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“Samantha, what is 12x8?”

My heart begins to race, and my face feels like steam from a tea kettle is blowing right on me.
My eyes water while my legs begin to shake.

I’m sitting in the far back corner of the classroom, but this normal barrier of protection doesn’t
save me today. Each of my 20 or so classmates slowly turn to stare at me, and the intensity of
their eyes is unbearable. I look straight ahead at the equation on the chalkboard trying my best
to focus and figure it out. My teacher repeats herself impatiently, which heightens every
emotion I’m already feeling to the next level. What do I do? How do I get out of this situation? I
just want to disappear.

I’m ultimately saved by the classmate sitting next to me. He raises his hand and slowly calls out
the correct answer. My teacher rolls her eyes at me dramatically and continues with her lesson.
I quietly thank him, he nods apologetically, and I excuse myself to the bathroom.

This incident lasted maybe 2 minutes, but those minutes played a critical role in shaping how I
felt about school and myself as a student for years to come. I felt embarrassed. I felt like a
failure. I felt like an outcast in a classroom where everyone got it but me.

------------------
Up until fifth grade school came easy to me. I was a straight A student and always eager to learn
and participate. I dreaded weekends and lived for Monday mornings when school would start
up again. But around that time, my father got a new job. My family moved from my diverse and
familiar parish school, to a public school in nearby Westfield, New Jersey. Westfield was vastly
different from the environment I had lived in prior. I went from attending school in sea of Black
and Brown faces like my own, to a school enveloped in whiteness.

My new classmates made it clear that I wasn’t the only one who noticed our physical
differences. Their ignorance and infatuation with my appearance exhausted me. For the first
time I had to answer questions about why my hair was so “poofy” or how I got my skin so “tan”.

As I was struggling with these newfound identity issues, my academic performance also began
to decline. Math, a subject I had previously excelled in, became impossibly challenging for me. I
heard new words like array, fraction, decimal, and had a hard time keeping up.



Once we began long division, I finally gathered the courage to ask my teacher for help. I was
confused about why I had to ask, when I felt it was clear to everyone in class that I was
struggling.

She searched through her gradebook and found my most recent math quiz result, a 72%. A 72%
was passing she said dismissively. “You’re doing fine, don’t worry about it.” I knew that I didn’t
understand the material, I knew that my grades were declining, but in that moment her words
put me at ease. I figured if she wasn’t worried, I shouldn’t be either. Maybe a 72% was my best.
I became quiet and withdrawn. I didn’t focus as much, and I stopped asking for help. I got by.

Only now in adulthood do I realize that my teacher’s response, and the low or nonexistent
expectations of the educators I had in the years that followed, critically impacted the
expectations I had for myself and my academic performance. According to research published in
EdWeek, teachers often have lower expectations for Black students. In particular, the research
showed that teachers expected fewer of their Black students to attend a four-year college in
comparison to their white counterparts. I can only imagine how my otherness in a homogenous
district like Westfield dictated the treatment I received in school, and the assumption that
simply passing was good enough for me. The quiet demeanor I had developed in fifth grade
assuredly did little to calm these beliefs.

This was my identity as a student until I left Westfield and went away to college. Because if
there was anything I learned in my small town, it was the college was a foregone conclusion,
everyone goes… and so I went.

Once I walked through the campus of Temple University, my eyes widened, and my soul felt as if
it would explode. The newsness of it all invigorated me. I listened to my new classmates, saw
the successes of its diverse and accomplished student body, and realized it was time to reshape
my educational experience and start anew. This was my chance to bring back the Samantha of
years past, the Samantha who excelled and loved learning. Finally I had a community tht
encouraged me to be great.

In college, I realized that I had the power to transform my expectations for myself and others
around me. For example, during syllabus week, when a professor mentioned what needed to be
done to pass her class, I raised my hand and asked what I needed to do to earn an A. When a
group project wasn’t turning out in a manner that met my standards, I put in the extra work to
make sure that everyone’s portion was of quality. Not only did I want good grades, but I wanted
to learn and present my best self. I finally had instructors who believed in me, and weren’t
afraid to give me feedback. They pushed me to do better, and their encouragement made it



possible. I grew immeasurably at Temple. I learned to advocate for myself, ask for help, accept
criticism, and work harder when I failed. All things that I did not experience in my hometown.

When I finally graduated college and entered the teaching profession, I promised myself that I’d
become the teacher that I always wanted growing up, but never had.

During my ten years in the classroom, I made it my mission to build strong relationships with my
students and families, because children thrive when they know you care. I told my second
graders every day that they are smart, they are capable, and they can do hard things. I taught
them to not be afraid to ask for help, and to advocate for themselves if the way I was teaching
something wasn’t clear. Cold-calling (what my teacher did to me all those years ago), was left to
the wayside, and each year my goal was to create a collaborative and supportive classroom
culture.

The biases that I experienced as a student all those years ago, still exist in education today. This
is of course difficult to accept, yet we should all recognize the immeasurable power in calling
out the inequitable treatment of Black and Brown children, and advocating for the support,
resources, and high expectations that all students deserve.

I may not have had the voice I needed in my youth to advocate for myself, but I have it now. My
goal is for all students and families to foster that voice too. Because it matters, and because a
quality education is life-changing.


