aren’t ready to see it.  In this case, that boiling anger came from Alice Bennett after I wrote a column in The Kansas City Star in 1995.  Mrs. Bennett then was a freshman English teacher at Washington High School in Kansas City, Kan.  But let me back up a bit.   Two years earlier, I had visited a suburban teacher’s classroom, and I wrote a column for The Star about that really positive, wholesome experience in which a good teacher got her children motivated to learn.  Then in September 1995 I wrote about that suburban teacher again.  She had written to me saying she couldn't take teaching anymore.  She was bailing out of education because she was tired of being abused in school.  I know this sounds familiar to teachers, and that’s the problem.  The administration wasn't supportive of this suburban teacher, neither were the parents who often acted as if they were performing on the “Jerry Springer Show.”  The students were belligerent and would fight the teachers, knowing their parents would not support the teachers.  Then there were the drugs, alcohol and teen pregnancies, and this teacher taught in a suburban middle school.  The world that suburban teacher had entered as an educator more than 20 years earlier had radically changed, and I could see why she couldn't take it anymore.  Teachers are asked to be police officers, social workers, psychologists, nurses, daycare workers, moms and dads, and sociologists.  Where in all of that is there time to teach?  So the suburban teacher wrote to me saying she was getting out to take a job at a gardening center cultivating flowers and plants instead of young minds.  What was horrible was she was a good teacher.  What prompted her to write to me was another column I had written in 1995 about my experience at a high school in her suburban school district.  A counselor had invited me to speak to some students one morning.  Those teenagers treated me as if I was an annoying bug.  The counselor apologized afterward and explained that the students expected teachers and everyone else to entertain them.  They were children who had grown up with television, VCRs, cable TV, video games and computers.  By the way did you know that a Ball State University study in 2005 showed that people now spend more time consuming the media than anything else, including time in school and doing homework, time on their jobs and even sleeping?  They spend on average nine hours a day consuming the media, and our children generally spend even more time gobbling up the media – mostly television – than adults do.  So to our kids, who consume the most media, people in front of them in real life must be just as entertaining as television is otherwise the young people hit their internal remote, and bad behavior comes on.  The teens hit the remote on me.  But I’m not one to entertain so we got progressively louder with each other until the bell finally separated us.  I got the last word, though, in a column in The Star about how wildly distracted and irreverent our children are mostly because of the media..

   The suburban teacher saw what I had written, and she wrote to me saying she had had it with teaching.  But when I wrote a column about that in The Star for the start of school in 1995, I caught the ire of Alice Bennett.  That column prompted her to send me two, long, tearful letters.  Other people have called them angry.  But they just made me feel sad for the person crying out.  I still have those letters, and they are the heart and soul of my book, A Teacher’s Cry.  In her letters, Mrs. Bennett said, “How dare the suburban teacher say she can’t take it anymore.”  Mrs. Bennett’s stand was that suburban teachers have nothing to complain about compared with urban educators.  Mrs. Bennett then described the sex at school, violence, students openly cursing out teachers, attacks on teachers, gangs, drugs, drinking, dropouts and apathy among the students.  She made urban education sound as if it was a war zone, where kids parachute in as wildly distracted troops who are looking for a good time but are totally unprepared for the tough duty of learning.  Teachers as platoon leaders go home each workday suffering post-traumatic stress disorder (now called PTSD by Iraq War veterans) in the losing battle to educate our children.  All of that is in A Teacher’s Cry.

   That makes me ask the question: what’s happening in our communities?  People have pulled away from our children and from our schools as if the task of educating our children has to be borne solely by teachers.  It has resulted in our schools suffering from the community’s and the nation’s disinvestment in education.  I got back in touch with Mrs. Bennett and said “prove it.”  If things are as bad as you say then open your classroom to me so that I can see it for myself.

   Mrs. Bennett did open her freshman English classroom to me, and just like the inspirational posters that many teachers, including Mrs. Bennett, put on their walls I became such a fixture in her six classes that I effectively disappeared.  From this project, I have found that it takes a rare, gutsy educator to let someone like me into her classroom.  How many of you would want someone from the media watching you and taking notes on everything that you do and all that occurs around you.  It can be unnerving.  In several of the columns I wrote about Washington High School, I called Mrs. Bennett my Harriet Tubman on this project because she helped guide me to an unfettered look into what's taking place in our schools.  Mrs. Bennett got me seats in the classrooms of sophomore English teacher Beatrice McKindra, junior American history teacher Scott Milkowart and senior American government teacher Dennis Bobbitt as the students progressed each year through school.

