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To My Younger Self (Age 15)

M1¢ fuerte Carlits,

7 krow you. And 7 krow hail a ferrible ting just happered fo you. Tuvo
yen—men who could have been your wncle, preend, or n&’g/zéor—émgm/y
and violently assaulled you and stole your Jjackel—a jackel Thal was
meaningpud fo you not because of the brightt Cincinnals Bengals (ogo
stetched 1o the back (in fact; you don't even like fhe Bengals)), butt because
of The sacrifice your mom made fo gel' i for your birthdey.

These men didn? just steal your jackel—They also robbed you of your
trnocence. AT The Time; redther you ror They could have fw/{y apprecialed
the vulnerabilify and fear infroduced in that moment and how i would
define you. As happens with so many lack and Brown feenage boys,
his @/fe/ca/lonF/Mz‘Mg m/y flve minuies, though i /@/Z‘ (the elerndy—
catapulted you from a boy To a man in an instant, though mos@ nott in
ways thal were posiive.

/\/W{z/ 30 years later, 7 want o share what [ have learned so fhat
you can confinue being a leenager who is cool enough fo spin records and
D from your fourthfloor bedroorn window for everyone on fhe block
while also /)/@ylng Antondo in The Werchant of Venice. You are falented
and creative music and Shakespeare make you happy. Do rotf allow those
men and that moment o fake these things away. I wart fo exiend the (ove
and care thai the adulls in your /A{@ should have provided in the affermaity
of This Trauma. They shouldn't have assumed everything was OF when
you showed clear and W/M sigrs of having been harmed

L see you. [ see The scars. [ see fhe fears Thal you do norf shed in
public but that flow aif right when yowre in bed 7 am here o allow you
7o be vulnerable—io share your /@e/érzgg of year and frustvation. And whle
7 wish. thai’ you had rof felf the need fo furn To peaple who do rot share
our values for profection, [ understand. Yow feel safe with them. They
assure you that no one will ever (ay hands on you (ike thail again

Please frow that' I want you To experience joy—you deserve, joy—
[lack boy joy, The Type of joy z%a/an/y comes from a/éym’ng yaufsag 7o
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love and be (oved You deserve pure, uncondifional (ove; and you should (ove
Mcand&fwn@//y and /w/e/y This (ove will {w&/ your spird in ways thal you
simply cannot imagire.

Think of The (ove you have for Grandma Zsabel 7 krow &'s hard
7 fé&/ i because you can on{g imagine having conversafions wilty her
while standing af her doorway, since you @/W@y5 have somefhing cooler
o do than sit down with her. Trade that feeling of impatience U/o/ an
appreciation of her strengite and wisdom. As you mature; Grandma
Zsabel will be your biggest and most vocal cheerleader. She will brag
aboui you even when There's raa//y nothing fo brag about You will come o
undersiand how much she has sacrificed To ensure thai our /a/m/y could
be where they are foday. A Time will come when you are able to refurn
a small portion of The love and care she shows Fo you and s0 many others
o our fmﬂu/y She will remain the maiiarch o our /a/m/y wntil she és
overcome by a deadly virus thait will kil more than a million Americans
and millions more around the world Unti her deatty she will be loved and
cared for by L(a/m{g and friends, because she (oved so many. She will also
experience unselfish (ove in The form of seyvice from care providers who
will risk their (es for her

Lombrace her Celebrate her Shower her withs (ove.

7 want yow 1o krow thai, while fhe Bronx seems (ike a deplorable
place fo you; Grarndma will (we tere untd she passes. Wiom and Dad,
most of your 5426/Mg5, and most of your beloved rieces and nephews will
remain there, foo. And there will soon be a /w,m?u/ of amading /;0/&72’0@/
figqures who truly represent the Byonx in beautiful and truthful ways:
pormer Vew York Cify Schools' Chancellor Wiedsha Ross Forter, (.S,
Representaiives Jarmaal Bowman and Rifchie Torres—even a L afina
Suprerme Court justice; Sonta Sofornayor. The Bronx is representing! 7
you stay strong and do not geve inffo fear; you will be added 7o This roster
o notable flgures

7 implore you fo ermbrace (ove. /- ove comes in many forms. Lok for
i o come o you from a caring and commdéited commundly member.

Wis. Cﬁe/y/ Williams will see in you whai you are sfmgg/zhg 7o see in
yaws@% Allow bher to quide you. She will gpen doors, erect pences, and
embrace you; bul 0/4@ ¥ yow allow her fo care for you: Do thait You

deserve 1o be cared for and fo [{@6/ safe
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By the lime you reach my age; you will have become an educator
%@uﬂ7@w&%&ﬁyandng&%u%ﬁa%Mgymwypapé%@&#@y
fu//@sf (wes and dreams. You will do so with care, compassion, and
commdment—in part because of your relafionship with Cheryl She gef's
c%m%fwowwuﬂb@%/%mandmwaé%%/ﬁ/&ﬂé#@&@dwéu%ow%
pulling the furthest away—ihe ones who need the strongest emébrace.

71 és offen the loudest, foughesl, and scaries! among us who are fhe
ymost susceptible 1o emational harm—rhail's why fhey profect themselves
mgﬁwy@.W%g@ﬁtw%/M%%waw@@/@ﬁ@/%ﬁ@ﬁdn/hw%@50
they carried qurs. But please krow that you need rot follow that path.
There are foo many young boys (the you who believe this patt is Thedr 0/1@
option. As a resulll foo many Black and Brown boys are being expelled,
incarcerafed, or worse. I don't want thai for you. I don't want that for us.

