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Many	of	us	have	been	using	Margaret	
Wheatley’s	excerpt,	Willing	to	be	
Disturbed,	to	introduce	conversations	

about	norm	setting	and	an	understanding	that	we	
grow	most	when	we	are	willing	to	challenge	our	
often	comfortably	held	assumptions	and	under-
standings.	I’m	wondering	today	how	this	process	of	
challenging	our	individual	assumptions	gets	trans-
lated	into	questions	and	challenges	of	the	curricu-
lum	we	are	often	mandated	to	teach.

In	particular,	I’m	thinking	today	of	the	way	
Rosa	Parks	gets	treated	in	our	classrooms	and	in	the	
media.	Mrs.	Parks	died	yesterday	and	was	described	
in	the	Philadelphia	Inquirer	as	the	“Montgomery,	AL	
seamstress…whose	simple,	spontaneous	act	of	defi-
ance…lent	a	spark	to	a	movement…”	Describing	
Mrs.	Parks	and	her	actions	on	that	day	in	1955	has	
long	been	a	staple	of	classroom	instruction,	espe-
cially	in	February.	However,	the	standard	script	about	
Mrs.	Parks	is	not	only	simplistic	and	comfortable,	it	
is	disempowering.	Mrs.	Parks’	actions	were	neither	
simply	spontaneous	nor	the	result	of	her	exhaustion	
after	a	hard	day’s	work.	

Being	willing	to	be	disturbed	in	the	case	of	how	
we	teach	about	Rosa	Parks	for	me	means	being	will-
ing	to	flip	the	script	and	write	a	letter	to	the	editor.	
In	classrooms,	I	hope	it	will	mean	an	analysis	of	
Mrs.	Parks’	history	as	an	organizer	and	activist	for	
civil	rights,	who	also	happened	to	be	a	seamstress.	
A	closer	look	at	the	facts	will	show	that	Mrs.	Parks	
and	a	number	of	other	women	had	been	put	off	of	
buses	for	their	refusal	to	move	before	Dec.	1,	1955.	
In	fact,	some	of	these	African-American	women	were	
members	of	the	Woman’s	Political	Council	(WPC)	
and	had	resolved	to	fight	segregation	on	the	buses	
as	far	back	as	1949!	Mrs.	Parks’	refusal	to	move	and	
her	subsequent	arrest	were	selected	as	the	case	to	
launch	the	bus	boycott	because	of	Mrs.	Parks’	proven	
leadership	ability.	This	story	of	collective	decision	
making,	willed	risk	and	coordinated	action	is	more	
dramatic	than	the	story	of	a	tired	or	angry	individual	
who	sparked	a	demonstration	(Kohl,	2005).

I	hope	our	script	will	also	introduce	students	to	
the	Highlander	School	in	Knoxville,	TN,	where	Mrs.	
Parks,	Dr.	King	and	countless	others	attended	train-
ings	and	developed	strategies	designed	to	lead	the	
struggle	against	racism	in	this	country.	And	finally,	I	
hope	we	will	begin	to	ask	students	why	they	think	
the	“official	story”	promoted	about	Mrs.	Parks	is	
inaccurate.	Having	this	conversation	with	our	mid-
dle	and	high	school	students	will	open	up	questions	
about	other	parts	of	“the	story”	that	our	textbooks	

are	wrong	about	and	
will	hopefully	disturb	
and	engage	many	
of	the	kids	who	are	
now	simply	mark-
ing	time	in	so	
many	of	our	class-
rooms.

Flipping	the	
script	about	Rosa	
Parks	in	many	
ways	means	
flipping	the	
script	about	
the	role	of	our	
schools.	Will	we	
begin	to	acknowledge	the	role	of	
our	schools	as	sites	where	inequity	and	the	status	
quo	are	reinforced?	Will	we	begin	teaching	students	
to	become	critically	thinking	citizens	who	are	will-
ing	to	be	disturbed	and	disturb	the	system?	Will	
we	open	the	doors	to	our	students’	questions	about	
the	curriculum	and	its	inherent	bias?	If	we	do,	it	
won’t	be	easy	to	return	to	page	92	and	answer	the	
questions	at	the	end	of	the	chapter.	Once	our	kids	
experience	the	power	of	an	authentic	curriculum	
powered	by	their	own	questions,	it’s	likely	they’ll	
demand	more	of	us	as	their	teachers	and	as	citizens.	
Motivating	our	kids	as	co-designers	of	their	own	
learning	based	on	an	accurate	understanding	of	the	
power	of	collaboration	seems	like	a	fitting	way	to	
honor	Mrs.	Parks’	legacy	and	put	our	willingness	to	
be	disturbed	to	an	authentic	test.																								�
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that	weren’t	in	the	article	or	in	our	notes,	
took	it	someplace	different.

•	 If	you	didn’t	get	something,	you	get	to	see	
their	perspective.

