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Special Edition: Race at Mission Hill, Part II

Building Courageously

Dear Mission Hill School Families, Friends, Staff and Students,
“Let’s do go out and do something with courage and let’s do it together.” This wise directive was given

to us by Javarius Jones, a high school student from Mobile, Alabama. His remarks were affirming those
of civil rights legend, Dr. Vincent Harding, who had spoken to the group just minutes before. This was at
the end of our time in Detroit at the North Dakota Study Group annual gathering (www.ndsg.org). At the
conclusion of Javarius’ words, there was hearty applause, repetitive Tweeting, and words of
encouragement given to him. While I agreed with all the responses given, my response to Javarius’
words left me with two feelings  pride and skepticism.

Lots of folks told Javarius they were impressed. I tend to shy
away from that word, as for me there is a part of its connotation
that assumes you didn’t expect what you saw. So I cling to the
word, proud. All weekend I felt a continuous pride connected to
him, Jonathan Carlisle and other youth that were at the conference.
Proud of the knowledge, vision and determination that they possess
already as young people.

So you’re thinking, “That’s the pride. What about the
skepticism?” I’m glad you asked. My skepticism was not with
Javarius. It was with all the adults in the room that were listening.
Can we be courageous about race? Education? Can we do it
together? So much of our history as a nation, especially around
these topics, is evidence that we haven’t done a great job of doing
either. So how do we, as the participants of this thought provoking,
inspiring conference, move forward with courage and do it
together?

Well, the good thing is that skepticism can be healthy. It forces
you, if you are passionate about your cause, to move beyond the

skepticism and start thinking about possibilities for change. One of the most important things I gained
from Detroit was that we have to create the change we seek. In the words of a native Detroit rapper,
Invincible, “Why wait for opportunity to knock when you can build a door or two?” So I’ve left Detroit
thinking about the doors I can build, the parts of education that I can reimagine, and the allies I can join.
I have realized that my passion connected to the topic of race and education, has to be uncapped, felt and
shared. Likewise, I leave you with those same questions: Can you be courageous? Can you reimagine
education? Can you create the change? If so, grab your hammer. We’ve got some doors to build.

~Jenerra Williams
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March
Mon. 3/18  No School
Fri. 3/22  Movie Night, 6:00
Thu. 3/28  Family Breakfast:
Ancient Greece
Fri. 3/29  No School
April
Sat. 4/6  Steel Pan Concert at
Roland Hayes: 12:30  3:00
Mon. 4/8  School Picture Day
Thu. 4/11  Science Fair
4/1519  Spring Break
Fri. 4/26  Morning Walk & Talk
with Ayla

REMINDERS
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From the Classrooms

a multiracial school, it is of the
utmost importance that I continue
to examine my practice through the
lenses of race, power, and privilege.
Because I can’t teach what I don’t
know, I will continue to learn about
and from the political histories and
cultures of my students and their
families. I will beware of making
dangerous assumptions about what
is right and true for “all children”.
Because I can’t lead where I won’t
go, I will continue my own work of
personal transformation. With a
renewed and continued
commitment, I will strive to root
out and address underlying biases
and assumptions, as well as learn
more about my own history and
culture. I’m sure this work won’t be
easy. I’m sure I’ll need some help
along the way. But I’m also sure
that it’s some of the most important
work there is.

~Jenny Goldstein
Grades One & Two

Room 217

Each year I guide the children in
making selfportraits. Each year we
read the book, The Colors of Us, in
which a young artist makes her way
around her neighborhood, noticing
all the various colors of her friends’
skin, and then mixes black, white,
red and yellow to make a series of
portraits. We do this color mixing
in the classroom, too, looking at
ourselves, at each other; blending
the paint until we are satisfied.

Each year I hear at least one child
ask for a “skin tone” crayon,
colored pencil or piece of paper and
am astonished when she or he,
regardless of her or his own skin

color, means by “skin tone” a
color resembling my skin. This is
the world we live in.