Over tirme, you will learn how 1o be vulnerable. 71 will begin witt,
yow embracing the ,{e@//ny of being different 77 is me@ OF for you
7o want' fo spend tome with Wir- Fielly, the only Black male feacher
af your school, On/y 2 percent of feachers rafionwide are 5 lack men
Allow yourself 7o ask questions and geit o know him. Lef your curiosily
puel and lead you. As an educailor, each relafionship you will have with
aaaésﬁuﬁ%fuﬂfféaam%%&féufym&cUd?é&uﬂ@pu%%a@@%ﬁ¢%Wa%(
the relationships you forge with a few of your Black and Brown male
students. You and they both will recognige and appreciate the rardy of
those gpporfundlies. Trust me: drgp your cool vereer and spend firne with
M. ielly. You borte will value &

Your ancestors are walching and profecting you, Carlito. They will
place pegple a/ong your /%@'5 palt [o guide you when you reed & mosl:
Recognige and respect them and allow them fo quide you. [-ife is an
excepfional feacher. To understand i you st (e it which includes
/Wﬂ[ng prom those around you.

7 love and admire the young man that you are; and I hope you fhink
the same of The man you will become.

Que Dios e cuide,

Carlos
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My Leadership Journey

In the grand scheme of things, the loss of a jacket was inconsequential.
Rather, it was the harsh and violent way it was taken, the humiliation,
and the physical harm that mattered. The injustice and unfairness
were profound. In the aftermath of the assault, | was overcome with
feelings of shame. The psychological and physical trauma had a hold
on me. Like my outside injuries, my insides were raw, exposed, and
bloody. Yet the harshest blow was that the world around me contin-
ued just as it had before. [ was expected to respond as though every-
thing were normal, to ignore the visible and invisible injuries and go
right back to being a high school student. The bells still rang and
students still crowded the hallways, unaware of the violation I had
suffered. The police showed not a hint of anything that resembled
sympathy. There was no search for the perpetrators, just a paltry
incident report. It was only at home that the empathy [ so deeply
yearned for was amply provided. There, safe in the care of my loved
ones, I could truly begin to heal.

Trauma therapist Resmaa Menakem (2017) examines the impact

of traumatic events on both individuals and future generations if the
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My Leadership Journey

trauma is left untreated. When we respond to trauma with the most
wounded parts of ourselves, become cruel or violent, or run away, we
experience “dirty pain” (p. 20)—and that pain can be transferred to
other people, exacerbating feelings of anger, violence, and mistrust.
In attempting to avoid pain and discomfort, we create more of it
for ourselves and others. To heal collectively, we must be willing to
engage in and feel “clean pain”—to slow down, drop into our bodies,
and learn how we are responding to our present moment. Menakem
is careful to acknowledge that trauma is not destiny, but survivors
with unhealed trauma are better served by a mindfulness of their own
response to that trauma. We don’t need to be perfect or calm all the
time, but it is important to understand the history of our responses
so that we can engage in our lives with presence and vulnerability:.

If I hadn’t had the love and support of my family, how might my
trauma have shaped my destiny differently? I believe that the robbery
of my jacket was a profound and revelatory moment in my develop-
ment that transformed the way I looked at the world. I did not want
this trauma to be what defined me. [ wanted to take what helped me
heal and have those healing influences shape the way I looked at the
world in positive ways.

I think often about the daily traumas experienced by so many
students. What about the young people who don’t even have a jacket
to steal? What about the students without homes to go to or families
who can lavish affection and care on them? What about the scores of
young people who still report that they don’t have even one trusted
adult at their school they could go to for help? It is imperative that
we find ways to reach our youth and provide the support that they
so desperately seek.

We know that teachers who share some of the same lived expe-
riences as their students better understand their needs. And that
school leaders who have close connections with their school’s com-
munities can better advocate for their students based on deep under-
standing (Callahan, 2020). Tragically, there is a dearth of educators
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Finding Your Leadership Soul

who fit this description in schools across the nation. According to
National Center for Education Statistics data for 2017-2018, white
women make up the vast majority of teachers—79 percent, compared
to only 7 percent for Black teachers and 9 percent for Latinx teachers.
Simply put, too few students in too few schools are able to see them-
selves in their educators, and this is particularly true of Black and
Brown male students, who together make up between 10 and 11 per-
cent of the national student body (NCES, 2023).

Even before they enter school, Black and Brown boys face many
issues that negatively affect their life trajectories. Issues of racism begin
in utero. According to the National Partnership for Women & Families
(2018), Latinas have a higher birth rate nationwide than white or Black
women and a slightly lower maternal mortality rate than white women,
but they still do not receive adequate prenatal care or nonmedical sup-
port throughout and following childbirth. And Black mothers are more
likely to receive subpar care and experience higher mortality rates
before, during, and after delivery (Taylor, 2020). Black boys are subject
to higher mortality rates—and in far too many cases their prospects
remain grim as they grow older. Even as life expectancies for all people
in the United States have nearly doubled over the past century, the life
expectancy for Black males has persistently lagged behind all other
subgroups (Bond & Herman, 2016).

Too often, the words Black, Latinx, and the Bronx bring with them
assumptions of poverty, limited opportunities, crime, and violence. As
a group, Black and Latino males are often pathologized as unmotivated
and academically disinterested, with bleak prospects and few opportu-
nities. It is not likely that a young Afro-Caribbean boy from the Bronx
would be provided with opportunities to develop the tools necessary to
achieve success, including high-quality learning experiences in school.
Schools in the Bronx and other major urban communities have been
historically underfunded and underresourced, with limited access to
postsecondary experiences. For these reasons, we tend to celebrate

the young men who “make it out.” We laud their accomplishments
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My Leadership Journey

because they are seen as exceptional. Why don’t we do the same for
the young men who stay? We must stop assuming that the labels that
many in our society place upon these young people truly describe
their potential.

Growing up, I had no intention of pursuing a leadership role in edu-
cation. If someone had told me that [ was going to become a teacher,
[ would have laughed! How many 6-foot-8 Black male teachers have
you seen? [ did not feel that [ belonged at the head of a classroom.

Or did I? Could it be that my experience growing up as a young
Afro-Latino boy in the Bronx would be beneficial? That students who
looked like me, were raised like me, and had similar trajectories needed

an educator like me? And that I needed them?

