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 Good morning. I’m deeply honored to be here today to participate in the 

2009 Spring Meeting of the National Writing Project. Over the years, I’ve been 

inspired by the spirit and dedication of colleagues in the National Writing Project 

and in English/language arts classrooms across the nation and beyond who 

continue to live their lives and do their work, regardless of the variable conditions 

under which we’re called to perform. I find it very affirming, in fact, that, for the 

most part, as teachers and administrators we’ve been steadfast in our beliefs, not 

only in the work that we do, but more importantly perhaps, in our beliefs also in 

the potential of our students and the good will of the parents, policymakers, 

colleagues, and communities with whom we are collaborating.  

 In preparing for this talk, I thought about how much there is in our world 

that might cause even the strongest among us to despair, and I found myself 

drawn powerfully, as the new president of our country has been drawn, to the 

“audacity of hope” (Obama 2006). I thought about how persistently over 

generation after generation after generation, individuals and groups have risen to 

remarkable occasions with considerable energy, creativity, courage, and 

resiliency in resisting what is outrageously positioned as master narratives of 

failure and impossibility. I marvel at how fortunate the world has been to have a 

regular flow of both ordinary and extraordinary folk who, quite simply, just have 

not given up but instead have chosen to act, to do something, to do whatever is 

do-able, to believe that both intervention and redemption are possible, and not to 

be distracted by persistently overwhelming needs or unbelievable odds. These 
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exemplars of action in the face of significant challenge have demonstrated that 

productivity and possibility happen, one hand and heart at a time, and, as we 

have learned through organizations like the National Writing Project, get 

magnified exponentially when we understand that we have colleagues and 

friends. We have a worthy cause, and we are not alone.  

 In essence, despite whatever contending forces we meet, what continues to 

prevail is a particular and peculiar set of national legacies that are now being 

eloquently championed by our president. We are a nation of people who have 

exhibited over the full history of this country an indomitable spirit, an implacable 

resourcefulness, a persistent dedication to worthy causes, and a clear capacity to 

get hard work done and done well. After all, our nation was born into bankruptcy, 

within the disorganization of the aftermath of war, and indeed into a world that 

lacked confidence in our capacity to even become a nation or to function with any 

credibility at all on a world stage. In those early days, we didn’t so much prove 

our doubters wrong as we proved ourselves right in having faith in an ambitious 

cause, in a vision of a democracy, and in the possibilities of a determined people. 

What we find today, then, is that the whole notion of a United States of America 

has clearly shown itself to be a truly provocative idea, worthy of the ongoing 

struggle to try to make it work well. As a nation, we have indeed succeeded in 

becoming, despite ourselves perhaps, an exemplar of what it means to believe 

something, to do something, and to be something that was, at some point, quite 

unimaginable.  

Accomplishing such laudable goals is obviously an amazingly complex 

negotiation, so much so, in fact, that quite often, “champions” have had to 
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emerge who quite necessarily become our agents of change on various fronts, 

people who have the capacity to see things that can and must be done, and, as 

wonders to behold, who also take the responsibility of doing them. Such people 

are called by many names, but in my experience a sobering number of them have 

called themselves, and been called by others, teachers. So, thanks again for the 

inordinate privilege of participating with you in this annual conversation.  

I’ve chosen the topic “Responsible Citizenship in a Global Environment.” 

My interests in such ideas have grown out of concerns that were nurtured by the 

fact that I’m a person who happened to come of age during the sixties and 

seventies, a time when concepts such as social responsibility, social action, social 

justice, political participation and empowerment, cultural innovation, and 

cultural change all became, for all practical purposes, anthropomorphic. In so 

many ways, I experienced these values in the flesh of mentors, friends, and 

cultural icons who taught me, as Anna Julia Cooper declared in 1892 in her book 

A Voice from the South, that there is “a gain from belief.” 