What does it mean to be a white
teacher? What does it mean to
build experiences with a goal for
children to build appreciative
recognition of themselves, when I
am, in ways visibly and
fundamentally, different from
many of the children I teach? As
a white teacher, I am aware that
no matter how well intentioned I
am, no matter how much I
celebrate every child in our
classroom community, the
childrenand you, their families
see me through the lens of race.
My response? To make sure that
our differences are opportunities
for growth and connection, and to
make sure that I am paying very
close attention, every day, to
seeing children as whole beings
as individuals, as members of
groups, as members of a whole,
as living in the experiences the
world hands them because of the
color they are born with.

~Melissa Tonachel, Chloe

Carlton, Carey Goo & Oginga

Walter

Grades Three & Four

Room 207

Growing up in Boston can be
deceiving at times. You look
around and see diversity all
around. However, have you ever
taken a minute to realize that our
city is diverse but segregated?

During my college search as a
young Puerto Rican male this
idea of segregation become a
harsh reality and it never looked

3 and 4 year-olds

Back next week with more tales

from the classroom.

Kindergarten

Room 109

Teaching is a political act. This
is, in fact, the reason why I
decided to become a teacher.
Fresh out of college, I longed to
make a difference in the world.
To help raise the next generation
of freedom fighters, a generation
that will work together to create a
more just world.

I have so much gratitude for the
North Dakota Study group and
the people of Detroit for
reigniting my passion for
education as social justice. Since
returning from Detroit, I have
been thinking about the words of
Malcolm X, “We can’t teach
what we don’t know, and we

can’t lead where we won’t go.”

I am reminded that I have so
much to learn, and so much more
work to do.

I wonder, what does it mean to
be teaching and learning in a
multicultural environment? What
does it mean to be a white teacher
of children of color? What does it
mean to be a white teacher of
white children? What does all this
mean to my colleagues? I’m not
sure if these questions will ever
be fully answered. I do know that
the adults at Mission Hill School
are engaging in a difficult and
transformative dialog about race
and education.

As a white educator teaching in
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so clear in my life. I realized that
I lived in a city that embraced
diversity (people of color
specifically) with implications.

Walking around the various
college campuses showcased that
my kind was not considered the
norm in this area. It was typical to
see the one person of color on a
college ad or newsletter for the
sake of presentation. It was also
obvious that many college
officials had no connection with
me from the language that I
spoke, to cultural awareness I had
and lived in, to clothing that I
wore, and the style of my hair.

This was clearly disappointing
in many aspects. How could I live
and go to high school only 510
minutes away from some of these
colleges but the environment was
black and white? It was an eye
opener and a reality check.

Therefore, I made a
commitment to embrace diversity
by being an example of a positive
inner city Latin male who can do
well for the world not matter who
his audience is. As an educator
my message to children and
families is to create change and
not to accept the old ways of our
city and nation. Every human is
equal and deserves access to the
same resources.

~Robert Baez

Room 216

Starting a conversation about
race means talking about culture
and identity and how they shape
who we are. From a personal
standpoint, I know that most of
the relationships, beliefs and
decisions in my life are made
through the lens of being a

young, Hispanic male in this
country. In the same way, I know
that the actions and beliefs of my
students and their families, as well
as those of my colleagues, are all
shaped by the views of the world
that they have acquired through
being part of a particular race.
Therefore, the value of having this
conversation in a place like
Mission Hill is that it allows us to
see the viewpoints of people
whose race or culture differs from
our own. It highlights the unique
strengths and gifts that students,
families and teachers bring into
the community. But most
importantly, it helps us recognize
the more difficult aspects that
come with being part of a
particular group or race, and how
they affect our views toward
learning and education. We all
carry the past of our culture and
race deep in our skin.
Understanding how this past
affects our present is the first step
if we want to grow as a
community in which relationships
are at the core of our identity as a
school. I look forward to seeing
how these conversations shape the
future of who we are as a
community.

