
A Cry For Help

	
 Not surprisingly, as one short-term, reform-invaded year chaotically followed the next, it 
was nearly impossible to build honest, heartfelt relationships with the always changing parade of 
innovation-hired administrators, supervisors, coaches, specialists, facilitators and evaluators – 
that ever-churning mass of employees forced into low-income schools as a means to keep the 
school-budget-imperative cycle of Big Money flowing.  

Ostensibly hired to “fix” our nation’s suddenly recognized epidemic in bad teachers, yet 
unwilling to manifest a personal vulnerability, few reform-dependent employees ever strayed far 
from the endless string of belligerently delivered orders.  Sidestepping an individual 
responsibility, almost none attempted a look beyond, or behind, the “non-negotiable” limitations 
placed around the ever heightening pyramid of innovations.  

As a result?  
Candidly straightforward educational conversations were not part of the district’s do-

what-I-say-do-not-try-to-discuss-it-with-me experience.
It was easy enough, then, to think of Mrs. Larson – an exceptionally well-dressed, 

dominant-culture woman in her early forties – as simply yet another impersonal supervisor in the 
long line of company hires assigned to oversee literacy in our low-scoring and heavily innovated 
school.  However, as the months passed, with every autocratically led and unhappily contentious 
bad teacher meeting; with each inexhaustibly presented and numbly resisted dictate: 

Well, if you were watching closely?
You could see tiny cracks starting to show in Mrs. Larson’s tightly held resolve. 
Clearly, Mrs. Larson wasn’t stupid.  Atypically, she was neither frustratingly young nor 

painfully inexperienced.  She was, however, well aware that her very comfortable, upper-middle-
class, reform-funded salary now fully depended upon her own unquestioned willingness to 
support our district’s relentless mandates of innovation.  

Any mandate, any directive, any policy.
At any time.  
(Really; well surely you know how it is?  Somebody needed to pay for those beautiful 

shoes.  Those perfect haircuts.  All those high-end, brand-name blouses.  This was, after all, what 
the privileged-culture, middle-class-to-wealthy American Dream was all about.  Wasn’t it?)

The fact that, over time, Mrs. Larson was turning out to be thoughtful.  
Reflective.  
Possibly even sympathetic. 
Oh, you couldn’t count on that.  
By and large?

	
 The majority of arbitrarily hired fixer personnel anxious to protect a suddenly acquired 
reform-dependent paycheck – oh, with great determination “compassionate” reformers like these 
avoided hearing and/or reacting to any teacher, student or parent input.  Pushed around inside the 
top-down game of reform, the always interchanging supply of retitled, reassigned and 
reorganized “fixer” personnel seldom remained in any one place, or held any particular job long 
enough, to either recognize – or be forced to deal with – the yawning disconnect between the 
district expectations they promoted and the actual, location-specific, true-to-life needs of 
students, communities and teachers.

Well into a second semester of disappointing Mrs. Larson’s unremitting demands, late 
one afternoon at the tail end of a day already spent in the attempt to instruct multiple wriggly and 



easily distracted classes; after having already done my best to endure seven seemingly 
interminable months inside a building willing to offer me only the most minimal (and often zero) 
disciplinary support; after listening yet again to Mrs. Larson’s disapproval – this time finding 
myself vindictively attacked for not having the abstractly declared, but somehow imperatively 
requisite, reading objective clearly posted in my room...

Something inside me quit.  
Sort of imploded, shut down, and gave up.  
Brashly, letting my frustration come from a place of total humiliated exhaustion, I 

declared myself to be finished.  Done.  Absolutely and positively ready to take this job and shove 
it.  

And then – very unexpectedly?
Taking me by surprise, Mrs. Larson sat down, put her hands over her face and began to 

cry.  “I know this is wrong,” she declared between sobs.  “I know it’s humiliating; I’m so sorry.  I 
know how hard you work.  I’ve seen it.  I know that you’re doing your job.  I know, in fact, that 
you’re really very good at doing your job.  But – oh, I don’t know how to change this,” she 
sighed. “I only wanted to help.”

Moving tentatively across the room, cautiously I selected a seat at her side.  
And then, for the next hour and a half?
I had my first heart-to-heart conversation with a person who, as she now explained it to 

me, had been hired at a very seductive salary to help me do my job by telling me, from her 
privileged-world, dominant-culture perspective, that I didn’t know how to do my job.  