So, what do I believe actually constitutes our contemporary global 

environment? As I share my thoughts about our current state of affairs, my 

advantage is that people, like yourselves, who are actively involved in the 

activities of the National Writing Project tend to be aware of environmental 

conditions and attentive to the world around them. So I’ve taken the liberty of 

assuming that I can simplify my task and draw a quick list of concerns based on 

any number of today’s news headlines without having to obsess over detailed 

explanations to prove the point. The list might include the following: 
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• Concerns about the economy, particularly the reduced capacity of socially 

responsible, hard-working people to sustain themselves and their families 

and to provide for their basic needs—food, clothing, shelter. 

• Concerns about access to and the costs of healthcare, exacerbated by the 

issue of whether good healthcare should be subsidized by our collective 

federal funds and available, for example, to all of the nation’s children, 

regardless of race, place, or economic standing. 

• Concerns about national security; terrorism, both foreign and domestic; 

crime; violence; cross-cultural conflicts; and various inequities related to 

race, class, gender, sexuality.  

• Concerns about environmental issues such as climate change and its 

effects, including natural disasters like hurricanes, tornadoes, floods, fires, 

and earthquakes, and other environmental issues such as the increasing 

need for renewable energy sources that provide clean, sustainable energy 

around the world, not just in the Western world. 

• Concerns related to qualities of good leadership at all levels, not the least 

of which includes the recognition of social justice and human rights at 

home and abroad, with a clearer dedication to the principles and values of 

diplomacy rather than military might. 

• Concerns related to our expectation that our food and water any and 

everywhere in our nation should be safe and secure. 

Then there are other concerns as well. Among them two additional ones stand out 

especially for me: 
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• First, concerns about the fast, flexible, and pervasive growth of digital and 

other technologies and the impacts and consequences of their power—

complicated, of course, from a global perspective by concerns about who 

has the right to and privilege of having various technologies, who doesn’t, 

who shouldn’t, and who should have the power and authority to say so.  

 

Last, but certainly not least, we also have: 

 

• Concerns about educational success—with particular regard to the thorny 

issues that exist beyond access—e.g., the crafting of ambitious, 

intellectually rigorous learning goals, the use of diverse learning strategies, 

the application of equitable learning conditions and resources,  

• and the nurturing of high performance and achievement. 

 

The bottom line is that these concerns and more are simultaneously personal, 

local, national, and global. The fundamental truth, though, is that with all of 

these complications, this is our world, and I believe, beyond all possible doubt, 

that teachers do indeed have the responsibility of being agents and enablers of 

both stability and change. Moreover, I believe that this obligation is especially 

true for teachers of English and language arts. After all, language and expression 

are at the very core of who and how we are as human beings.  

In making this statement, I underscore that language is not just “subject 

matter.” It is the currency by which we manage our lives and sustain ourselves 

and our relationships. As teachers of language, writing and related skills, 
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rhetoric, literacy, literature, and digital media; as teachers of other subjects who 

make good use of writing and related skills, we don’t just teach students to use 

and appreciate language, as if writing is just clear, precise, socially appropriate, 

“beautiful expression.” If we do our jobs thoroughly and well, we help our 

students to understand that language, as a performative tool, is a phenomenal 

human asset and what we are really teaching is what is waiting underneath these 

practices.  

Ultimately, by helping our students to develop their language abilities—their 

powers of observation and critical thinking; their problem-posing and problem-

solving expertise; their reading, writing, speaking, and listening skills; the forms 

and functions of language use through various media in various contexts for 

various purposes—by helping our students to develop such abilities, we are really 

helping them to develop a thoughtful and critical perspective on the world in 

which they find themselves—to be astute observers and critical and creative 

thinkers, and to understand themselves, their potential, and their possibilities 

within this world. We’re helping them to see with a critical and creative eye the 

concerns, problems, and issues that have relevance to them, to develop the 

capacity to operate within their communities—far and near—with agency and 

authority over their own lives; and to live with a well-grounded idea of what 

constitutes freedom, justice, and prosperity. Perhaps most powerfully of all, we 

are helping them to develop flexible resources in order to express their beliefs 

and desires, to mediate their relationships among both friends and strangers, and 

to use a broad landscape of language resources and technologies to excellent 

effect, instead of setting aside these powers in the face of the easy seduction of an 
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ever-broadening horizon of hubris, self-absorption, despair, violence, 

destruction, and incredible ignorance. 

