When I read about “ghetto” children in educational
reviews and other sources, I do not recognize the boys
and girls I meet and observe everyday. I read about
how apathetic or unruly slum children are, but the
boys and girls I work with are anything but apathetic
and unruly,

One paper mentions the “poor impulse controls”
of lower-class children; another, the “personality de-
fects” of slum boys who, at ages five and six, are
destined to be sociopaths, or delinguents (Coles,
1567:16).

I realize that educators simply repeat what the so-
cial scientists have noted: ghetto children do not take
to school; they are nasty and plain lazy. One also
encounters the impossible jargon of educational psy-
chologists who talk about “motivational deficits” or
“lowered achievement goals” or “self-image impair-
ment.”” They tell us that slum schools must be “en-
riched” with programs to suit children who live in a
vast cultural wasteland. Machines, books, audio-
visual equipment, special curricula, smaller classes,
trips to the museums—ghetto children need all of this,
and more. They also need personal “guidance”
(Ibid., 186).

Though some of these assertions are obviously cor-
rect, it is about time the lives of ghetto children be
seen as something more than a wangle of psycho-
pathology. Without question, children in the ghetto
do need help, but not the kind that stem from end-
less, condescending repetition of their problems. Too
often these problems are emphasized, while little or no
attention is paid to slum children's strengths, in-
telligence, and ingenuity.

For a time, I 100, looked askance at these boys and
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girls who grew up on the “wrong side of the tracks.”
I found many negative factors, such as bad, neglected
teeth, insect bites, poorly treated injuries and infec-
tions, socially disorganized families, unemployment,
and so forth. Yet, while [ was busy observing such con-
ditons—like so many observers before me—-1I failed 1o
see the other side of the picture. I failed 10 ask my-
sell what is it that makes for the survival of the
poor, because these people have a resourcefulness and
vitality that some of us in the suburbs might at least
want to ponder, il not envy.

I learned that many of the people 1 had met were
much stronger that 1 had first assumed they were.
A lot of the parents really do raise their children in
a manner different from ours, but, sometimes it is a
better way!l These children are tremendously cohesive,
They sleep together and help one another. They are
respectiul of their parents and grown-ups. They have a
“flesh-and-blood” loyalty 1o one another; a disarming
code of honor; a sharp, critical eye for the phony
and pretentious; a delightful capacity to laugh, yell,
shout, sing, and congratulate themselves and tickle
others. The boys and girls are human! While their
language is olten strong and expressive, it is nearly
always warm and humorous. These children have a
nawral kind of directness and honesty, and one can
feel it (Davis & Havighurst, 1947:19-20).

When you associate with these people, a something
starts happening to the way you think. You begin to
admire and like these people, and may even wish your
own family were more like them.

Mrs. Santos told me, “. .. the people who help my
kids, I'm happy. But I wish they don’t keep saying ta
me how sorry they are for us, and how bad we are.
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Everytime their eyes pop out when they come see us
and see we no cry all day and run wild, or da kine.
Yesterday, my social worker, she come and say how
good my house is, and how good we eat and get
along, and how happy she was for me. I was happy
to hear da kine, but I like to tell this wahine, ‘you
nice but no tell me that kind nice things, because I
know you no understand us’..."”

Things My Pupils Have Taught Me

My pupils have taught me many things which I know
will help me become a better teacher. They have
taught me that every child, and particularly the child
from a depressed environment, needs personal recog-
nition and sympathetic understanding.

It is often assumed that these pupils reject school
and middle-class values, and do not aspire to any-
thing better than what their current environment
offers. This I found to be [alse. Stan indicated to me
he liked the idea of school, and enjoyed some aspects
of school life. He realized the importance of school
to economic well-being, but he was bewildred by the
route he was asked to take to realize this goal. In
addidon, he had difficulty identifying with most of his
teachers, and tended to reject them as adult models.
When Stan was disciplined or ridiculed, he became
disconcerted, as would a sports fan who is ejected
from the gym for shouting obscenities at the visiting
team.

Ruby told me that her parents often kept her home
from school 1o do housework, to babysit, 1o run
errands, or to care for a sick relative. This was more
olten the case with the girls than the boys. Susan,
a fourteen-year-old, said, *'If I'm going to be tied down
with watching kids, I might as well get pregnant and
take care of my own.” And she apparently plans to
do just that.