My Life in the Bronx

To understand me as a teenager, you must understand the Bronx in
the 1960s. My neighborhood shaped who I was to become nearly as
much as my family and others I encountered during that time did.
Prior to the 1960s, the Bronx was one of the fastest-growing urban
areas in the world. It served as an enclave for second-generation
immigrants who were escaping the overcrowded neighborhoods of
Manhattan. While the Bronx was typical of large urban cities under-
going significant changes, it was also a special place. According to
Evelyn Gonzalez (2004), it was “famous for its stable ethnic neighbor-
hoods and housing units [that] on average were better than those of
Brooklyn and Manhattan” (p. 5).

The 1960s saw large-scale change in the Bronx, with its demo-
graphics evolving dramatically due to white flight, redlining, housing
shortages, public housing, and growing urbanization of the borough.
By the 1970s, any mention of the Bronx elicited images of burned-out
buildings and lawlessness. “Most assessments of the devastation of
the 1960s and 1970s emphasize race, crime, poverty, [construction
of] the Cross-Bronx Expressway, and Co-op City and ignore a century

of urban growth in the Bronx,” writes Gonzalez. “Yet it is this ongoing
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Finding Your Leadership Soul

urbanization and neighborhood change that helps explain the devas-
tation and consequent revival that occurred” (p. 5).

According to Gonzalez, what happened in the Bronx was by design:
rapid urbanization through construction patterns and building devel-
opment corralled residents into a densely populated area. Research on
the Bronx in the 1970s and 1980s is limited, and most of it focuses on
the abysmal living conditions of the South Bronx. There is little to no
mention of how communities were built and sustained or how school-
ing impacted the growing Black and Latinx communities.

The 1970s and 1980s were tumultuous times for all of New York
City, but especially for the Bronx. New York was at its lowest point in
the 1970s thanks to a serious fiscal crisis accompanied by an overall
decline in safety. Subways were dangerous. Murders, rapes, burglaries,
and car thefts reached record-setting numbers. Even relatively pros-
perous sections of the Bronx such as Pelham Bay, Locust Point, and
Riverdale did not escape the general malaise. The poor economy
affected public services throughout the city.

For the roughly 30 percent of the Bronx that is labeled the “South
Bronx,” the situation was even worse. Indeed, the 1970s were labeled
the “decade of fire,” with 7 South Bronx census tracts losing about
97 percent of their buildings to fire and abandonment and an addi-
tional 44 tracts losing about half of their buildings (Ricciulli, 2019).
The South Bronx was the literal and figurative “hot spot,” its reputa-
tion cemented as much by folktales as by hard data (Mahler, 2006).
While Bronx neighborhoods well to the north were relatively safe, it
was still quite easy to watch the burning South Bronx from a rooftop
in Riverdale and feel the threat (Diaz, 2011).

Growing up in New York City, | was surrounded by Black and
Latinx folks, and they all looked like me. [ did not pay much attention
to my identity until | entered middle school, where it was brought to
my attention by my peers. | was relatively sheltered from having to
decide who [ was up until that point; I did not need to decide if [ was
Black or Latino. Around middle school and high school, I gravitated
toward my fellow Dominicans and Puerto Ricans, but [ was always
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My Leadership Journey

the darkest one in the group. I remember at different times feeling as
though I did not have full acceptance from my Latinx friends due to
my Afro-Latino appearance.

When [ started kindergarten, | spoke only Spanish. [ was placed in
bilingual classes, where [ remained until 3rd grade. When | was grow-
ing up, you were either Black or Puerto Rican; no one really tried to
understand the nuances and differences of Latinidad. Yet here I was,
a Dominican child who primarily spoke Spanish, when most kids who
looked like me already spoke English.

[ think that this was the beginning of the labeling and grouping
[ experienced in my schooling. English learners often face achieve-
ment and attainment gaps in their learning (Umansky & Dumont, 2021)
due in large part to teacher perceptions and formal classification as
English learners (ELs). The foundation for my K-12 trajectory was laid
as soon as [ was labeled EL. Researchers suggest that students in bilin-
gual classrooms are often framed in a deficit manner—they are seen
for what they are unable to do rather than what they have the poten-
tial to do (Cross, 2020; Gutiérrez & Orellana, 2006). As students, ELs are
too often considered problems that need fixing (Gutiérrez & Orellana,
2006), which can lead to negative experiences. These students are often
tracked into general or special education classes (Kanno & Kangas,
2014), placed in classes with less skilled teachers (Gandara et al., 2003),
and, in the long term, negatively impacted and provided with fewer
academic opportunities (Umansky & Dumont, 2021).

While in elementary school at Public School 246, I had one male
teacher, Mr. Montalban. He probably had the greatest impact on my
learning. His 3rd grade class was the first time I'd been taught in a
nonbilingual classroom. In fact, at that point I was placed in gifted
and talented (G&T) classes, which lasted until 6th grade. [ owe my
placement in G&T classes to Mr. Montalban, who advocated for me
and believed in my academic abilities and intelligence.

However, after I graduated from elementary school to junior high,

it was all downhill. No one cared that I had been in G&T classes at
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P.S. 246. None of the teachers and administrators in junior high school
(and, later, high school) looked like me or my elementary classmates.
It was apparent that they had already made up their minds about who
we were as students, and they made little investment in guaranteeing
our academic success. | was not being academically challenged, and
my teachers were not paying attention to my strengths. I was, after
all, just another Black kid from the Bronx.

And it wasn’t just my skin color. By the time I was 10 years old,
[ was taller, bigger, and stronger than all of my friends and most of
the teachers. This earned me the nickname “Big Man,” which I loved.
“Big Man” was never a descriptor for my attitude or behavior; I was
a well-behaved and well-mannered kid. However, looking back on my
childhood, I experienced adultification much sooner than I would
have liked. There was an expectation from adults—mostly teachers—
that [ needed to be tougher, more mature, and more serious as a young
child rather than the silly, energetic, goofy kid that I was. I liked to
laugh and be playful. Joy should not be stripped from a young person
simply because they happen to be taller and larger than their peers.

