Crossing Over to Canaan: A Book Review

Deborah Bambino, Pennsylvania

Having read The Dreamkeepers, 1
was anxious for my copy of the
new Gloria Ladson-Billings’ book,
Crossing Over to Canaan, to arrive.
From the introduction, where she
explains the metaphorical title that
compares our new teachers to the
“chosen as they cross over into the

Promised Land,” I knew I was fod

hooked.

The entire book held my interest,
with its questions about cultural com-
petency and the ways our cultural
baggage and bias impact on our
teaching and learning in diverse
classrooms. I enjoyed the easy back
and forth, from her personal experi-
ences, to the vignettes about the new
teachers, to the research based struc-
ture of the Teaching for Diversity
Master’s Program that she helps to
administer.

My favorite chapter was number
four, entitled, “Nobody Wants to Be
Urkel.” As I read about the dilemma
of students who are capable and want
to succeed, but don’t want to be sepa-
rated from their peers and families, I
was deeply moved. However, when I
read one new teacher’s experience

with the “two Myron’s,” I was trans-
ported into my teaching memory
bank.

How many times had I been “con-
fused” by the behavior of my stu-
dents, generally African American
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incompetent in our schools? What
were we doing to elicit this transfor-
mation?

I thought about my two Jamars,
Ervins, and so many others. I also
remembered the boys who could lay
me or any other white teacher out in
class, only to become practically
docile in front of their mothers and
grandmothers. Clearly, these young
men “knew how to behave”; the prob-

lem was not in their upbringing. I
had to ask myself, “Why have I been
so willing to accept labels of this or
that deficit on the part of our kids,
but so reluctant to examine myself
and my practice?”

The students choose to act in dif-
ferent ways in response to different
types of treatment. It’s really not
hard to see, if we’re willing to look.
Ms. Ladson-Billings has done us a
big favor by surfacing the seemingly
schizophrenic behavior of many of
our children and tracing it back to the
cultural bias that we play out in our
classrooms despite our good inten-
tions.

We recently used chapter four in a
text based discussion at the Winter
Meeting in Houston, and hope that it
will form the basis of ongoing dis-
cussions about cultural competency
and its relationship to both what, and
how, we teach and view our young
people. ]

You can contact Deborah Bambino
at <dbambino@earthlink.net>
Gloria Ladson-Billings (2001 ).
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Reflections from the Field

I’'m not sure how to create the

conversation around equity that gives justice
to the complexity, authenticity and emotions
it raises for ourselves personally and

with our children.
Winter Meeting 2001, Houston

As far as equity. | keep seeing more instances
of how it impacts not only on my profession but
also on my life. | can’t believe that | have
never examined this issue before.

Winter Meeting 2001, Houston

In the fifth grade, a teacher named Ms Brown
told me | wasn’t smart enough to do a science fair
project that she suggested. | told my

mother and that was the end of that.

Student, Eisenhower High School, Houston

The comment about “how American it is
to discuss equity as equal opportunity, but not
equity of outcomes” was thought provoking ...

Washington State
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