Jack, Alex, and Tom admitted to me that they snifled
paint and glue. These three boys often avoided contact
with school counselors, They claimed the counselors
could not be trusted, and even if they wanted to talk
about other subjects, they were certain the counselors
would find out about their illegal activities. Jack, a
[ourteen-year-old seventh-grader, said, “When I'm
high 1 can tell them (teachers) how I feel. It's one
way to get back at them bastards.” Alex said, “To get
even with the teachers I go school loaded with paint
to wise off with the teachers that are always ‘bugging’
me.” And Tom said, “The school can screw itself.
All T want is to enjoy my pleasure like getting loaded
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and going out during the night to steal.”

It is not necessary that the teacher be able "o
do anything about the problem.” Often it is enough
for him to demonstrate, beyond any possibility of
deoubt, that he is concerned and interested and that he
does care.

I have found pupils respect teachers who help them
with extracurricular activities such as chaperoning a
dance, coaching a sports event, sitting in on class
projects as an advisor, helping with transportation,
listening to their problems, and keeping everything
confidential. Word gets around when you are on the
side of the pupils, and they know you can be trusted.
The litle things count, too. Harry, one of my seventh-
graders, did well in my class, but poorly in all the
others. He told me, “You are the only teacher who
ever nodded or spoke to me in the hallway.” Glenn
told me about an incident that happened to him with
his English teacher, Mr. Chang. “Mr. Chang, me I
like him,” Glenn said. “‘He give me the car key
to his car so that I can bring him his folder. Up to
that time, I no have good name for being trusted. So
the one time he trusts me make me feel good all
over.”

I discovered that despite a few rough spots, my
classroom could—most of the time—be an island of
happiness and security for boys and girls who were
lonely or depressed as a result of having to cope,
outside of school, with situations beyond their control.
I found that when Gary thinks a matter is serious,
it s serious, as far as he is concerned. Many times
there was nothing that 1 could say or do about the
situation; but then I found that if he knew that I
was interested and that I shared his concern, he found
it easier o face his problems and difficulties. This
relatonship has a “spiritual” base. It is intangible,
heart-quickening, and unspoken. I have felt it time
and again. With the emphasis on the mind we some-
times forget the spirit. It cannot be described, but it
seems to be communicated.

One moming, [ noticed that Frank was not himsell.
So I asked him, what was wrong? He expressed con-
cern because his mother was in the hospital and he
wanted very much to see her. When I offered 1o take
him to the hospital to see his mother right after
school, he shyly said, “Okay.” The next morning,
I asked Frank, “How is your mother now?”” He smiled
and said, “Thanks for yesterday, and my mother is
‘okay’ now.”



If a teacher is willing 1o ignore certain kinds of
unacceptable behavior, at least temporarily, he can
often reach a pupil better, instead of trying to get
the pupil to rectily every mistake as soon as it is
committed.

As I became familiar with my pupils, I also became
more aware of them as individuals. The pupils in turn
looked at me not as an “authority” but more as a
friend. I let an insult pass and discovered that the
rest of the class did the same. I learned to say nothing
when Mitchell returned from the bathroom late, or
when Richard refused to do his math. The pupil
became less deliant when he learned that he was not
likely to be reprimanded. He wanted, more than any-
thing else, to feel he was lacing it with me, and not
against me. These discoveries were my greatest
strength when I began 1o explore new areas of interest.
I remember the time Charles, in a fit of anger, let
go with a string of expletives that figuratively “burned
my ears.” But I knew Charles well enough to under-
stand that if I tried to deal with the matter at that
moment, it would only make him reject me and be-
come sullen; so I ignored the situation. Later in the
day, when Charles was in good humor, I ook him
aside and spoke 1o him, briefly and goodnaturedly,
about the negative elfects of his profanity; and be-
cause my approach was positive, his response was
also positive, I do not mean that Charles never
swore again; but when he did, I could catch his eye
and usually get the idea across to him with no more
than a look, He would grin; and I could tell he was
making an honest effort 1o tone down his vocabulary.

I have never been able to “solve” the discipline
problem, but now I wonder if i really needs ““solving.”
My pupils may disagree with each other, and even
with me; they will become irrational at times, and I
will too. I discovered that an atmosphere must exist
in the classroom where conflict, disagreement, and ir-
rationality are accepted as temporary occurences.

A teacher actually gains respect, rather than losing
it, when he freely admits his own weaknesses and
shortcomings. I gained more sympathetic reception
for anu-smoking literature after I confessed I had
found it difficult to break my smoking habit.