Unfortunately, this happens to many Black and Latino boys, who
are often stereotyped and viewed with contempt, resulting in negative
and often traumatic experiences. “Historically, Black men have endeav-
ored to counter the oppressive stereotypes that proclaim them as all
body and no mind, bucks and beasts, monsters, and demons,” writes
Dancy (2014). “However, nonviolent Black males continue to face a
world that sees them as violent” (p. 51). My Latino identity also trig-
gered adultification. In school, there were expectations of how a Brown
boy should behave, and concepts such as machismo influenced how
I was treated by teachers and my peers.

Somewhat ironically, I got bullied in elementary school. A lot.
[ seldom had problems with anyone my size; it was often the smaller
kids who challenged me. Perhaps they harbored inferiority com-
plexes. Why they took it out on me, [ will never understand, but [ knew
that I did not want to fight. As the bullying persisted, [ was forced to
defend myself. Thankfully, Mr. Montalban stepped in. He understood
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My Leadership Journey

that he could not be in all places at once. Fights were bound to happen
when he could not be there. So he did the next best thing. He taught
me not only how to stand up for myself, but how to throw a punch.
[ found an advocate in him. He pushed me to excel academically,
showing me that I could be more than my track. But the biggest gift
he gave me was a love for chess. [ can only speculate, but I think he
wanted me to know that I did not always have to focus on my size
or appearance and that [ could be a strategic thinker. He treated me
with love and care and allowed me to be my most vulnerable, when
so many others only saw me as “Big Man.”

My Bronx Angel

[ experienced the clearest and most profound examples of love, care,
and vulnerability after a traumatic event a couple of months after I
was robbed of my jacket at gunpoint. One day, while on my way home
from high school, [ witnessed a close friend get shot and killed about
100 meters from where [ was walking. For quite some time, [ was terri-
fied and scared for my own life. My fear was rooted in my connection
to the victim; after all, he was my friend. But it was because [ saw who
shot him that [ thought, That could have been me.

It changed everything. [ avoided crowds. Never took the same way
home from school. For a while, [ did not want to leave my house.
I was scared to open the door. When the doorbell rang, [ became para-
noid. Suddenly, there were people in my neighborhood I did not trust.
Because the shooting took place two blocks from my home, the shooter
had to know who I was, right? I started to feel secure only in the safe
space of school. I took comfort in sports and cultivated my appreciation
for Shakespeare (which had been sparked by my 6th grade teacher,
Mrs. Losak). In school, I felt that [ could be who I'd been before I wit-
nessed my friend’s death.

It was during this time that [ met Cheryl, the woman who would
release me from the dread and fear that I faced daily. Cheryl worked

in my neighborhood and, as luck would have it, her office was right
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across the street from my apartment building. She was a community
organizer and youth outreach director for the Fordham-Bedford sat-
ellite office of the Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition.
This group supported people in the community primarily by helping
them access affordable rent, but they also organized protests, worked
closely with clergy, and linked young people to opportunities. Part of
Cheryl’s role was to put together events such as basketball games,
form recreational teams, and assist young people looking for jobs and
internships. I immediately took to Cheryl. She was a Black woman,
short, dark-skinned, and, in her own words, “tomboy-ish.” Most of
the other community workers were white graduates from Fordham
University, but Cheryl looked like me. She understood me.

One day, while | was sitting on my stoop, she approached me
and said, “Your name is Carlos, right?” She had seen me around the
neighborhood—as a 6-foot-5 15-year-old, [ was hard to miss. She asked
me lots of questions and eventually said, “You want to do something
different? Do you want a job?” I felt like a huge load was being lifted.
Someone actually saw me! [ was being offered a way out!

You see, when Cheryl asked if | wanted to do something different,
she meant something beyond hanging out and making money along-
side the hustlers on my block—guys I'd grown up around but never
really wanted to spend time with because of the dangers that came
with their lifestyle. But with those dangers came safety as well—and
at the age of 15, | had already been assaulted and robbed at gunpoint
and witnessed one of my close friends being murdered. Being around
these guys gave me a simulated sense of safety that I had only found
at home or at school.

[ took Cheryl up on her offer.

This was just before the summer of my junior year. I had never
had a real job before. Cheryl helped me and some other kids from the
block fill out our applications for the city’s Summer Youth Employ-
ment Program. She even accompanied me and another kid from my
neighborhood to Brooklyn to hand in our applications. I landed a job
doing cleanup work in a park near the Bronx River. And every two
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weeks, when it was time to pick up our checks, she came with us. She
never sent us out on our own, as it was known that, too often, kids
were being robbed of their summer youth program checks immedi-
ately after picking them up.

In my senior year of high school, when I could not work as much
because of my sports commitments, Cheryl still found a way to keep
me occupied. She paid me and my two best friends to do some build-
ing maintenance and cleanup at her building on Seabury Place in the
South Bronx. It was in those in-between times that she really showed
me what care looked like. It was in the way she would cook for and
feed us; the way she taught me to embrace my Blackness, my Afro-
Latinidad, and my history, which she knew better than I did; the way
she lovingly and aggressively corrected my grammar. She even taught
me how to play Spades—a rite of passage in the Black community.
She also helped me with one essential task that my high school did
not: applying to college. I had no idea what colleges were looking
for, but with great patience and attention to detail, we completed my
applications. Though she was not a formal teacher, she was the best
educator | have ever had.

In the summer before I headed off to college, Cheryl helped me
and my two best friends, Ron and Damon, get work at a Black-owned
daycare in the Sedgwick Houses projects. Imagine the sight of three
Black 17-year-olds, all above 6 foot 4, working with 3- to 5-year-olds!
One thing stuck out to us at this daycare: we seldom saw dads pick-
ing up their children. That fact gave me pause. Cheryl noted the lack
of father involvement, too, and I think that is why she placed us there.
She knew we could make a difference. When I reflect on my experiences
at the daycare, [ often wonder how many of those 3- to 5-year-olds ever
saw another Black male educator. Unbeknownst to me, Cheryl had
planted a seed—one that would take some time to sprout but would
eventually lead me to the classroom.

