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S t u d e n t s  a t t h e  C e n t e r

Rachel, an experienced and talented educator, 
having just joined the staff of SF Community 
in December, asked me to visit her seventh 

grade humanities class, where she was worried 
about engaging three of her students. Two males 
– one African-American and one Latino - regularly 
don’t complete class work for the most part due to 
acting out of classroom expectations. Vivian – an 
Asian American female – is simply distant. She 
often does little to no work and has little to say 
about it. During my observation, the two young 
men came in late; still it was Vivian who made an 
impression on me. While my observations most 
often are objective and descriptive, this 
visit left me wondering about Vivian’s 
voice. I asked Rachel permission to 
share a fictional letter from Vivian that 
was meant to communicate one of 
many possible connections between 
the snapshot I observed and what 
actually may have been happening. 
Rachel agreed to the exercise in an 
effort to consider “What if…”. She 
then responded to the letter before we 
debriefed the actual visit and exercise. 
Actual observations are italicized in the 
letter.

Dear Rachel,
I heard that you were concerned 

about me and about my participation 
in class because you have not seen a 
lot of my work. You also haven’t heard me ask or 
answer a lot of questions. 

Well I guess I want to thank you. It is really 
nice to know that you are thinking about me. Do 
you worry about everyone this way – or just me? 

Anyway, I was thinking, maybe I should tell 
you about my day today. Not the whole day – I 
don’t know if you want to hear that, but I want 
to tell you about today in class. I don’t remember 
what I was doing at the beginning of class, but 
I remember when I started to think about it. You 
were giving directions to the class and I had my 
hand up while you were walking around the room. 
After about a minute I put my hand down. Then 
you went to Sergio’s table.  

After you were done at that table, you walked 
closer to me so I raised my hand again. You started 

back up and you did come and stand next to me. 
But you didn’t say anything so I did not want to 
interrupt you – but Tavia didn’t care. She said out 
loud that I had a question. I was glad she did, but I 
still was a little embarrassed. 

You put your hand on my chair and told me 
you would get to me after an announcement. Now, 
I was kinda tired, so I put my head down. I had my 
back to you, but I was listening – sorta. 

After you finished giving us directions, you 
answered another one of Kaleb’s questions. Then a 
bunch of other kids had questions and you had to 
answer all of them too. I understand that you had to 
do this – this is your job, but I started to get bored I 
think… I don’t know. I just started to drift and was 
looking away.  

Now, you said we had to start working in 
100% silence (we were practicing for a big state 
test). I kinda knew that and what to do… I think. 
Maybe not, because Tavia had to tap on my paper 
and help me – she just told me what to do – oh and 
asked for a piece of paper. Then that’s it, I did what 
I was supposed to and then finished writing this let-
ter.  

Anyway, I don’t know if I will give this to you, 
but I am thinking maybe I should move my seat. 
I mean my back is to the board and to you most 
of the time and I don’t really turn around when 
you teach. But I do see other students raising their 
hands and getting their questions answered… 
and some don’t even have to raise their hands. So 
maybe I am not doing something right.  

I am not complaining. I know you have a lot of 
work to do and I really like you as a teacher. That’s 
why I don’t want to cause any trouble. But maybe 
I shouldn’t be quiet either because Jorge gets all 
his questions answered and he is not quiet. But he 
also gets in trouble a lot and I don’t want to get in 
trouble. To be honest, I really don’t want a lot of 
attention. But deep down I think I do want to pass 
even if it looks like I don’t – maybe I just don’t 
know how to.  

Writing this letter was not so hard – I think 
about things all the time. If you are reading this, 
that means I gave it to you and that’s cool. I guess 
I am just surprised to hear you were thinking about 
me.  

Thank you again.  
Vivian  

to walk around the room again; this time you went 
to Jenet’s group table. After you were done, you 
went to Isais’ table and then back to Sergio’s table 
so I put my hand down again.  

After a while, you walked over to my table – 
but to be honest, I did not ask my question to you. 
I don’t really know why. I think I gave up. I am not 
sure. But, you asked me which chapter I remem-
bered best. You said I could use the notes I handed 
in if I needed them to help me remember. I guess 
we handed them in, but I just sorta was moving my 
stuff around in my bag – I don’t like taking it off, 
so I keep it hanging in front of me. Then Tavia told 

me what to do and then I started reading the book 
again.  

