
A Darwinian Tweak

Naïvely out of sync with intentions, after locating a seat inside that decisively ordered 
good student appraisal meeting, with rising disbelief I had watched as my team of privileged-
class, minimally-experienced, all-but-one-White educators had systematically offered up student 
names for consideration...

One after the next.  
A wave of nausea had hit me, then, as there in that room?  

	
 I was having my first encounter with a sort of Darwinian selection-of-the-fittest taken to a 
shockingly elitist, class-dividing level.  

Here, should you be invited?  
Well, here you could sit back to observe a small and exclusive team of unseasoned, barely 

initiated educators from the privileged middle-class-to-wealthy world; shallowly experienced 
employees unwilling to question why there might be this need to subjectively identify children as 
being good enough.  Teachers, in fact, so greenly untested that they could offer up no 
professional resistance to this divisive call for singling out only those students who, as they had 
now been empowered to decide, might function at an acceptable level of assimilation inside 
college-bound social circles.  

Even as, detachedly, impersonally and casually?
	
 They eliminated the names of those who would not. 

For the majority of these short-term, privileged-world recruits – callowly inexperienced 
hires only recently positioned inside our aggressively “youthanized” building – well, for all they 
knew, this process; this call to assertively identify, categorize and separate?  

Was, in fact, a logical and even necessary function of public school employees.
List; consider; select. 
Isolate; eliminate; divide.
As a twenty-year public school veteran, I had occasionally been forced to confront 

serious conflict-heavy issues; now and then I had been caught up in the thorny complications 
attached to racism, culturalism or elitism.  Over the years I had done what I could, even to 
occasionally going head to head with those who refused a recognition of critical concerns.  But, 
oh, my, I had never, in all my years of teaching, been asked to participate in anything which I felt 
to be so coldly, injuriously and ethically wrong.  As the methodic, unresisted proposal of student 
names continued, I felt myself become increasingly agitated.  

The next child on the list?  
Jamal.
A fleeting image of a skinny and often generously stained, tatteredly clothed boy came to 

mind.  Taking a moment, I thought back on this almost impossibly wriggly child: this last and 
smallest kid in a family of nine.  This boy who, certainly, was a handful, especially for 
marginally experienced and curriculum-rigid educators; this seemingly never stopping, always 
moving child who – when, actually, he did slow down?  

When, finally, he did sit still?  
Illustrated that not only was he startlingly and exceptionally brilliant, but uniquely and 

entertainingly humorous.  
Having yielded so unwillingly to the belligerent dictates of reform; feeling overwhelmed, 

feeling sorry for myself; holding, with both hands onto the idea that I had been heartlessly rent 
from my previously beloved high school assignment – as I had struggled to make sense of what 



felt to be the most difficult teaching year of my life, my mind and my heart had been captivated 
by this unpredictable, enigmatic child.  Heavily padded by the constraints of White privilege, my 
middle-class existence had been disturbed by this boy.  Disturbed, rattled, shaken; agitated and 
unsettled.  

And, ultimately?
Oh so rewardingly sweetened. 
Listening now, as the privileged-class, poverty-detached educators on my instructional 

team concluded decisively, heeding none of my escalating protests, that,  well – due to a 
combination of unacceptable test scores and an unattractively active thirteen-year-old 
physiology?  Jamal just wasn’t college prep material – standing up, I made my excuses.  
Numbly, and since what I had been ordered to do in that room was a daddy-stipulated, don’t-talk-
back mandate, insubordinately:
	
 I left the room.
	
 I had cried a lot that year.   

I had cried for the loss of my cherished teaching position inside Central High.
I had cried to discover that in the “compassionate” new world of arbitrarily decided 

teaching assignments?  
Apparently I could no longer make anyone happy.
I had cried to realize that within the walls of an endlessly innovated building unwilling to 

back any predictable system of intentional disciplinary support, I had been working against the 
tide and was severely, and even dangerously, exhausted.  Perhaps it wasn’t surprising, then, that 
once I had stumbled out into the parking lot, settled into my car, and made ready to face that long 
drive home: 

On that particular afternoon?  
I cried again.  For myself, yes; but, much more helplessly, for Jamal.  And for the so 

many other Jamals out there who, in a “no-excuses” nation now blindly committed to the 
exclusionary tactics of a statistical accountability, were no longer wanted.  

And who, so chillingly and overwhelmingly?
Could no longer count upon any heartfelt advocacy from resistantly outspoken old-school 

teachers.  Old-school, long-term-loyal, student-protective teachers – like me.