   The theme of A Teacher’s Cry mirrors this organization’s:  Adults, and not just parents, need to take seats in classrooms in schools.  They must not go in to meddle or to interfere with the teachers but to be advocates and allies for the educators and mentors and motivators for the students.  Again, it goes with the notion that parents and other adults help to expand teachers’ abilities to communicate and educate the children.  These same adults also will find that they help to change the behavior of the students.  The kids will see adults, as they saw me, paying attention to the teacher, and that behavior will prompt the young people to pay more attention to the lessons, too.  Adults in the classroom, literally re-write the future for our children, and that is so critically important.  In a tour I was given of a juvenile justice facility in the Kansas City area earlier this month, a young man in detention just about said the exact same thing.  He said he wished he had had positive adults in his life helping to guide him to stay in school, questioning him about his studies and preventing him from getting into trouble with the law.  Such adult action helps reverse the disinvestment in adult involvement in our schools and reverse the disinvestment in what’s called social capital.  Social capital is the sense of faith, hope, trust, sense of community  and a sense of reciprocity that happens when people get together to share conversations and ideas.  Through conversations, adults in the classroom communicate community standards to kids and to teachers.   Social capital is the missing ingredient in public schools.  It is more valuable than financial capital, or money.  In my book, A Teacher’s Cry, I quote Harvard Public Policy Professor Robert D. Putnam.  He said that social capital matters in a person’s “successful development in life.”  For children, “the beneficial effects of social capital persist even after accounting for a host of other factors that might affect educational success such as racial composition, affluence, economic inequity, adult educational levels, decaying rural or urban environments, poverty rates, educational spending, teachers' salaries, class size, family structure and religious affiliation, as well as the size of the private school sector.”  Putnam added that, “Informal social networks help shield children from their parents’ worst moments.”   I have learned from speaking with groups about my book, A Teacher’s Cry, that getting more caring adults into schools is not rocket science.  It happens in the more successful suburban and private schools, and it was at the core of the academic success of many children and many adults today, including me.  Again, a good education is not a solitary experience.  All schools must be the centerpieces of the communities they are in, and parents and other adults must feel as welcomed in those schools as they are in their own living rooms.  Again, you have to feel a sense of entitlement to it.  In one talk on this subject that I gave at an Independence, Mo., church, a woman came up to me afterward and said she had always been in the classrooms helping the teachers when her sons were in school because it was the only way she could ensure that they would get a top-notch education.  But she also attended the school board meetings, and when she did, the teachers would slip her notes like naughty children having her ask the tough questions to the administrators and the school board about grievances the teachers had.  The teachers used her as their advocate and as their ally because what school board or school administrator could fire an involved parent?  Teachers are smart like that.

   It is only when adults, and not just parents, are serving as advocates and allies to the teachers and as mentors, motivators, tutors and role models for the students that a calm, studious environment dominates in the classroom, and scholastic achievement is guaranteed to go up for all students  enabling everyone to feel good about the education that our children receive.  Here is another benefit.  As parent and other caring adult involvement in the school increases, there also is a proportional decrease in the stupid statements about public education coming out of the mouths of politicians.  Why?  Because people as voters are quick to correct politicians with the truth.  But people have to learn the truth about our schools first by being in the classrooms.  If they are there, they would know that the No Child Left Behind law is a disaster.  It is making our schools worse, our teachers more embattled and our children less prepared for college as critical and analytical thinkers capable of being on their own as trustworthy adults.  Parents and other caring adults in the community must support the teachers because teachers serve as our children’s best allies.  I wear glasses today because my fourth-grade teacher, Mrs. Daus, told my parents, “That boy can’t see.”  I am a journalist today because a very tough, very demanding high school English teacher, Mrs. Ruth Morrisey, told me after I got an “A” in her class (when everyone said such a grade from her was impossible) that I should think about journalism as a career.  I was headed to a career in the sciences before her intervention took place.  It is because of Mrs. Morrissey that I am here with you today.  But we adults have to fully support teachers so they can work their continuing magic on our children.  Again, teachers have the toughest job in America, making the right mix of time, energy, resources and talent from parents and the community possible for the education foundation that our children need.