After a little while (you were still helping a lot 
of the class), Dontel and Jorge came back to class. 
Then you had to spend a lot of time with them. 
I understand why. I know they give you a lot of 
trouble and you have to keep talking to them. So 
when it looked like you were done, I raised my 
hand again to ask my question but you still had to 
deal with Jorge… and then you had to introduce 
him to our visitor so I still waited. Then you came 
near me, but you had to give directions for us to 
take out paper. When you went back to Jorge, I put 
my hand down.  

Maybe I shouldn’t have put my hand down 
because then I saw Kaleb raise his hand and you 
went and answered his question. So I put my hand 

Dear Vivian,
Thank you so much for your thoughtful letter 

to me.  I really appreciate you taking the time to 
tell me how you were feeling in class that day.

I’ve been thinking about you a lot, because I 
see that you are a bright young person who wants 
to do well in school, but that you sometimes don’t 
do your class work.  I want to know more about 
what is happening for you in class that helps or 
makes it harder for you to get your work done.  

I also wanted to let you know that I read the 
writing that you began on that day, and you have 
a great beginning.  You did a good job of putting 
the story in your own words and adding details of 
what you thought Ulysses was feeling.

I’m sorry for all the times you’ve raised your 
hand and I didn’t see you, and the times when 
I asked you to wait a minute, and then I forgot 
to come back to you.  I don’t do those things 
because I don’t think your question is important.  
That happens because I can get distracted really 
easily and sometimes forget who is waiting with 
a question.   I need to work on making sure I 
remember the list of students with questions and 
making sure that I look around the room to see 
who has a hand up.

Every time I see your hand up, I am glad to 
see you participating in class or wanting to ask 
a question. It is a sign to me that you want to do 
your best, and I want to help you do that.  I’m also 
glad that Tavia has been helping you out, either 
explaining directions to you or reminding me that 
you had a question.  

I appreciate your patience with your class-
mates who “give me trouble” and your under-
standing that I need to talk to them a lot, but that 
does not mean it is okay for me to not talk to 
you, and one of my class goals is to talk more to 
students who are quiet.  You deserve just as much 
time to ask questions as they do, and I want to be 
better about doing that.  

I am going to be making a new seating chart 
this week, and I will give you a new seat where 
you will be facing the board and me directly.  I 
would like to know if there are any students you 
would like to sit with.  Other than Tavia, are there 
other students you feel comfortable talking to 
about work?

I know that you 

Dear Rachel
Greg Peters, California

(continued on page 17)
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(continued on page 17)
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Interrupting Inequities

Developed by Dave Lehman with thanks to 
friend and colleague Anne Rhodes for the 
original version of these adapted activities.

Purpose: 
• To gain a deeper awareness of hurtful hetero-

sexist and homophobic things being said and 
done among students and staff in your school 
(the focus could be adapted to address rac-
ist, sexist or classist remarks and practices as 
needed).

• To work on ways to effectively interrupt ineq-
uitable behaviors that are biased and unfair to 
members of your school community

Time: 1-2 hours depending on the size of the group 
and the number of incidents discussed.

Part I
Recognizing Heterosexist & Homophobic 
Incidents of Bias 
 The following is a list of actual homophobic 
or heterosexist incidents of bias which have taken 
place in middle and high schools. [Participants 
may read these silently at first, then add their own 
examples of incidents they have witnessed or heard 
about at their school] (10-20 minutes depending on 
whether participants add their own incidents).

The Incidents
1.  You hear students walking down the hall 

together using the word “faggot” as a way to 
put each other down.

2.  A staff member is overheard in the office refer-
ring to the student-organized day to address 
homophobia as “sexual confusion” day instead 
of an “infusion” day.

3.  A boy in the school reports that his father 
objects to his learning about homophobia 
in school and says that “Gay men and their 
homosexual activities are the cause of AIDS.”

4.  Male staff members overreact in embarrass-
ment and have to joke about it and slap each 
other on the shoulder when they accidentally 
touch each other.

5.  Student is overheard saying that: “...all dykes 
hate men; they’re all ball-busters.”

6.  You hear through the grapevine that some 
young women in the school are upset because 
someone yelled “Dykes are ugly,” and every-
body laughed.

Protocols in Practice
Dave Lehman, New York

NSRF’s Living History...
(continued from page 7)

practice. I hope folks will move from seeing it as 
all about their subjects to seeing that it’s all about 
the students.

I hope as an administrator I’ll be able to pro-
vide the follow-up, the extra push or accountabil-
ity that’s needed to transform our practice.