•	 Knowledge	grew—much	bigger	thinking.
•	 Got	more	knowledge	of	things	I	didn’t	under-

stand.
•	 We	laughed	a	lot.
•	 We	probably	could	have	talked	about	swamp	

life	forever!

What	the	teachers	noticed	the	kids	get	from	
these	conversations	that	are	part	of	their	educa-
tional	goal:
•	 Laughter	and	fun.	They	like	to	talk.	They	are	

first	and	foremost	interested	in	talking	with	
each	other	about	new	information.

•	 Meta-cognition:	students	were	able	to	identi-
fy	themselves	along	a	continuum	from	a	con-
versation	that	is	stilted	and	parallel	with	list-
ing	of	facts	from	text,	to	a	conversation	that	
could	go	on	forever	as	they	keep	expanding	
on	each	other’s	thoughts	and	generating	new	
questions.

•	 Facts	about	topics	and	clarifying	misconcep-
tions	and	confusion.

•	 Talking	with	each	other	helps	them	to	
naturally	use	strategies	of	proficient	read-
ers—share	background	knowledge	to	support	
inferences	about	meaning	of	facts;	highlight	
what	is	important	or	interesting.

•	 Fluency	–	oral	and	written:	The	kids’	reflec-
tions	began	with	parroting	of	language	and	
ideas	generated	by	the	class	and	teachers.	
We	have	seen	their	reflections	become	more	
detailed	and	easy	with	practice.	Now	more	
and	more	students	are	writing	reflections	
with	distinctive	voices	and	their	own	ideas	
about	both	the	process	and	the	content	of	
their	conversations.	

We	keep	returning	to	the	initial	key	ideas	stu-
dents	identified:	simply	listening	and	being	
interested	in	your	partners’	ideas	along	with	your	
own.	Adding	to	and	deepening,	correcting,	and	
clarifying—knowing	more,	thinking	more,	con-
necting	with	each	other	more.	The	classrooms	
are	buzzing	with	the	hum	of	many	conversa-
tions,	now	spreading	to	every	part	of	the	day.		�
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meaningful	contexts	helps	Black	male	students	acquire	
language	skills	that	empower	them	to	use	language	in	
telling	their	stories	while	simultaneously	mastering	the	
skills	and	demonstrating	academic	excellence	through	
reading	and	writing.

What	does	all	of	this	mean	for	the	middle	or	high	
school	teacher	of	English	working	in	an	urban	classroom	
teaching	Black	male	students?	In	my	mind	it	means	that	
we,	whether	we	be	black	or	white	or	yellow	or	red,	
need	to	know	who	we	are	in	relation	to	the	dominant	
culture,	and	how	we	operate	in	that	dominant	culture.	
We	need	to	be	clear	about	what	we	believe	to	be	the	
purpose	of	education.	We	need	to	love	Black	male	stu-
dents	enough	to	struggle	to	successfully	teach	them	the	
literacy	skills	they	need	to	be	successful	in	the	oppres-
sive	American	society	in	which	we	live.	I	heard	an	
African	woman	on	WBAI	state	that	we	need	to	look	at	
other	people	as	our	“other”	selves.	If	we	look	at	Black	
males	as	future,	current	or	potential	criminals,	we	are	
not	seeing	them	as	our	“other”	selves	and	we	cannot	
teach	them.	If	we	cannot	look	at,	and	love,	a	Black	male	
student	who	is	looking	hostile,	wearing	bagging,	sagging	
jeans	with	his	underwear	showing	and	see	him	as	a	per-
son	connected	to	us,	then	we	should	not	and	could	not	
be	successfully	engaging	him.		

Dr.	Tatum’s	book	Teaching	Reading	to	Black	
Adolescent	Males	approaches	the	challenge	of	teaching	
literacy	from	the	inside.	In	his	book	he	includes	texts,	
essential	questions,	and	lists	of	books	as	well	as	charts	
of	how	and	when	and	in	what	context	to	use	certain	
skill-development	and	assessment	tools.	Dr.	Tatum	dem-
onstrates	strategies	that	make	the	theories,	instruction	
and	transfer	of	skills	live	in	real	time	in	authentic	ways	
in	the	high	school	classroom.	Aside	from	the	acquisition	
of	skills	and	the	practice	of	theory	and	instruction,	Dr.	
Tatum	challenges	teachers	to	be	activists.	The	question	
that	remains	is:	Do	we	have	the	will	and	the	courage	to	
truly	interrupt	and	transform	public	school	cultures	and	
our	classroom	practices	in	ways	that	will	resonate	with	
and	engage	Black	males	in	learning,	in	a	variety	of	chal-
lenging	ways	that	will	be	meaningful	in	their	eyes?	This	
challenge	is	both	a	personal	one	and	a	group	mandate.	
We	must	look	inside	ourselves	and	examine	our	person-
al	beliefs	and	practice	while	connecting	with	others	to	
bring	out	the	genius	that	resides	inside	each	Black	male	
student.				 	 	 	 	 			�
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