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In this insightfully honest and moving memoir about the realities of teaching in an inner-city
school, Ed Boland "smashes the dangerous myth of the hero-teacher [and] shows us how high
the stakes are for our most vulnerable students" (Piper Kerman, author of Orange is the New
Black).In a fit of idealism, Ed Boland left a twenty-year career as a non-profit executive to teach
in a tough New York City public high school. But his hopes quickly collided headlong with the
appalling reality of his students' lives and a hobbled education system unable to help them.
Freddy runs a drug ring for his incarcerated brother; Nee-cole is homeschooled on the subway
by her brilliant homeless mother; Byron's Ivy League dream is dashed because he is
undocumented.In the end, Boland isn't hoisted on his students' shoulders and no one passes
AP anything. This is no urban fairy tale of at-risk kids saved by a Hollywood hero, but a searing
indictment of schools that claim to be progressive but still fail their students.Told with
compassion, humor, and a keen eye, Boland's story is sure to ignite debate about the future of
American education and attempts to reform it.

"[Boland] never paints himself a hero, rather shares his failings generously when his own
education and passion leave him short on immediate solutions. Boland seamlessly ushers
readers into his stressful world and keeps them there. Readers will ache for him when students
turn in blank worksheets, laugh when he tries to control his classroom using phrases he
imagines 'a real teacher would say,' and furiously turn the pages to find out what the next school
day holds. While there are few victories, readers are not left hopeless. Some students succeed,
and Boland concludes the book with his case for changes needed in America's educational
system. With skillful storytelling, self-deprecating humor and swiftly paced narratives, Boland's
vulnerability will lure readers from the first scene."―Associated Press "The Battle for Room 314
chronicles a year of gladiatorial altruism in the unruly arena of American public education. Ed
Boland shares the startling, funny, audacious, and sad confrontations and conundrums he must
puzzle his way through after deciding to try his hand at one of the most important, least
appreciated professions in this country: teaching. His vivid anecdotes ensure there will be no
reader left behind. Like his students, he sometimes fails a test, but he never loses hope, and his
story gleams with insight and urgency."―Andrew Solomon, National Book Award-winning author
of Far from the Tree: Parents, Children and the Search for Identity "By turns harrowing and
hilarious, Ed Boland's memoir about teaching in a New York City high school is raw, moving, and
smashes the dangerous myth of the hero-teacher. The story told in The Battle for Room 314
shows us how high the stakes are for our most vulnerable students. It offers a fresh view and a
pointed and powerful first-person perspective on American public education."―Piper Kerman,
author of Orange is the New Black: My Year in a Women's Prison "There is an edge to this book



that I have not encountered before in any book about education, and it is extremely refreshing
because education is edgy and often controversial." ―Getting Smart "Enthralling...By turns
hilarious and heartbreaking, Boland's memoir is a deeply human story about the power of
teaching." ―Publishers Weekly "Boland has a knack for capturing the stakes in seemingly small
moments and the intensity of clashes between personalities. Ruthless in his evaluation of
himself, his students, and the larger educational system, Boland provides a clear look at the
challenges facing public schools today." ―Booklist "Boland is modest, likable, and realistic...[He]
has a charming way with words that makes the book entertaining to read, even laugh-out-loud
funny...The results of his experiment in teaching are dispiriting and absolutely beautiful, in turn."
―Utne Reader "Captivating, insightful, and instructive...Boland's colorful descriptions let the
reader share his experience, living his successes, his growing understanding of his craft and his
students, his dissections of days that did not go well, and his efforts to maintain hope." ―Library
Journal "Told with compassion and wry humor...An unflinchingly honest account of one man's
experiences with inner-city education." ―Kirkus "Riveting... There's nothing dry or academic
here. It's tragedy and farce, an economic and societal indictment of a system that seems broken
beyond repair."―NY Post"Boland writes a book filled with funny, startlingly real moments that will
entertain and educate even as it sheds light on the problems."―Columbus Dispatch"If you've
ever fretted about the state of education--on either side of the teacher's desk--The Battle for
Room 314 goes to the head of the class."―Naples News "The Battle for Room 314 is a personal
account of Ed Boland's jarring foray into the high school classroom from the world of fundraising.
With humor, insight, and grim persistence, Boland grapples with the realities of his students'
lives as they all face the enduring issue of poverty. This memoir is a humbling reminder that no
teacher is an island, and that schools, systems, and communities all share a responsibility to
ensure that every child has access to a quality education."―James E. Ryan, Dean, Harvard
Graduate School of Education "In a sea of books in which the conquering hero arrives at an
inner city school and magically transforms it, Ed Boland's The Battle for Room 314 is a breath of
fresh air. Finally, a book that presents not the panacea but the reality of making schools work in
communities where students face the triple challenge of poverty, racism, and violence." ―Luis
Ubinas, former president, the Ford Foundation "From laughter to heartbreak, Ed Boland's The
Battle for Room 314 is a searing indictment of the current state of urban public schooling. With
humor, sensitivity, and sophistication, Boland challenges us to acknowledge and reform our
country's starkly bifurcated educational system-and the racial and socioeconomic power
structures that back it. Deserving of a place alongside Jonathan Kozol's classic Death At An
Early Age, Boland's memoir is an absolute must-read for educators, politicians, and
activists."―Dan-el Padilla, author of Undocumented: A Dominican Boy's Odyssey from a
Homeless Shelter to the Ivy League"This is a fantastic book -- funny, heartbreaking, insightful --
everything a reader could want in a book about something as important as our education
system. It reads like a fast-paced novel, with Boland choosing to illustrate so many dynamic
scenes that pack a punch AND relay a message, while never coming across as preachy or