Cheryl helped to alleviate the fear and dread that I felt follow-

ing my friend’s death. She invested in my potential, which had been
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mostly ignored in my primary and secondary schooling experiences.
She guided my processing of current events taking place in our city
and around the world, helped me with challenging school assignments,
and reviewed my earliest writings, providing me with tremendously
affirming and useful feedback. There were lessons throughout my
interactions with Cheryl that [ would later understand were all tied to

love, care, and vulnerability.

My College Experience

I knew that [ would leave the Bronx and even New York one day. It
had to happen. In my mind, I could not achieve all that [ wanted to if
[ stayed in the same place. Before I was even thinking about college,
I would visit my sister, her husband, and my niece and nephew at their
home in Providence, Rhode Island, and think, This is close enough, and
also far enough away.

Rhode Island was quiet, clean, and definitely not the Bronx. When
the time came to start thinking about college, I looked to my strengths
as a student-athlete to guide my decisions. While I played multiple
sports, I was most passionate about basketball. | was scouted by several
colleges, including Johnson & Wales University, located in Providence,
which at the time was starting a Division Ill basketball program. Images
of Providence from my time spent there came rushing back. This would
be my school—where I would start my life outside New York.

As [ was growing up, my parents made sure that [ was deeply loved
and cared for, and this love extended into my college years. [ was
accepted to Johnson & Wales University and received a great finan-
cial aid package, but it did not cover all my expenses, and I needed
a loan to cover the remaining cost of my education. As a 17-year-old,
I did not have the means to get a loan beyond my already guaranteed
Stafford loans.

My father is old-school. He believes in paying for everything in
cash and owing no one anything ever. I was gearing up to do some

serious convincing, but I didn’t have to say much. He simply said,
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“Si eso es lo que tenemos que hacer, ensefiame donde tengo que firmar
(If that’s what we need to do, show me where [ need to sign).” And you'd
best believe, before [ walked across the stage to accept my degree, my
father had paid the loan off in full. I recognize what a privilege it was
to have parents who were able to support me both emotionally and
financially—and also that that privilege most likely came with sacri-
fices that, to this day, I don’t fully know about.

Growing up in the Bronx, I was almost always surrounded by pre-
dominantly Black and Latinx folks. I didn’t pay attention to my racial
and ethnic identity until I went to college—the first time I was sur-
rounded by a majority of white people. This was an adjustment, to
say the least. Because of my limited interactions with white folks,
many of my perceptions about them were influenced by what [ saw on
television. I did not know what to expect when I arrived at my college
dorm and met my three white roommates.

I can vividly recall my first interaction with one of them. On
move-in day, my roommate pulled me outside, away from our other
roommates, to speak with me. [ noticed that he was holding some-
thing in his hand, then realized it was a Confederate flag.

“Hey, I just wanted to ask, could I put this up?” he asked. “You know,
my family is from the South. It is part of our heritage, and [ wanted to
make sure you were cool with it.”

At the time, I didn’t really understand the full gravity of the his-
tory behind that flag, so [ said, “Yeah, you can put that up.” It was not
until a week later, after gaining a better understanding of what the
flag truly meant, that I asked him to take it down. It was an interest-
ing moment for me, because suddenly I had to contend with what it
meant to be Black in a space where no one looked like me.

[ faced another shock once classes started. I very quickly learned
that my New York City public education had failed to prepare me
for the rigors of college. But while I had to play catch-up on an aca-
demic level, I quickly acclimated to the collegiate lifestyle. I played

basketball for three years, winning several awards along the way.
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[ also found a brotherhood in Alpha Phi Alpha, the first intercollegiate
Greek-letter fraternity established for Black men. As a member of
this esteemed fraternity, I firmly planted myself in leadership roles
and, by my junior year, held leadership positions within our chapter
and across the National Pan-Hellenic Council. On Sunday evenings,
[ cohosted The Quiet Storm, a radio show on Brown University’s radio
station, WBRU. And like many college-aged young men, I dated, even-
tually meeting the amazing woman [ would later marry and have a
brilliant and beautiful daughter with.

Providence in the 1990s

[ arrived in Providence in 1993 to find a city struggling with poverty,
unemployment, poor housing, and crime. Navigating the streets from
the dorm to classroom buildings and through other parts of downtown
was a heart-quickening experience.

The city recovered a bit in the mid- to late 1990s, riding the coat-
tails of a national economic surge that continued right up until the 2000
stock market correction. Providence (and, really, all of Rhode Island)
was usually late to the party of an economic boom and among the first
to leave. Nevertheless, Providence underwent a small renaissance of
its own. In 1994, the opening of Waterplace Park and the Riverwalk
provided a sparkling venue for entertainment open to all.

Changes in the demographics of Providence were dramatic. While
the overall population had been declining in 1990, it grew by about
8 percent in the next decade, even as the number of non-Latinx whites
declined (Strongin, 2017). The composition of the city’s population
changed substantially and significantly. By 2000, Latinx residents
represented about 30 percent of the population (Vasquez, 2003).
Providence has the largest Latinx population in Rhode Island and the
second largest in all of New England. Since 2000, the median income for
Providence families has increased 20 percent, reversing a decline from
1990 to 2000. However, more than a quarter of the city’s population
continues to live below the federal poverty level, including more than

35 percent of children.
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As the racial and ethnic diversity of the city’s population increased,
similar changes occurred in the public school system. The number
of non-Latinx whites in the school population has declined since
1994, and the overall diversity of the school system has increased.
Sadly, however, the number of students below the poverty level has
increased dramatically; the city ranks third worst in the nation for
childhood poverty (Rhode Island KIDS COUNT, 2020).