Holding such a belief and accepting it as truth, I ask myself: What then as 

teachers are we really mandated to do? What are our jobs really about? A basic 

fact is this: Schools and classrooms, whether public or private, are instruments of 

the social order. Within our social order, not only does language function as an 

instrument of power, it also functions quite indiscriminately as a democratizing 

tool. As we are seeing now through the daily demonstration of our president, 

language resources are available to those who have developed the sense, 

sensibility, and skills to direct and amplify their uses of language with 

consequence. Our president is smart, knowledgeable, able to think on his feet, 

respectful of others, articulate, eloquent, a good listener, and capable of 

demonstrating that he is indeed, in keeping with a bedrock marker in the world 

of rhetoric, “a good man speaking.”  

In other words, as a human invention, language is available to all—existing 

for use by anyone who has the vision, will, and courage to use it conscientiously. 

As English / language arts teachers, if we do our jobs well, then all of our students 

might come to understand such things and come to perform as language users 

comfortably, confidently, and respectfully in light of this knowledge. This is the 

business that we are in, but how do we find standpoints that permit us to operate 

with the level of flexibility and resiliency that we need to in order to address the 

broad range of classroom mandates that teachers must meet?  

 In point of fact, we all know that the answers to such questions are 

multiple and complex. Allow me to respond, then, with just five factors that I 
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believe matter and matter greatly in our ability to develop enabling strategies. My 

notion in doing so is not to present you with an indisputable case for these 

particular factors but to put such ideas on the table, not as new, but as both basic 

and profound and to invite you to think about them deliberately and explicitly—

always—in making and enacting your classroom decisions.  

 First, context matters. Let’s take as an instructive example the group of 

students at Village Academy Public School in Pomona, California. These students 

created a video that is now being shown on YouTube. It’s designed as a call for 

action based on the question: Is Anyone Listening? The students focused the 

video on the impacts and consequences of the dramatic economic downturns in 

their community. They told their own personal stories and appealed eloquently 

for a response from people—including members of their own community—who 

might have the capacity to intervene and help them to get and keep their lives 

positively on track. Fortunately, there was indeed someone listening. In fact, 

including the global audiences of YouTube, the nationwide audiences of major 

television networks, the president of the United States and his staff, we can easily 

conclude that millions of people have actually been listening.  

Having an authentic listening audience is, of course, an important point, 

but I’d like to underscore two additional ones. The first is that this situation 

dramatically demonstrates that we don’t have the luxury anymore, if indeed we 

ever did, of ignoring the worlds around our classrooms. Environmental 

challenges just don’t stay conveniently outside of school walls. We must keep a 

human face on our data and analyses and keep very strong the links between 

causes and effects, impacts and consequences, and problems and solutions. No 
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matter how much some among us might ideally long to teach in a vacuum-packed 

container, well insulated from all but the most esoteric of intellectual pursuits, 

quite simply, we just can’t, in good faith, even consider such a thing. Learning in 

the English / language arts cannot be just about discrete, isolated, disembodied 

information and skills. Quite the contrary. We are more obligated than ever 

before to be transparent about the fact that knowledge is social, cultural, and 

political, that experiences are specific to particular lives and conditions, and that 

values and skills are tools designed to empower people who need to do things for 

themselves and others every single day. Our lessons in English / language arts 

classrooms, then, are not simply lessons to be learned, but instead processes by 

which our students build a capacity to function well in whatever worlds they 

might happen to find themselves. 

We can’t focus simply on building up a list of exercises completed or texts 

read. We must consider what being well and broadly read means and also what 

having experience and expertise means in bringing critical resources to bear in 

our classroom activities. We can’t just engage in a relentless valorization of 

cultures distant from the home experiences of our students. We need to look both 

abroad and at home and consider how our content and pedagogies help students 

to see themselves in time and space, and in both cultural and multicultural 

contexts as they see their destinies aligned with the destinies of others and 

identify similarities and differences, causes and effects, impacts and 

consequences on a global landscape.  