~Juan Cortes & Erica Switzer

Grades Five & Six

Room 210

At 83% black, Detroit is
currently the blackest city in our
country. It is dealing with all of
the challenges faced in poor black
communities on a much larger
scale. It is nearly three times the
size of Boston, yet has about
8,000 fewer residents. In Detroit,
at North Dakota Study Group, we

were pushed to talk and think
about race a lot. This was hard for
some. Being in the heart of
Detroit, discussing education in
this country and not talking about
race would be negligent at worst,
idealistic at best. This was present
with me on both days of my site
visits.

“Hold on for a second,” said the
coordinator as Raven whispered
in his ear. “Is that the way you
want to do it? Okay, go ahead.”

“Okay, we’re going to split you
guys up into two groups, so that
it’s easier for us to get around the
workshop. So how many of you
are here?” Raven is now
addressing us (a group of
educators from various parts of
the country). Raven is tall, slim
but strong, with a mahogany
complexion and a jet black
ponytail. She is ten years old. As
she directs us, her friend Betty is
taking a head count.

“Six of you will come with me,
and you all will be team Betty,”
Betty tells us.

“You other six will be with me,
and you’ll be team Raven.”

Our tour of the Mt. Elliott
Makerspace in the basement of
the Church of the Messiah begins.
The tour began in the bike shop
where kids train others on how to
make a bike from spare parts with
the goal of not just learning a
skill but someday opening a shop,
and hiring from within. “There
isn't a bike shop anywhere around
here in the city,” commented
Reverend Barry Randolph a few
days earlier during our initial
tour.

“Miss” Betty then showed us
other workspaces including the
wood shop, silk screening, and
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two electric wheelchairs. “Me
and Raven have been trying to
get those running again,” she
said in passing. The music
playing in the background came
from the speakers of a boom box
that Raven found in the trash
with all of the wires missing.

“All I had to do was some
taping and soldering to get it
working.” And that soldering
skill was on full display as they
gave us a full tutorial on the
process ending our tour with a
prize  the light thingy that she
made during the demo  for
whoever guessed the right
number.

A major takeaway of this trip
for me was that strength,
ingenuity and greatness are born
out of hard times. In moments
like this, tucked away in small
but bustling spaces, it became
apparent that right now, the city
of Detroit is ripe for innovation
and change. I got to witness first
hand what happens when you
give young black girls soldering
irons and a workspace and get
out of their way.

~Nakia Keizer

Grades Seven & Eight

Room 213

Our racial and ethnic identities
and economic background play a
significant role in our individual
and collective lives. All parts of
our identity contribute to who
we are and are thus to be
celebrated. Yet we have a history
that is marred because the gifts
of diversity that bless our lives
are not always valued. Despite
our failings as individuals and as

a society, we are richer because
among us we have so many
different stories. Each story is a
thread in the fabric of our world;
our tapestry is beautiful.

Talking about race is hard. But
when conversations are hard to
have, it’s worse to avoid them
because you’re afraid you won’t
get it right – you probably won’t,
but you have to be willing to
work at it by listening, trying to
understand, studying, learning
from others, and understanding
your own story. As a white
woman teaching predominately
kids of color, I need to position
myself to learn with and from my
students and their families, and
my colleagues. When we study
the racial inequity in our present
and our past, I try to help kids
understand that conditions in our
world are the way they are
because humans made decisions
that determined how people are
treated. Our need to understand
history is rooted in our
responsibility to change the way
things are, to believe that life can
be just in a real way.

As I think about our world
tapestry, I am hopeful that our
young people will weave a world
that won’t have so much sorrow
within, so many wrongs to right,
so many minds and hearts to
open. I am committed to working
towards these ends.

~Ann Ruggiero

Room 214

Morning meetings cover a wide
range of topics in Room 214, but
to be honest, explicit
conversations about race are rare.
Last week we changed that.