What’s your greatest fear?
My greatest fear is that teachers will pay lip 

service without really changing their practice or 
improving instruction. I don’t want to be involved 
in lots of planning unless it leads to changes in the 
classrooms. 

What’s your greatest hope and greatest fear for 
NSRF in the next period?

I think the organization is evolving and needs to 
continue to find ways to reach all students and not 
just the kids in the classrooms of the teachers who 
are the first ones to volunteer for CFGs. I think we 
need to expose everyone to best practices continu-
ally. My hope and fear for NSRF are related to my 
hopes and fears for my school. I hope we continue 
to connect our ideas to real changes in practice. I’m 
always worried about talk without action and hope 
we will hold ourselves accountable to each other in 
support of our students.

Kevin Horton may be contacted at 
kbhort@aol.com. Debbie Bambino may be 

contacted at dbambino@earthlink.net

    

The mission of the National 
School Reform Faculty is to foster 
educational and social equity by 

empowering all people involved with 
schools to work collaboratively in 
reflective democratic communities 
that create and support powerful 

learning experiences for everyone.

adopted June 2001
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were unsure about giving me this letter, and I am 
happy that you did.  It shows a lot about your char-
acter, that you are brave, thoughtful, and caring.  
It also helps me to understand you better so that I 
can make class better for you.  

I see that you are raising you hand and asking 
questions A LOT more than you did when I began 
teaching, and it is my goal now to make sure I am 
there to be answering your questions.  I would 
like to ask you to write me another letter in a few 
weeks to let me know if you think class is getting 
better.  

Thank you,
Rachel 

Rachel later said that she really appreciated 
this exercise and how it allowed her to think about 
her initial questions.  The Connections editorial 
board is wondering how others would respond to 
Vivian’s letter and invite you to try this same reflec-
tive activity. To continue the shared reflection and 
learning we hope you will post your own letters to 
Vivian on our website at www.sfcess.org!

Rachel Kliegman is a middle school English 
teacher at San Francisco Community Alternative 

School – a San Francisco Small School.  

Gregory Peters may be contacted 
at gpeters@sfcess.org.

Students at the Center...
(continued from page 11)

7.  A staff member at a staff social event is talking 
about what he perceives to be a lack of empa-
thy among students for the work that teachers 
do. He says “when they get married and have 
kids and have a full-time job, maybe then 
they’ll understand.”

8.  In a class discussion, a student of color says 
that “all gays are white,” and that homophobia 
is not an issue for people of color.

9.  In an informal discussion, one student 
confronts another about a homophobic 
comment, and is told they were just kidding 
and to “lighten up.”

10. A staff member says that homophobic harass-
ment and violence are not a problem here.

11. Students discussing another student who is not 
present comment on her black boots and short 
hair, and laugh when somebody says she’s 
probably a lesbian.

12. Staff members covering historical or current 
events fail to mention that some of the promi-
nent people discussed are gay or lesbian. 

13. Staff member teaching Sex Ed in a Health 
class does not mention gay, lesbian or bisexual 
sexuality, and only talks about heterosexual 
intercourse.

14. Gay and lesbian students come into school 
extremely upset because a gay student at 
another local high school was beaten up. 
Other students tell them that it was his own 
fault because he “should have known not to 
dress like that and tell people he was queer.”

15. Students are encouraged to ask their mother 
and father if either would be interested in par-
ticipating in a committee at school.

16. Staff attitudes about heterosexual romances at 
school are positive and supportive, but lesbian 
dating is seen as a “fad” or as another way for 
girls to rebel or be “different,” like getting a 
nose ring.

17. Students in school are spreading a rumor that a 
gay student is suicidal after being rebuffed by 
another boy. Neither boy is out to the staff.

18. A presenter from a local organization talks to 
students about date rape and violence from a 
completely heterosexual perspective.

19. Staff person questioning why staff has to go to 
diversity sessions says they “don’t understand 
why we are taking so much time to focus on 
this issue.”

20. Staff members are 
talking about a (continued on page 13) 

<

Protocols in Practice
(continued from page 13)

Thanks to friend and colleague Anne Rhodes 
- who lives outside of Ithaca in Freeville, New York 
and is a facilitator/trainer working on “Creating 
Inclusive Schools” - for the original version of these 
activities which I have adapted.

You can contact Anne Rhodes  
at arf1945@hotmail.com, and

Dave Lehman at dlehman@aol.com

<