A Promise Kept

[ graduated from college with dual degrees in business management
and marketing. I promised my father when I started college that [ would
have a job immediately after graduating, so I accepted the first offer
I received at a large national rental car company. In this role, I learned
about the tenets of customer service and meeting corporate goals and
expectations, which ultimately meant upselling to customers. The job
emphasized the importance of relationship building and clear com-
munication. However, in this and other early corporate jobs, I never
felt encouraged or confident enough to show up with love, care, and
vulnerability. In retrospect, these jobs left little room for me to discover
what [ was passionate about. Although [ met some phenomenal people,
my early professional experiences never spoke to what I believed to be
my greater purpose.

Following my brief time in corporate America, I accepted an offer
to join an international child sponsorship and humanitarian nonprofit
organization. The offer came about as a result of reconnecting with an
older fraternity brother who worked at the organization. He saw some-
thing in me that [ did not recognize in myself at the time—a penchant for
leadership. After all, our fraternity focused on leadership and service
to our communities. I quickly began my foray into international human-
itarian work. My new role focused on donor sponsorship and major
and planned gifts. The organization provided underserved children
and families with access to many things that we take for granted,
including clean and safe drinking water, safely constructed homes,

and schools. They also promoted campaigns against female genital
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mutilation, anti-human trafficking initiatives, small-business incuba-
tors, and so much more. This work afforded me the opportunity to
travel the world and see firsthand the importance of humanitarian
efforts and the positive impact they have on individual lives. I had
found soul work—work that was greater than myself. [ came to realize
that despite the challenges I encountered as a young man, [ was living
and beginning to thrive in an economically developed world and, com-
paratively speaking, had a fair amount of privilege.

In the four years I spent working for Plan International USA (for-
merly Childreach), I started to notice a pattern among the families in
the various countries [ visited. Regardless of socioeconomic circum-
stance, the parents almost always had a deep commitment to the
education of their children. While many of the parents themselves had
been unable to complete formal education, they considered it impera-
tive that their own children engage in schooling. I realized that access
to education improves socioeconomic prospects not only directly for
students but for generations to come.

The late Nobel prize-winning economist Amartya Sen asserted
that access to education is essential in gaining access to other rights,
as it determines human freedoms and what people can achieve in their
lives (Walker, 2005). In the absence of these freedoms, individuals
often remain subject to limited circumstances (Sen, 2011). It took leav-
ing the United States for me to see that the people | encountered in the
developing world were not so different from those in my hometown of
the Bronx, where parents also realize the importance of education in
enabling upward mobility for their children.

Discovering The Met and Big Picture Learning

As my work at the international level seemed to be reaching a pla-
teauy, I felt it was time to come home and build on the foundation I'd
first established in Providence. I knew I wanted to work with chil-
dren and in education, but entering the teaching profession was the

furthest thing from my mind. Teaching was not even a part of what

ADVANCE COPY—NOT FINAL. NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION.
3RD PAGES




My Leadership Journey

[ believed to be my purpose or my life’s trajectory. Upon my return
to the United States, | reconnected with Danique Dolly, a dear friend
from my college days. We were both sons of New York City: I attended
New York City public high schools, while Danique attended Fordham
Preparatory School, a private school located on Fordham University’s
campus. (My impression of the Fordham University campus, a mere
stone’s throw from my bedroom window, was of a gilded cage; I felt
that the walls had been constructed to keep out people like me.)

Danique originally crossed my path while [ was completing my
undergraduate studies and he was completing his master’s degree
in teaching at Brown University. As members of different fraternities,
we participated in several projects around Providence working with
young people. He saw how I interacted with them and, as he often did,
challenged my decision to be a business major. “We need more brothers
in education,” he would say. He would tell me I could make a real dif-
ference. I brushed it off at the time because I thought, As a private
school graduate, what does he know about the struggle? 1 assumed that
because he attended parochial and private schools, he had no clue
about the challenges young people faced in the community. [ was
wrong. Danique’s story is a powerful and beautiful one that [ hope he
will share widely someday.

Running into Danique after so many years was fortuitous, even
if I did not see it at the time. He told me that he was teaching at an
innovative school in Providence: The Metropolitan Regional Career
and Technical Center (affectionately known as The Met). The Met was
Big Picture Learning’s founding school and where the Big Picture
Learning design principles of relationships, relevance, and rigor were
established. He excitedly shared that the school was a prototype and
that similar schools were about to emerge all over the country. We
exchanged information and went our separate ways. He subsequently
called repeatedly inviting me to visit The Met; he was just as persistent
as he had been in college. And I am forever grateful that he was.

When [ finally did visit, [ witnessed firsthand how this innovative
high school was turning the schooling experience into something
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I could not have imagined. What I observed were authentic relation-
ships between adults and young people that were grounded in love.
Conversations between teachers and students, between teachers
and teachers, and between teachers and principals were open and
honest, free of hierarchy and judgment, and focused on understanding,
empowerment, and responsibility. These were people who cared more
about working with young people than working the curriculum, and
[ thought what they were doing was extraordinary. At this point in my
journey, my approach to leading with love, care, and vulnerability—
Leadership Soul, which I will expound on in the next chapter—was far
from developed, but my instincts told me that The Met was a place
where I could learn and forge my stance not only as an educator but
also as a leader.

Students at The Met are handed the reins of their learning expe-
riences and are empowered to chart their trajectories. What’s more,
their learning is experiential: they explore powerful, real-world learn-
ing experiences through internships. I noticed how comfortable these
students were in their interactions and communications with adults,
whether they were familiar or not. To say [ was impressed would be
an understatement.