On Tuesday the topic of our
meeting was an open discussion
on race. I put a few thinking
questions to the group. How
does your racial
identity/background affect your
experience in school? Do you
feel like people (teachers, other
students) from different
backgrounds can never really
understand you? How does race
affect choices you make during
the day?

Kids were fairly quiet at first.
It felt a little awkward in the
circle. I wondered if this
discussion was too difficult for
this venue. But soon the
discussion was well underway
and almost everyone had
something to share. A black
student mentioned that she often
found herself among groups of
black people rather than more
diverse groups, though she never
intended to. “It just happens that
way sometimes. Maybe it just
feels a little more comfortable.”
A white student felt like race
was not important in
determining who she spent time
with, though as she was
speaking realized that most of
her time outside of school was
spent with other white kids. A
biracial student felt like she was
very flexible around race and
felt equally comfortable around
black or white people. Another
student mentioned that gender
and wealth are also factors that
greatly affect peoples’
experience.

To make real progress around



MISSION HILL SCHOOL NEWS PAGE 5

MARCH 15, 2013VOLUME 16, ISSUE 22

issues of race, it seems like the
first step is to create an
environment where it is safe to
have honest, open discussions
comfortably. Our conversation
has only just begun, but we are
very excited to continue it.
~Jacob Wheeler & Chris Barnes

The issue of race and racism is
worthy of muddling through
difficult emotions and complex
ideas. In fact, I believe feeling is
the first step. Recently I have
felt substantial shame around my
racial history. For me, coming to
terms with feeling shame is
challenging. Prior to this
thinking I had maintained solely
an underdog narrative for
myself, probably subliminally
preferring to not acknowledge
the narrative of the oppressive
culture. My ancestors were not
slave masters. During the time
of slavery, my ancestors were
themselves being victimized in
the Jewish Ghettos in Poland.
During the time that Jim Crow
was still on the books, my
family members were being
systematically murdered by the
Nazis. That is a narrative I
accept. There are other
narratives that I claim in my
own personal life as well, but
now, I must begrudgingly accept
the narrative of the beneficiary
of oppression. A beneficiary of
something who can not rid
himself of the benefits, that is,
until society stops granting
them.

I feel confusion and guilt, but
as in Lorraine Hansberry penned
in her play A Raisin in the Sun,
“Then stop that moaning and

groaning and tell me what you
plan to do.” What are we going
to do? What we must do is be
honest with ourselves and the
people of the world. It is true
that I have benefitted from the
crimes that other white people
used their skin color to commit.
Truthfully, I wonder if I have or
will be able to sufficiently and
actively combat racism. Racism,
as it was presented to me at one
point at the North Dakota Study
Group, is like a conveyor belt. It
moves and moves and we are all
on it. When we do nothing,
when we “don’t see color,”
when we are not honest about
the unfair advantages we have
received, we are complicit in it.
We must turn around and run the
other way to begin to be
absolved for our historical and
present deeds. Right now for me
that process is engaging in
honest and difficult
conversations.
*A Raisin in the Sun is now

being performed at The
Huntington Theater Company. It
is an amazing production and
will definitely get you thinking.

~Joel Webb, ESL Teacher

“Right church, wrong pew,”
my mother used to say when I
had the right idea about
something, but was going about
it the wrong way. Her expression
echoes in my mind as I look
back on my ten years at Mission
Hill.

I began volunteering with
struggling readers here with a
sense of messianic zeal. Our
own son had had trouble
learning in his early grades, and

like a typical, middle class white
parent, I became his advocate,
confident that he’d get what he
needed. It never occurred to me that
I’d meet obstacles other than
identifying the best school and
teacher. I had the convictions of my
“proven” approach as I began to
work with children at Mission Hill.

Recalling how supportive and
accepting the MHS community has
been of me, even as I’ve
unthinkingly spoken and acted from
my white, middle class perspective, I
am amazed. Every week brings new
lessons in what our children need, as
opposed to what I think I should give
them. I’ve had to challenge every
shibboleth, each assumption and
unexamined belief in my striving to
become more mindful, more
empathetic, more responsive.