We can’t pretend that learning processes are static and totally predictable 

from a one-size- or one-way-fits-all perspective. Quite fundamentally, what we 
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know for sure—we don’t have to guess—is that learning is dynamic, a truth that 

invokes the obligation for us to treat the truth as actually true and enact 

classroom strategies that are equally dynamic, while deliberately respecting who, 

where, and how our students are in their own skins, in their own communities, as 

they place themselves in the company of others—not just across the street but 

around the globe.  

In my view, context matters because specific conditions and circumstances 

have the capacity to shape and direct our potential. To the case in point, because 

of their courage in creating a video about their lives, conditions, and desires—a 

video that is now being seen around the globe—the students at Village Academy 

are forever changed in terms of their worldviews and also their confidence in 

their own potential to participate actively in the world with consequence. In other 

words, the first point to hold in mind is that as teachers who teach in specific 

places, like urban, suburban, and rural sites in the United States of America, we 

need to be primed to recognize and articulate in the flesh of our classroom 

activities how knowledge and learning are not adornment but actually have the 

capacity to do work in the world. We need to be observant, to notice how events 

and conditions make a difference—or not—in the lives of real people, so that we 

can be on guard to recognize patterns of action and patterns of opportunity. 

This point brings me to the second point to be emphasized in the Pomona 

case. While there was not much acknowledgement or celebration of it, I do hope 

that you didn’t miss that this story of action is not just the students’ story. It is 

also very much the story of their English teacher. An AP English teacher 

permitted and encouraged a group of passionate and enterprising students to do 
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something different, interesting, and connected to their real-life experiences, and 

he (and the school system) offered them not just the opportunity, but also the 

technological mechanisms and classroom support that enabled them to speak out 

about the world around them. To be noted, then, is the fact that this colleague 

recognized a teachable moment—not just for his students, who clearly are 

learning multilayered lessons well, but ultimately for the nation, whom we must 

hope—although the jury is still out on this one—is doing the same, i.e., learning in 

a multilayered way to pay attention and, ideally, to help us and our students to do 

our jobs well. 

This point leads me to the second factor. Surely, context matters, but so 

does vision. As teachers, we need a specific and well-textured vision of who we 

are as teachers and what we are intentionally trying to accomplish with our 

students in the interest of enabling them to do whatever it is that we are trying to 

enable them to do.  

I underscore here the Pomona teacher’s vision, or at the very least his 

instinct for active learning. However, I underscore also how important it is for all 

of us to think consciously about our vision, not just about what the policymakers 

dictate or what the president says, but what we—the people who are the on-the-

ground experts, the people who know our business and know our students—What 

do we see? What do we know for true? What do we think? What do we say? After 

all, as Bernice Reagon, civil rights activist, historian, and founder of the singing 

group Sweet Honey in the Rock says, “Silence in a democracy is a dangerous 

thing.” We can not be silent. We must speak up for what we know and what we 

know to be true—as indeed you’ve been doing with our congressional leaders 
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annually during these meetings. I thank you for being willing to fill the critically 

important advocacy roles that define the purpose of this meeting and to share 

your stories and speak your minds year after year to people who need to know 

who we are, what we know, and how we’re thinking about something as critical 

and as sacred as the education and welfare of the nation’s children. 

I venture to say that in a need-filled world, each and every one of us has 

the basic responsibility of bringing our strongest, clearest, best selves to the 

playing field so that each and every one of us can benefit from a dynamic and 

amplified capacity to articulate and address the thorny problems that surround 

us not just as teachers within our own communities but also as people connected 

to other people around the globe. We need to benefit from the capacity of all of us 

to dedicate ourselves with critical and creative insight to the wholeness of our 

human enterprise—for our students and their families, our local communities, 

our state, our nation, and our world—a world in which we all need peace. We 

need to be able to trust the good will of our neighbors far and near and have them 

trust us back. We need to live in a world in which safety is the norm, not danger. 