condemning. An honest, searing portrait of the challenges facing public schools from all sides --
showing us the humanity and grace of the REAL people in these very REAL institutions. I
laughed and cried through this wonderful book, and when I finished, I wanted to read it
again."―Rachel Harper, author of Brass Ankle Blues and This Side of Providence"Ed Boland's
honesty, heart, and humor left me laughing, crying, shaking my fist in rage (sometimes all at the
same time), open-mouthed with his hard-won insights. The Battle for Room 314 punches you
right in the heart, and should be read by...everyone."―Marie Myung-Ok Lee, author of
Somebody's Daughter --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.About the
AuthorEd Boland has dedicated his entire professional life to nonprofit causes as a fundraiser
and communications expert. He has worked for predominantly educational institutions but also
for arts and social service organizations. Boland was an Admissions Officer at his alma mater,
Fordham, and later at Yale, and lived in China as a Princeton in Asia Fellow. He is now a senior
administrator at the nation's premier educational access program, which places gifted students
of color at leading private schools. He lives in New York with his husband. --This text refers to an
alternate kindle_edition edition.
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Begin ReadingTable of ContentsCopyright PageIn accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of
1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the
permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual
property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior
written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com.
Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.For SamExplore book giveaways, sneak peeks,
deals, and more..“Education then, beyond all other devices of human origin, is the great
equalizer of the conditions of men, the balance-wheel of the social machinery.”—Horace
Mann“In the midst of prosperity the mind is elated, and in prosperity a man forgets himself; in
hardship he is forced to reflect on himself, even though he be unwilling.”—Alfred the Great“I like
to fight, I like to fuck, I like pie.”—Merwin’s ninth-grade “Getting ToKnow You”
questionnairePrologueChantayCHANTAY MARTIN SAT on top of her desk, her back to me. A
tight Old Navy T-shirt covered in rhinestones was riding up her thin brown back, exposing a baby-
blue thong.I leaned over and whispered firmly in her ear, “We had a deal, and you aren’t holding
up your end of it.”She yelled back, “What deal, mister?” in the kind of teenage voice that adults
dread: belligerent, manic, almost painful at close range. She was chewing a wad of purple gum
with such force and speed that she seemed to have a piston implanted in her jaw.It was ten
minutes before the three o’clock dismissal bell on a scorching hot September afternoon on the
Lower East Side of Manhattan. A single oscillating fan strained to cool the classroom. Its white
plastic head dutifully panned back and forth on Chantay, thirty other high school freshmen, and
me, their anxious new teacher.“Our deal was that you do your work and I won’t call you out in
public. ‘No more drama,’ remember?” I said in a desperate whisper, quoting a Mary J. Blige song
—a pathetic attempt to find a sliver of common ground between a forty-three-year-old gay white
guy from Chelsea and a teenage black girl from the projects of Bed-Stuy.I was only five days into
my new career as a ninth-grade history teacher, and precious little in the way of learning was
getting done.Chantay continued holding court with a group of her “gurlz,” their chatter getting
louder by the minute. The geography work sheets they were supposed to be completing were
left untouched in a pile. At least the other groups of students had bothered to humor me by
passing the papers out before ignoring them.I shot Chantay a fierce look. She returned it with a
light smile, as if she were on a talk show and had given the host an amusing answer. Our deal
was clearly off, and I was angry, so I resorted to some old-school yelling: “Chantay, sit in your
seat and get to work. Now!” I punched out the last word in what I thought was a strict teacher
voice.Crack! On the other side of the room, someone had hurled a calculator at the blackboard.
My head snapped toward the trouble; it wasn’t the only problem. A group of boys were shoving
one another near a new laptop. Two girls swayed in sweet unison and mouthed lyrics while
sharing the earphones of a strictly forbidden iPod. Another girl was splayed over her desk, lazily
reading Thug Luv 2 as if she were on a cruiseI heard Chantay’s distinctive cackle again and
turned back to her. She was now standing on top of her desk, towering above me like a pro
wrestler on the ropes about to pounce. Her head was surrounded by a constellation of world