What then, to do about the guilt I
feel because I was born into the
dominant culture; because I don’t
struggle in the ways that many of our
families do? A colleague put it well
during one of our discussions at the
North Dakota Study Group last
month. He said he believed that,
even though we don’t share every
aspect of our race, socioeconomic
status and culture with all our
students, we still have much to offer.
I agree. As long as we continue to
focus on bringing ourselves to where
our students are coming from, and to
guide them in ways that are
authentic for them, our presence is
worthwhile. The trick is to weigh
these factors constantly, and to
remain vigilant in our self
examination in order to meet each
student where she or he truly is.

~Betsy Caruso
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TO EDUCATORS

racism seeps through
children inhale pollutants

need careful exhales
~Letta Neely

Hot Topics

Courtney’s Corner

Check out Courtney’s Corner
outside her office on the first
floor or at missionhillschool.org
under Family Resources for
information on various programs
and resources for you and your
family.
Rincón de Courtney

Mira la información que esta
fuera en el “Rincón de
Courtney” fuera de su oficina y
en línea para información sobre
varios programas y recursos para
ti y tu familia.
Summer IS Coming

https://docs.google.com/a/missio
nhillschool.org/spreadsheet/view
form?formkey=dG41WDdiU2N
QeVlmMzExZ0tLTGpER2c6M
Q
Ya Lega el Verano

https://docs.google.com/a/missio
nhillschool.org/spreadsheet/view
form?formkey=dGdudUt2SjU0c
E1fZGNBbHRxSjduMFE6MQ#
gid=0
Get your camp physical!

Don’t forget that camps all
require a medical examination
by a licensed physician within
12 months preceding camp. This
is a state requirement for all
children attending camp, so
book your child’s appointment
now. Remember, Georgie needs
updated copies of physicals as

well, so drop a copy in her
mailbox after your appointment.
¡Obtén tu físico para

campamento!

No olvide que todos los campos
requieren un examen médico por
un médico autorizado dentro de
12 meses que preceden al
campamento. Esto es un
requisito estatal para todos los
niños que asisten al campo, así
que reserve la cita de su hijo
ahora. Recuerde, Georgie
necesita copias actualizadas de
exámenes físicos, así que deje
una copia en su buzón de correo
después de su cita.
Play Ball!

Little Leagues across the city are
having registration this month.
The Mission Hill Little League

is open to boys and girls ages 7
12. LAST day to register is
Saturday March 23rd 911am at
the Tobin Community Center
Gym. Go to www.missionhill
littleleague.org or see Courtney
for forms.
The Jamaica Plain Regan

Youth League has baseball and
softball for boys and girls ages
515 and is registering kids
Saturday March 23rd and
Saturday March 30th. Visit
www.reganyouthleague.org for
registration forms or see
Courtney.
The All Dorchester Sports

League has programming for
ages 518. Check out
www.alldorchestersportsleague.
org for updated information.
Live in Roslindale? See the
attached flyer for more youth
basketball opportunites.

Mission Hill School

A Boston Public Pilot School

Deborah Meier, Founder
Ayla Gavins, Principal

20 Child Street
Jamaica Plain, MA 02130

617.635.6384 (office)
617.635.6419 (fax)

www.missionhillschool.org

Join the Mission Hill School
Family Forum! The Mission Hill
School Family Forum is an
initiative by school parents and
caregivers FOR school parents and
caregivers, a place to forge
connections in and across
classroom communities. Staff is
welcome, too.
To join the group:
(1) Request to join by sending an
email to MHS Family Forum
moderators Naama or Neathery
(mizzgee@yahoo.com or
neathery99@gmail.com)
Or,
(2) Visit the Mission Hill School
Family Forum site, take a look at
the homepage, and click the "Join
This Group" link to submit a
request that way:
http://tinyurl.com/MHSconnects
Please help to grow the forum as a
community asset by bringing this
invitation to the attention of your
MHS friends. It's always a good
time to be in touch!