We need to be surrounded by people who respect each other as human beings, 

because of rather than despite the broad and diverse range of differences among 

us. We need to nurture the talents and abilities of all of our students—on the hope 

and the expectation that one of them might just have an important piece of the 

puzzle for success. This, in my view, is the master narrative of classroom 

excellence and part of what constitutes the classroom enterprise for both teachers 

and students.  
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So context and vision are two factors. I propose three others as well, but 

you’ll probably be quite relieved to know that I believe that the third, fourth, and 

fifth factors are so related that I need to present them as a set that together 

constitute a motivating force for sustainable action. In effect, once we understand 

the importance of being observant of and attuned to the context in which we find 

ourselves; once we have a well-textured and dynamic vision of what we are 

deliberately and intentionally trying to do, we still face the critical challenge of 

how exactly our rubber will hit the road. One critical question is whether we have 

enough compassion to recognize that caring about others is one and the same as 

caring about ourselves—something that a young white policeman in Dallas, Texas 

(Robert Powell), totally misunderstood when he refused to listen to a young Black 

man (Ryan Moats) who was not a criminal on the run but an emotionally stressed 

human being dealing authentically with the personal tragedy of his mother-in-

law (Jonetta Collinsworth) being at that very moment just a few short yards away 

in her last moments of life. The policeman’s behavior in painstakingly using a 

tone and language that did not fit the specific situation and taking a full fifteen 

minutes to issue a ticket in the parking lot of a hospital for a traffic violation 

suggests that he had internalized a profile of Black male identity and behavior 

that did not permit him to exercise compassion, or to listen to the pleas of the 

Black male, or to listen to the testimony of the white female nurse who came out 

of the hospital to speak on the victim’s behalf, or generally to address the 

problem that he faced as a policeman, a keeper of the peace, in a way that was 

appropriate while simultaneously recognizing his societal roles as both a law 
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enforcement officer and as a citizen entrusted by his fellow citizens to serve the 

community.  

Another question is whether we have the courage to actually do what must 

be done, despite whatever fears, hesitations, or barriers there may be—the 

courage to do the right thing even when we may not have the conditions that 

make doing so easy. For the case in point, I’d like to recognize that the nurse who 

had the courage to speak up on behalf of a person in distress should be 

appreciated for her advocacy. What I’d like to highlight, however, is this point: 

Despite the fact that the intimidation and injustice of the moment was 

overwhelming, the young Black man did not respond with violence, as 

stereotypical expectations might predict. Instead, he made the effort to explain, 

and by doing so, he drew the policeman’s attention away from his wife (Tamisha 

Moats), who was the first person at whom the policeman pointed his gun, as she 

and another female passenger exited the vehicle and then rushed at the first 

opportune moment into the hospital to say goodbye to her mother. Knowing that 

he had indeed deliberately broken a law, this young Black man permitted the 

power and authority of the policeman to prevail, with the result that he and 

another African American male passenger in the vehicle (Collinsworth’s father, 

Earl Jackson) were unable to make Collinsworth’s bedside before her death.  

A third question is whether we have the fortitude to exercise good 

professional judgment constantly and to engage in a well-deliberated critical 

process relentlessly. Given the example that I’ve been using, we must hope that in 

hindsight the policeman understands the consequences of foregoing a critical 

process and making professional judgments too superficially. His 



J.J. Royster—The Ohio State University 16 

uncompassionate application of the law (with him relenting only after another 

police officer came to him to confirm that Mrs. Collinsworth was indeed dying) 

carried a very high cost for a traffic offender, but a more compelling point to 

make is that, at the end of the day, we must recognize that it was the policeman 

who committed quite a serious violation. He violated the public trust placed in 

him as a peacekeeper whose societal role it is not only to uphold law and order, 

but also to exercise compassion and good judgment in protecting, defending, and 

assisting all of his fellow citizens.  

Likewise, as suggested by his interview with Robin Roberts on Good 

Morning America (March 30, 2009), we must also hope that the victim’s stance 

becomes an instructive example as well. Despite his emotional distress, this 

young Black man acted quite responsibly in full awareness of his context. He is to 

be respected and admired: for acknowledging that he broke a traffic rule, for 

accepting the ticket from the policeman as justly rendered, for not emphasizing—

as an in-kind bullying tactic—his high public profile as a professional football 

player, and also for exercising considerable discretion and restraint in both his 

words and actions during a problematic situation. The police department 

apologized publicly to him and his family and dismissed the ticket. The 

policeman received a reprimand and shortly thereafter resigned, as reported by 

national news programs—in the interest of keeping the peace.  