   Parents and other adults in the community also have to look at their involvement in the schools from a “what’s in it for me” perspective.  That’s how we view everything in our capitalist, marketing-driven, corporate America: “What’s in it for me?”  From a parents’ point of view there is nothing better than having your child grow up, move out of the house and live successfully on his or her own.  But if our children did not get the solid education foundation in their academic careers, then “making it” for them will be difficult if not impossible.  I have stayed in touch with many of the students in the Class of 1999.  They are young adults now, and many are struggling to get traction so they can stand on their own two feet as adults.  Quite a few are still living at home with their parents.  Some went to college, and ran out of money.  Others found they didn’t have the skills to get a degree.  A lot of it is because they did not get the support that you are providing for our children, their schools and their teachers.  I can’t stress the importance of such academic and community lifelines enough.  Consider this e-mail from one of the students, whom I still have great hopes for.   She was among the top students academically in the Class of 1999 at Washington High School.  She graduated from KU in 2004 with a master’s in business/accounting.  I went to her graduation.  Afterward she went to work as an auditor with a large accounting firm.  But things didn’t work out.  She thought she had another job with a railroad company, but that fell through before the first job ended.  Here is what she wrote:

During the time that I was out of work, I was unable to pay my bills, as I did not have any money coming in. I did not ask my parents (mom is 64 and my dad will be 74 in February,) for the money due to the fact that they were struggling to pay their own bills. Since I was out of work, the only smart thing to do was to move in with my parents, which is where I am currently living.

Another thing that happened in my life in 2003 that affected my entire family not only emotionally but also financially was the fact that my brother went to prison for something we know he did not do. My parents and I paid a lawyer to get him off, however, we did not have any luck and my brother was sent to a prison in California, where he currently is. My parents have to send him money for things he needs, which is another reason why I did not ask them for money when I was out of a job.

Therefore, as you can see, my life has been very hectic since I graduated from the University of Kansas. Currently I am working two jobs – (one is at) Wal-Mart (during the evenings) and I live with my parents because I am trying to pay my bills for which I am behind.  

   One young man sent this e-mail to me after he hit on hard times:

Until last year I was the manager of a store in Lawrence. Since the store closed I’ve been working various jobs, but because nothing was permanent I got behind in a lot of things. I’m needing help to pay off traffic tickets (there is a warrant out for me on two of them), (and I need help paying off) past apartment expenses and hospital bills. These are the things that have me in a circle bind.

   Then an embarrassed mother wrote about her son – an officer in the Class of 1999 – who was in college until he ran afoul of the law and was sent to prison:

I am writing to give you some information on my son. I regret to let you know that he was sent to jail. This is the worst thing that I as a mother had to see…. I don’t want to go into great details in this e-mail about my son and the situation that he has caused, but feel free to contact me anytime.

      There also was this young woman in the Class of 1999.  She had wanted to be the next Thurgood Marshall, but life got in the way.  She and her husband met in college. He had taught at Washington High School,  until their recent move to Dallas.  They have two young children. This is what she wrote:

The past year has brought some unexpected financial hardships for my family. We were trying to manage our bills, but a growing amount of medical bills made this increasingly hard. (Medical complications resulting from the births of her two children have added to the couple’s financial woes.) We were forced to file bankruptcy nearly three months ago. However, we still have bills at home that we are trying to make up…. On a lighter note, I have decided to go to work full time, and I’m terrified. I don’t have much experience, and I would like a job that could turn into a career. Hopefully, someone will see my potential and basically hire me because I’m “just a nice girl.”

   This same married young lady in her mid-twenties now is living in Dallas with her husband and two children and is trying to re-enter college. She sent the following e-mail to me last month:

Currently I am taking classes with the University of Phoenix. I know it is a bit unconventional, and until I actually started I even snubbed my nose at online learning. I figured it was a lazy, easy way to earn a degree (I was wrong.).  After all, there are those colleges that are not accredited and give out fake degrees. At first I applied to the University of Texas – Dallas.  It was straight down the street from my home. I got denied.  I was crushed.  The school suggested that I start with a junior college.  I don’t know if it was because of my transcript or because I had not been in school in a long time.

   Thank goodness for community colleges and online learning.  They help buttress the educational deficiencies of students who were shortchanged in our K-12 schools.  Community colleges and online learning help keep the dreams alive of a higher education for many of our young people who didn’t get a quality education.

   I need to now take you to the Partnership for Children, a Kansas City advocacy group for young people’s well-being. At an April 2006 meeting, Rusty McLouth, director of research for the organization, noted that our young people don’t have a lot of hope for the future. That came out of the Partnership’s Voices of Youth teen survey. In the survey done in the 2003-2004 school year, 63 percent of the eighth-graders said people their age could expect a good future. A year later, the percentage had fallen to 36 percent. The numbers also were mud-hole low for 10th-graders and 12th-graders. But is there any wonder?  Sure the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the war on terrorism and the crummy economy are downers. But what’s more is the kids see their older siblings struggling like those in the Washington High School Class of 1999, and that’s enough to make them discouraged about their future, too. 