The Met was the creation of two educators, Dennis Littky and
Elliot Washor, who came to Providence in the early 1990s to work with
Ted Sizer at Brown University. Sizer was a nationally recognized leader
of educational reform in the 1980s and 1990s. In 1984, he founded the
Coalition of Essential Schools, a national high school transformation
initiative described in Horace’s Compromise (Sizer, 2004), a book chal-
lenging many elements of traditional high schools. Recognizing that
school wasn’t working for many young people, Littky and Washor
challenged one another to reimagine learning experiences without
regard to what most schools looked like at the time. The result was The
Met, and over the last 25 years, more than 100 Big Picture Learning
schools in the United States and another 100-plus around the world
have formed to empower young people to create happy, successful
lives of their own design.
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While thoroughly impressed and excited about what [ saw at The
Met, I wasn’t certain I could see myself in a school setting, and espe-
cially not in a classroom. To be quite honest, I'd never previously had
the desire to become an educator. Growing up, Black male teachers were
few and far between. None of my K-12 teachers or college professors
had inspired me to want to pursue education as a possible career.

But perhaps the lack of male teachers of color had an unintended
effect. Could it be that the absence of teachers I could relate to or
who looked like me made me believe that the classroom was no place
for an Afro-Latino man? Did students who looked like me, were raised
the same way, and had similar life trajectories need an educator
like me?

The reality is that the teaching force in the United States is over-
whelmingly made up of white women. However, research confirms
that teachers of color are “uniquely positioned to improve the perfor-
mance of students [of color . . . by] directly or indirectly serving
as role models, mentors, advocates, or cultural translators” (Egalite
et al., 2015, p. 44). There continues to be a real and significant shortage
of teachers of color, and in particular male teachers of color, at a time
when students of color need them most. Thankfully, campaigns such
as Real Men Teach and organizations like the Center for Black Educator
Development have been on the rise in recent years, working to recruit
and retain male teachers of color.

My introduction to The Met lit a spark in me. I felt that I'd been led
to my purpose. | wanted to work with young people in ways that were
transformative rather than transactional. I saw my role at The Met
as not only making an impact in the lives of others but forever chang-

ing my own life as well.

How Teaching Taught Me How to Teach
In 2002, I began my first job as an educator. [ became the advisor
to a group of young people—Aisha, Arthur, Ashley, Brandon, Chris,

Cherolyn, Engers, Joseph, Josue, Jessica, Le’Quise, Manny, Marieli,
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Micah, Odyssey, Priscilla, Rachel, and Shawn—who changed my life in
many ways. Together, we began our collective and individual journeys
at The Met, then in its seventh year.

While entering the classroom was certainly a big transition for
me, | felt well supported by The Met and Big Picture Learning culture.
I received positive feedback from my peers, who saw my leader-
ship potential. One of my strengths was my “calming,” unflappable
demeanor, which made it easy for me to work with young people. But
[ also attempted to bring kindness, honesty, firmness, and a commit-
ment to continuous improvement. [ had to own up to things that I did
not know about myself and ask for help when I needed it. For me, the
most effective way of learning how to support my students was through
collaboration.

These 17 young people were my motivation. We grew and evolved
together. Over the course of four years, | watched them mature, getting
to know their families and their cultures, and on a deeper level, their
hearts and minds. Learning alongside them while supporting them as
they found their love for learning remains one of the most rewarding
experiences of my career and life.

The highly personalized Big Picture Learning approach requires
you to lead and learn, meaning that each student or advisee creates
and receives detailed attention to their specific learning needs. This
is why I know as much as I do about the circulatory system, systolic
and diastolic pressures and hypertension, the culinary arts, clothing
design, music production, midwifery, trans fats, early childhood and
adolescent learning, computer science, architecture, computer-aided
design, national abuse laws, forensics, retinopathy of prematurity,
playwriting, and marine biology. These were just some of the interests
my students had—and areas where they delved deeply to enhance
their own learning. To support them in that learning, I needed to
delve deep as well. Once students began exploring their interests,

their excitement and desire to learn more was limitless, and I found
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myself matching them in their excitement as we embarked on their
learning journeys together. Until they joined The Met, most of these
young people had found school boring and irrelevant. As we worked
to cocreate and codesign their learning experiences, one of our mutu-
ally agreed-upon goals was to ensure that their time at The Met was
anything but boring.

Beginning my teaching career at a Big Picture Learning school like
The Met was really the only entry point into the field of education that
made sense for me. | had never wanted to replicate the learning envi-
ronments that I experienced growing up; I wanted more for the next
generation of learners. The late bell hooks (1994) profoundly asserted
that education in its purest form is a “practice of freedom”—a form of
teaching and learning that is engaging and exciting for both teachers
and learners. In this “practice of freedom,” both parties equally con-
tribute to and share in the learning experience. Students are not just
taught information that they are expected to commit to memory and
recall when asked; they are also taught to think critically in a non-
conformist, unconfined way. Adults who educate as a “practice of
freedom” teach “not merely to share information but to share in the
intellectual and spiritual growth of our babies” (hooks, 1994, p. 13).

When students are taught in this liberatory manner, the lessons
they learn carry over into their lives outside the classroom—an ever-
present reminder that we are all born with an insatiable thirst to learn
and grow. We are born curious, and we are excited when we discover
new things. Yet somehow the way in which learning is presented
makes it uncool, unexciting, and straight-up boring, often as early as
grade school.

What I found at The Met was an organization and culture predi-
cated on love, care, and vulnerability. All facets of the school—students,
teachers, and administration—were guided by these principles. I felt
comfortable at The Met even as | was still learning my craft. In working

with students who had continuously been kept from quality, loving
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opportunities and while navigating through challenging circumstances,
my fellow teachers had my back and would not let me fail. I often reflect
on how much I learned about love, care, and vulnerability from and with
and for my colleagues. The relationships I forged at The Met stay with

me even now.

My Leadership Responsibility Journey

In my first roles as an advisor (2002-2006) and then principal (2006-
2009), my Leadership Soul emerged. [ learned that, as a leader, it is
important that [ adapt to whatever a situation, moment, or movement
requires. And while I personally find leading from the front to be my
least favorite type of leadership, I embrace it when necessary. My
preference is to lead from the side, to support others along their own
leadership development journey. Oftentimes, educators who have
worked relentlessly in support of their students position themselves
as the lone experts rather than elevating and holding up students and
their accomplishments, but I find that this practice can be isolating
and counterproductive.