My pupils probed into my personal life. They
wanted to know if I was married and if I had children
of my own. My pupils were surprised when I told
them that I am still atending school. I answered,
knowing that my pupils really cared for me, and that

before this it would never have occured to me that
they would. Other teachers would have thought that
exposing myself to my pupils would be ‘‘unprofes-
sional.”” Perhaps they really would have felt exposed
and found their “authority” threatened had their pu-
pils known them as human beings and not as “pro-
fessionals.” To me it is “no big thing!”

Talking with my pupils, taking them home in my
car, going 1o football and baseball games together,
spending time at camp and sleeping in their cabins,
having a Coke after school, visiting their homes,
seeing them relax and really behaving like them-
selves, made me realize how narrow my earlier views
concerning my pupils had been. I also realized thai any
successful classroom has to be based upon a dialogue
between pupil and teacher, both teaching and’ being
taught, and both being able to acknowledge that
fact, and each being grateful 1o the other for 1eaching
him—and saying so!

It is true that some of the pupils sometimes behave
stupidly and fail 10 show kindness and consideration.
But I find that I do the same thing. I remember
when something I did or said angered Joe, and he
muttered an obscenity under his breath. T lost my
temper, grabbed Joe by the collar, shook him, and
forced him to apologize 10 me. Almost immediately
I realized how wrong I had been; and since the
entire class had witnessed my unfair treatment of Joe,
I [elt that they should also wimess my acknowledge-
ment ol my mistake. So, in front of all of them I
told Joe that I was sorry that I had lost my temper
and had been so rough with him, and said that I
hoped that he would be willing to forgive me, and
that we could be friends again. He did, and we be-
came even better friends, something that would never
have happened had 1 refused to admit my mistake.

There is a reason for everything, and the teacher
cannot successfully help a pupil to modily his be-
havior unless he knows what causes the pupil to act as
he does.

Teachers told me that Andy's family was "“uncoop-
erative"”, that they took no interest in the school; that
they did not attend PTA meetings, and that they
would not even come to school when requested o
do so to talk about some of Andy’s problems.

Andy’sfamily lived only a black from the school, and
one day when my duties had kept me at school
later than usual, I happened to pass Andy’s home just
as his father was returning from work. I paused for
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a chat, and pretty soon the father asked me if I would
like a cold can of beer. As we sat on the lanai and
chatied over our beer, he told me about the time the
principal had asked him to come to school to discuss
Andy’s adjustmenu.

“He told me 1o come at nine o'clock on Tuesday
moming. So 1 take day ofl, you know, and at nine
o'clock I go to the school. 1 sit there, and wait; and
I wait, and wait! By and by, at eleven o’clock,
after I been wait two whole hours, da principal come
in, and he tell me, ‘Oh, I sorry. I get something im-
portant todo, and I forget I had appointment with you.
I busy now; you please come back nine o'clock to-
morrow morning.’ If that son-of-a-gun think I going
take one more day oif and lose one day’s pay, he
crazy! If he like talk with me, let him come over
here to my place some time when I stay. Then 1
talk to him, and you bet I tell him plenty! Sure, I
interested in Andy; me, I like him make good record
in school, but I no going take day off and lose day’s
pay everytime dat principal tell me come see him, and
then keep me wailing and no talk to me ac all.”

Teachers recognize that Johnny is insolent, but not
that he may be insolent because he had had no
breakfast. If Jane falls asleep, teachers think it is
because she is dull, never dreaming that her home 1s
a one-room apartment where she cannot get enough
rest.

I discovered that the behavior of my pupils is [ar
more observable than that of most of the pupils in
school. I do not mean their appearance or the clothing
they wear to school, but what I mean 1s that they live,
most ol them, in high-density neighborhoods, attend
high-density schools and spend their tume in high-
density areas. They have little opportunity for pri-
vacy, unless they have cars—and most of them are too
young to have drivers’ licenses.

I became aware of the fact that my pupils need
constant approval [rom their peers, their [amilies,
and mysell. But these groups are oflten at odds; be-
havior rewarded by one group may be frowned upon
or even punished by another group.

Even though my pupils do value education, at least
in the abstract, they like some aspects of school but
are at the same time confused by them. It is inter-
esting to note that many of my pupils auend some ol
their classes even when their names appear on the
absent list for that day. Often they would go to the
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class which they particularly like, but stay away from
the others. They seldom voiced dislike of a subject;
in most cases it was a particular teacher who “turned
them off.”

While I know that I still have many things (o learn
before I can consider mysell a truly skilled teacher,
my pupils have taught me invaluable lessons which I
will never forget, and which will enable me to continue
learning as I teach. My pupils have been my best
teachers.
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