   The outcomes that these young people are facing are far short of what they had expected of themselves.  If you measure their outcomes based on the input they received in their pre-K-12 education then these young people have been shortchanged, affecting their productivity as adults.  They have underachieved in being able to fulfill their dreams and their potential.   They know it, and they feel the profound loss.  It’s as if something at the core of their very being has died.  Now put that death in a Kubler-Ross context because these young people are grieving the assassination of their hopes and dreams.  That grief touches on all of the Kubler-Ross stages of dying, including denial, anger, bargaining, depression and finally acceptance.  But in these conservative times, people in this country who are poor and people who underachieve are made to accept the blame themselves for the shortfall.  But the denial, the anger, the bargaining and the depression are only too real.  It leads to profound problems in the urban core as people turn on each other unable to understand the hurricane effects of the emotions welling and swelling inside of them.  It perpetuates the sickness of violence, exploitation, poverty and abuse that exists in our cities, suburbs, rural areas, and in our families and in our communities and then that sickness enters our schools, where teachers need the help of Hercules to be able to deal with it.  Again, no teacher alone can do the job of lifting our children to academic success so they can achieve their dreams as young adults.

   Let the lessons of the Class of 1999 and all of the students’ pitfalls serve as a prescient voice, urging you to remain involved in our schools today, helping to guide our students and teachers to success.   There are and should never be acceptable losses in efforts to education all of our children.  Trust me and the Class of 1999: You are doing the right thing.  Because of you, their futures literally are being re-written.  For their sake, please don’t stop.

   By being involved in the schools, you also can add things to the students’ education that they otherwise wouldn’t have.  When I was at Washington High School, one of the teachers let me share with the students one of my favorite poems, which I included in a column I wrote for The Kansas City Star and in my book, A Teacher’s Cry.  The poem was “Mother to Son” by Langston Hughes, a Black Renaissance author who was born in Joplin, Mo., and raised in Lawrence, Kan., by his grandmother.  The students were studying the Harlem Renaissance, and I dug that poem out of my college textbooks because it explains what has to happen in education – one generation has to teach the new generation (No one gets a pass) and let the younger people know that giving up isn’t an option.  I share “Mother to Son” with you in honor of your continuing work:

Well, son, I'll tell you:

Life for me ain't been no crystal stair.

It's had tacks in it,

And splinters,

And boards torn up,

And places with no carpet on the floor --

Bare.

But all the time

I'se been a-climbin' on,

And reachin' landin's.

And turnin' corners,

And sometimes goin' in the dark

Where there ain't been no light.

So, boy, don't you turn back.

Don't you set down on the steps

'Cause you finds it's kinder hard.

Don't you fall now --

For I'se still goin', honey,

I'se still climbin',

And life for me ain't been no crystal stair.

   People who get involved in the schools also get a lot in return.  A touching moment I had with the students, and there were many, was one in which a girl’s family lost their house in a fire.  In class she showed me the remnants of what was left of family photographs, and she asked point blank in a public school, “Do you think there is a God?”  That broke my heart, and it still does.  I wrote a column about that, too.  Years later she invited me to her wedding in Pittsburg, Kan.  I went because I wanted to ask her the question she had asked me: “Now do you think there is a God?”  She responded “yes” on the happiest day of her life.  In May 2005 she got her diploma at Pittsburg State University and later worked in foster care in Great Bend, Kan.

   I have tried to keep up with all of the things about the students, and I urge you to do the same thing with young people in your communities.  They need caring adults in their lives and involved in their schools.  I know that going those extra miles is what teaching is all about.  Seeing the light bulb go on in students’ eyes as they “get” the lessons is what teachers live for – parents, too.  Also seeing students achieve more than teachers or parents had ever hoped possible is what makes the job of teaching and parenting worthwhile.  As people involved in schools, you can enjoy that excitement.

   In A Teacher’s Cry I note that some octogenarians taught me what education was like when they were growing up.  Those folks had graduated together from an inner-city Kansas City school in 1930 and have remained bonded as friends who regularly get together.  What they shared was revealing.  They told me that their teachers could call on their parents to take them as educators to the store, downtown or to fetch the teachers anything they needed.  That was what people did then for teachers.  No request was too great.  The teachers lived in the attendance area of the school, and everyone felt honored and even competed to serve the teachers and the administrators.  You need to revive that reverence for teachers – making sure they earn it – and then keep alive the flame of serving teachers just as teachers need to feel good every day about educating our children and having you in the classroom to help.  Again, it is all about reversing the disinvestment that has taken place in public education.