Following my experience at The Met, I moved to the company
behind the school, Big Picture Learning, where I've held several
positions: director of school reform and innovation (2010-2012),
national director of schools (2012-2015), and co—-executive director
(2015-present). Following four years with my advisory and four more
as an administrator at The Met, over the subsequent decade my work
shifted to focus on expanding the Big Picture Learning approach
beyond Providence. [ accepted the opportunity to head up expansion
efforts in and around Newark, New Jersey, which, at the time, was
going through its own educational transformation. The transition
from principal and assistant district director made sense for me at
the time for a number of reasons. First, it was time for me to return to
the New York City area to be closer to my family. Second, [ was seek-
ing professional advancement and wanted to apply what I'd learned

from my previous roles to creating more systemic change, including
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by advising the mayor of Newark’s team regarding matters of educa-
tion. And third, [ wanted to help grow Big Picture Learning schools in
Newark and throughout New Jersey.

Though still part of the Big Picture Learning national organiza-
tion, I found myself working independently for the first time. Sure,
[ still benefited from working closely with Elliot and learning along-
side him. But I didn’t have a physical office to go into every day, so
I needed to develop discipline to work alone. I had to do a lot of pre-
paratory work in advance of meetings to understand the city’s rich
history and the plethora of nuanced alliances and relationships that
existed among the city’s key decision makers.

In most cases, [ had neither formal authority nor control; I was
merely an intermediary. I could only effect change in practice and
pedagogy up to a certain point. | had to learn how to be a beneficial
partner in a large school district. There were times I had to shift and
pivot, such as when a new leadership team unceremoniously shut
down a multiyear school startup project that I had been asked to initi-
ate. Yet [ was also able to be directly involved in systems-level change
in a high-profile district heavily influenced by outside philanthropy.
[ learned that alliances can, if cultivated appropriately, be leveraged
later. Many of the folks I connected with in Newark continue to be
collaborative partners on a national level to this day.

[ was invited to take on the role of national director of schools in
2012. The position allowed me to apply skills I had honed at a regional
level—relationship building chief among them—and applied them to
expanding Big Picture Learning—not just by starting new schools but
also by helping existing schools in our burgeoning network continue
to refine their practices to benefit students, families, and communi-
ties across the country.

Over my time at The Met and then in Newark, I built relationships
with principals across the country and periodically facilitated coach-
ing and development with select schools in the network. As in my

previous roles, my leadership was embraced by former colleagues
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in truly powerful ways. I had the backing of my predecessor, Kari
Thierer, who was kind and supportive in my transition, allowing me to
reach out to her for advice and periodically check in as I settled into
the role. I still interacted with district leaders and philanthropic orga-
nizations, but now [ was equipped with a more specific understanding
of the challenges and opportunities they identified as they worked
within their districts to launch new innovative schools.

Early on, Big Picture Learning founders Dennis Littky and Elliot
Washor committed to hiring and elevating people from the commu-
nities they were serving. This was as true at the executive director
level as it was at the advisor level. Dennis and Elliot were among my
primary supporters, and they prepared me to take on various leader-
ship roles as time went on.

[ learned a lot through trial and error when I first became
co—-executive director, but I am fortunate to have entered into this
role with longtime friend and colleague Andrew Frishman, a fellow
advisor at The Met, who is one of the brightest and most thoughtful
leaders I've had the pleasure of working alongside. The transition
was also facilitated by a tremendous board of directors who under-
stood the importance and complexity of a successful succession.

On a personal level, the executive director role requires an amount
of travel that forced me—for the first time—to take a hard look at work-
life balance. I took on the responsibility of coordinating and establish-
ing the growth of our national programmatic team by conceptualizing
and launching our regional structure, which included the addition of
regional directors, many of whom later ascended to the national lead-
ership team.

So far in my professional career, | have been blessed by working
with remarkable individuals who, without ever thinking about it,
embrace Leadership Soul and infuse love, care, and vulnerability
into their relationships. The Met and Big Picture Learning powerfully

embody Leadership Soul throughout a school’s design and operation.
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Sharing My Leadership Journey

Most of what I know about leadership—its purpose, principles, and
practices—I learned from my parents, my family, and close connec-
tions in our community. Again and again throughout my career, | have
relearned what they taught me. My focus on love, care, and vulner-
ability, forged in childhood, has formed the foundation of my own
leadership with and through others, particularly the young people
[ have had the privilege to know and serve.

In this book, I share my leadership and teaching experiences with
three young men: Josue, Angel, and Shawn. These young men left
indelible marks on my leadership journey. | experienced many of my
firsts with them, and they helped me learn how to truly teach, lead,
and serve. Letters written to these former students and their family
members form the centerpiece of my narrative; for me, sharing them
is the ultimate act of vulnerability. As with the letter to my younger
self at the start of this book, these letters offer me the opportunity to
share thoughts I couldn’t express at the time because I didn’t have the
experience, language, foresight or, in some cases, courage to do so.

Why These Stories?

In Ghana, the Akan people have a word in the Twi language—sankofa—
that literally means “to go back and get it.” The term refers to bringing
forward what is at risk of being left behind. Implicit to the concept
of sankofa is the idea that the past is a guide to the future. I could
not leave the memory of Josue, Angel, and Shawn behind. [ wanted to
write a book to honor them. Their stories have remained with me,
and I often find myself thinking about their experiences and our rela-
tionships. Although they are no longer with us, they were all uniquely
talented, compassionate, brilliant, sharp, and tremendous human
beings. Through their stories, I hope to draw out what I have learned
from knowing them and working with them and reflect on the pas-
sions that they possessed.
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My goal as an education leader has been constant: to lift up and
center the best interests of the young people we serve. When [ began
teaching at The Met, [ hoped that my presence would make a positive
impact on the education experiences of my students. I soon realized
that these young people would in turn have a tremendous impact on
my own learning and development as an educator, leader, and parent.

Welcome to Leadership Soul.
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