With this combination of factors—context, vision, compassion, courage, 

and fortitude—I’m suggesting that as teachers who, like other public servants, 

function in a global context in support of critical societal needs, we have the 

professional responsibility of linking our endeavors in well-grounded ways to a 
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reflective and reflexive problem-solving process. To be emphasized is that the 

model of action that I have proposed accepts the fact that as educators we’ve 

accumulated a wealth of knowledge about what constitutes excellence in 

knowledge-making, teaching, and learning. It accepts the fact that teachers have 

a history of being innovative in the classroom, especially if and when we are 

supported in exercising the spirit of innovation, and this model also takes as a 

basic asset that, when we are supported by our matrix of community partners, 

then we have more clearly the privilege of concentrating our time and energy on 

questions such as these: 

 

• What are we intentionally trying to do? 

• What do we know to be true? 

• What goals seem appropriate to establish? Are they ambitious and 

intellectually rigorous? 

• How many different ways can we accomplish our goals? 

• What resources must we have in establishing workable delivery systems to 

reach our goals? 

• What strategies and protocols offer reasonable “bang for buck”? 

• What do we deliberately choose to do? 

• How do we measure progress and achievement, and hold ourselves, our 

students, and our systems of support accountable for success? 

• How do we know success when we see it? 
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• How do we take the time to celebrate our accomplishments and find ways 

to renew our spirits and sustain our efforts? 

 

Before I end, I want to emphasize that by this type of problem-solving process, 

we work with our students to use language and literacy well, and from my 

perspective, the value added is a certain civic-mindedness in their outlook.  

To explain, I turn to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED). According to 

the OED, the first recorded use of civic was borrowed from Latin in 1542 in the 

phrase civic crown. This phrase referenced a coronet, garland, or wreath that 

symbolized a prestigious distinction bestowed on a person who saved the life of a 

fellow-citizen in war. A dominant use of the term over time, however, is that it 

means “belonging to citizens,” “pertaining or proper to citizens,” “pertaining to a 

city, borough, or municipality,” “pertaining to citizenship,” and in keeping with 

the phrasing with which I started, civic-mindedness, the OED references in 1942 

the connotation “inclined to concern oneself with civic affairs” and being “public-

spirited.” 

The two points that I’d like to emphasize with this set of definitions are, 

first, that the word civic is anchored in the actions of people in specific localities, 

and second, that in both its original meaning and its most recent meanings this 

word is linked to service—the saving of the life of a fellow-citizen in war and now 

the dedicating of oneself to the service of cities, i.e., to the service of a human 

collective, or people who form a community.  

This type of framework makes it possible for us to link our work as 

teachers to our own global citizenship and encourages us to search for reasonable 
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ways to turn knowledge, experience, and expertise into meaningful action in 

support of the places where we live. In a nation that claims to hold dear the quite 

laudable values of truth, freedom, justice, and equality for all, a core translation is 

our obligation to help students to develop a greater capacity to use language as a 

substantive tool in our common national quest to preserve a democratic society. 

As teachers, then, who recognize such obligations, we concomitantly accept the 

challenge of linking our disciplinary goals to the social mandate to help our 

students  

 

• to interrogate and understand the values on which our society is based: 

truth, freedom, justice, and equality for all 

• to document the lives, work, and achievements of both extraordinary and 

ordinary people, regardless of race, gender, creed, color, language, or 

national origin, in understanding the richly textured history of our nation 

and the world beyond  

• to forge theoretical frameworks that permit our society at large to interpret 

actions and patterns of action, as well as the truths and consequences of 

both action and inaction 

• to develop a different set of basic skills, including the ability  

o to think consciously, critically, and creatively about our 

multilayered national narratives  

o to find their own connections to these narratives with regard to the 

dissonances and resonances of our variously textured experiences 
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in a nation in which migration and immigration have so constantly 

constituted our lives 

o to find their own pathways in building and sustaining the nation, 

while they, in their own turn, learn to function as ethical, socially 

responsible, upstanding global citizens. 