   In A Teacher’s Cry, I note that ultimately, we should all live in service to this community.  To me the community is the ultimate customer, and anyone here who has worked in a business knows that the customer is always right.  I want to urge everyone I can to start caring again for all of our children of many beautiful colors.  We have to care until it hurts, and then we have to care a little more.  We have to care until we get our second wind of caring, and then we have to care until we’re running on an endorphin high alone of caring.  I don’t think we have a choice but to extend that Herculean hand to others of different races, genders, abilities, generations and cultures and push people to expect more from life and to give back more than they received.

   But unless parents do something about the problems of education, unless more people take an active interest in our children’s schooling now and at all grade levels, unless they support teachers, ask for homework and then work with kids as if they were home-schooling them, too, our kids will fail.  And all of the material things that we as parents have wanted for our kids will be for naught.  Our kids have got to be prepared each day of life to stand on their own two feet so they will be successful and productive as adults.  But for that to happen we have got to step up and get involved.  It’s the only way to end the disinvestment that’s killing education for our children and threatening the betterment of our community.

   Let me close with a poem and then a story.  Each describes how we have to work together for change.  Listen closely to this poem by Jay Patrick Hinney, and think of what we collectively must do for our schools.  We use the poem in diversity training sessions at The Kansas City Star.  It’s called “The Cold Within:”

Six humans trapped by happenstance

In dark and bitter cold

Each one possessed a stick of wood,

Or so the story's told.

Their dying fire in need of logs,

The first woman held hers back

For on the faces around the fire

She noticed one was black

The next man looking cross the way

Saw one not of his church,

And couldn't bring himself to give

The fire his stick of birch

The third one sat in tattered clothes

He gave his coat a hitch,

Why should his log be put to use

To warm the idle rich?

The rich man just sat back and thought

Of the wealth he had in store,

And how to keep what he had earned

From the lazy, shiftless poor.

The black man's face bespoke revenge

As the first passed from his sight,

For all he saw in his stick of wood

Was a chance to spite the white.

And the last man of this forlorn group

Did naught except for gain,

Giving only to those who gave

Was how he played the game.

The logs held tight in death's still hands

Was proof of human sin.

They didn't die from the cold without,

They died from the cold within.

   The poem instructs us to realize that we all need each other.  We need the teachers performing at their best, and they need us to help provide the best education possible for our children.

   Now comes the story called “Shape of an Ape” by Richard Stone of Bremerton, Wash.  Again, think of what you now must do.

   The story goes like this: “Researchers start with a cage containing five apes.  In the cage, the scientists hang a banana on a string and put stairs under the banana.  Before long, an ape goes to the stairs and starts to climb toward the banana.  As soon as he touches the banana, the researchers spray all of the apes with cold water.

   After a while, another ape decides to make the same attempt for the banana with the exact same result -- scientists again hose down all of the apes with cold water.  Then the researchers turn off the cold water.  Another ape later tries to climb the stairs, but to the scientists' amazement, all of his buddies in the cage try to prevent that one ape from going after the banana even though no water sprays any of the apes.

   Next, the scientists remove one ape from the cage and replace it with a new ape.  The new ape sees the banana and starts to climb the stairs.  To his horror, all of the other apes attack him.  After another attempt and attack, he knows that if he tries to climb the stairs he will be assaulted.

   Next the scientists remove another of the original five apes and again replace it with a new ape.  The new ape goes to the stairs and is attacked.  Researchers watch and note that the previous newcomer takes part in the punishment with great enthusiasm.

   Again, scientists remove one of the original five apes and replace it with a new ape.  The new ape makes for the stairs and is attacked as well.  Two of the four apes that beat him have no idea why they were not permitted to climb the stairs, or why they were participating in the pummeling of the new ape.

   After replacing the fourth and fifth original apes all of the apes that had been sprayed with cold water are no longer part of this primate committee.  Nevertheless, no ape ever again approaches the stairs.  Why not?  “Because that's the way it's always been around here.”  Sound familiar.

   Ladies and gentlemen, let's strive to change the way things have always been and insist that parents and more caring adults get deeply involved in the lives of our children.  It is the only way our schools will get better and our children will be successful academically and in life.  Ladies and gentlemen, thank you very much.
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