 

From this core framework, I’d like to draw into the schema one last term 

that we bandy about quite a bit: the word engagement. We talk about engaged 

classrooms and critically engaged pedagogies, and tie these concepts to active 

learning and dynamic learning processes. Well, what do we really mean by such 

terms? I’d like to suggest that we should reclaim a longstanding dimension of the 

concept and focus more consciously, not just on qualities of action, but also on 

qualities of condition, i.e., not just on the verb-ness of this concept, but also on 

the noun-ness of it.  

There are two connotations that I’d like to draw forth. One is that the OED 

notes that in 1624 engagement referred to “a formal promise, agreement, 

undertaking; a covenant.” In reclaiming this sense of the word as a condition, 

rather than an action, we reinvoke the sense that the OED also notes of this 

concept as a moral or legal obligation tied to a particular duty—whether the 

context of that duty is a marriage or a job or an appointment, or any number of 

other social relationships anchored by formal agreements, including our 

covenant as citizens of the nation. 

The second connotation that I’d like to highlight is more of a convergence 

of verb-ness and noun-ness, as indicated by the meaning also from 1642 of “being 
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entangled; involved or [in an] entangled condition” or from the 1881 meaning 

“the action of crossing swords.” This connotation helps us to see that, as teachers 

and students, we engage in classroom processes that permit us, metaphorically, 

to “cross swords,” or to engage aggressively with needs, issues, problems, and 

circumstances that offer us opportunities to meet both the moral and the legal 

obligations of civic duty, and to recognize our commitment to honor the 

covenants that we make automatically by being human.  

Given this framework, it makes perfectly good sense to me that we should 

help our students link their lives meaningfully to the lives of others around the 

planet. It strikes me as a no-brainer to understand that our past, our present, our 

future are now and have always been so intricately entwined that there is a quite 

inevitable truth to the proverbial notion that the flapping of the wings of 

butterflies in distant places have the capacity to generate ripples of consequence 

for us all. In point of fact, we breathe the same air. We use the same water. We 

are heated by the same sun in the same fragile atmosphere. We have technologies 

that make communication instantaneous and that make transoceanic travel both 

regular and normal. We have the capacity to wake up on one side of the world 

and go to sleep on another in the same day. Moreover, as our 24-hour news 

broadcasts attest on an hourly basis, we operate in a global economy.  

In saying this, I emphasize the need for us to be deliberately conscious of 

our global realities at the same time that we are deliberately aware that, even with 

our connections, we are still not all one in the world and we have to find ways to 

live with that fact instead of against it. What I’m emphasizing, then, is that, in 

sharing the category human, peoples around the globe share a common destiny 
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in having to live together in the company of others—in our towns and villages, in 

our states and nations, on our ever-eroding continents—for the place that we 

really call home is indeed the planet earth.  

If such audacious ideas can be deemed at all reasonable, then we gather at 

meetings like this one 

• to keep our own learning and professional development sharp  

• to have in place a vital and vibrant network of people with like minds and 

like ambitious with whom we can ponder, imagine, and strategize for 

positive change  

• to find ways to reenergize ourselves regularly and systematically and to 

make more occasions for the possibility not just of energy renewal, but of 

synergy as we magnify and amplify our actions together  

• to recognize that our lives are indeed complex and intricately tied, not just 

to the past, the present, and the future of others in keeping with our 

classroom enterprises, but tied also to the economic, social, and political 

processes that inevitably affect education—whether public or private—as 

an instrument of a specific social order.  

 

On that sober note, I leave you then with a hope. I hope that, as teachers, 

you always have opportunities such as this one to stand back from what you do 

from day to day; to think in the company of others who, like you, are operating in 

a specific context, but who have the vision, courage, compassion, and fortitude to 

take on ambitious tasks, to set for yourselves and your students ambitious goals, 

and to find ways to do what you must do to make the differences that you 
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deliberately and intentionally want to make in the fullness of your ongoing 

commitments to professional integrity. I wish you well in this cause, and I’m 

grateful that your cause is connected to my cause, and our causes join with other 

similar ones for teachers worldwide who keep trying relentlessly to be a positive 

force for a better world for our students and our communities. 
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