currencies that hung from an economics mobile I had painstakingly constructed over the
summer. I started to feel queasy and light-headed. No. It wasn’t supposed to happen like
this.“Chantay, sit down immediately, or there will be serious consequences,” I barked. All eyes
were now darting back and forth between us like those of spectators at a tennis match.She
laughed and cocked her head up at the ceiling. Then she slid her hand down the outside of her
jeans to her upper thigh, formed a long cylinder between her thumb and forefinger, and shook it.
What the hell was she doing? She looked me right in the eye and screamed:“SUCK MY
FUCKIN’ DICK, MISTER.”Stunned, I stood frozen in front of the class as it erupted. I didn’t know
a roomful of humans were capable of making that much noise. It sounded like a Hollywood laugh
track times a hundred, a torrent of guffaws, lung-emptying laughs, and howls. Exhausted from
laughter, the rabble paused and then:“Oh no she di’n’t!”“Man, he can’t even control the
girls.”Jesús, Chantay’s badass boyfriend, glanced at her and grinned like an impresario, proud of
the talent he had cultivated.I’d always admired a filthy mouth, especially on a woman, and for a
second I thought, Touché, Miss Martin. If you have a dick, it is certainly bigger than mine. Well
played. Very original. Then I suddenly remembered that I was not in a bar talking smack with my
friends. This was a classroom. I was her teacher. She was my student.I yanked in a quick breath
and frantically searched for a powerful, professional response. If I were to go apeshit, it would
show that she’d really got to me. If I underreacted, I would appear passive and invite more
trouble. But nothing came to me, nothing at all. I stood there paralyzed and afraid. My now-
trembling legs were hidden inside my brand-new pair of Dockers. I was so unfamiliar with the
feeling of fear that I barely recognized it.In one fell swoop, Chantay fingered me not only as gay,
but as her bitch, her power emanating from a penis she didn’t have.And, sadly, because it was a
girl who’d staged this, it was viewed as an even greater humiliation for me. So much for the girls
being the “easy ones” to control. Even the way she blocked the scene was strategic, with her
towering on top of her desk while I circled helplessly below. The final touch was that she didn’t
even know my name. It wasn’t worth remembering, just “mister” would suffice.I should have
simply walked out of the building, hailed a cab, and gone to the unemployment office. I had sunk
the eight ball on the first break. Game over.How had things gotten so bad, so quickly?Chapter
1The Good Ol’ DaysJUST FOUR MONTHS earlier, eight sets of gilded, art deco doors suddenly
crashed open and a sea of guests, the titans of Wall Street, flooded the ballroom of the Waldorf
Astoria Hotel. I smoothed the lapels on my tuxedo, adjusted my headset, and took a deep
breath. My staff and I had been working on this fund-raising event for almost a year, and still the
inevitable last-minute crises came crackling over my earpiece:“We’re missing a floral
arrangement on table 71. Someone contact Preston Tuttle immediately.”“Late seating change for
the Teschner table. Lady Foster will now be seated between Mr. Teschner and Judge Sullivan. I
repeat: Lady Foster goes to seat number one. Stat!”“The tipsy associates at table 207 in the
balcony have asked for a third bottle of wine and they haven’t even sat down yet.
Comply?”“Negative.”“Bill Cunningham from the Times just arrived in the Jade Pavilion. He looks
really grumpy. Where should I steer him?”The final chimes sounded, the lights went down, and



twelve hundred guests were seated in a collective whoosh. Blessedly, my worst fear—that
people who had donated fifty thousand dollars for a table would find themselves without seats—
didn’t materialize; the two-day-long seating meeting had paid off. Ancient banquet waiters
hobbled around the packed tables and indifferently slung paillards of chicken, limp asparagus,
and oversalted risotto at the guests.The evening’s honoree, an extraordinarily generous hedge
fund manager and near billionaire in his early forties, mounted the stage and announced from
the podium that he was making a $1 million gift. He had already raised another million from his
colleagues in the industry. All told, the event raised $4 million, a record for our organization.
Project Advance finds the most promising minority kids from disadvantaged New York
neighborhoods and prepares them to excel alongside the children of the ruling class at New
York private schools and New England boarding schools. Before they are placed in their schools,
the kids must complete a grueling fourteen-month academic boot camp over two summers and
a school year. While their classmates are outside enjoying baseball, the beach, and coco ices,
they are stuck inside every night with four hours of homework including Latin, Great
Expectations, and algebra. Once they are in private school, the program offers them tremendous
support and opportunities like internships at J.P. Morgan and MOMA, study abroad trips to
Mongolia and Ghana, physics tutors, and a high-end SAT prep course.By the end of their
college careers, they have thoroughly Ivy pedigrees and are ready to change the world. The
program has truly stellar results: More of its students earn degrees from Harvard than from any
other university. But the individual stories of its alumni are even more compelling: The daughter
of a poor immigrant from Chinatown won a Rhodes scholarship while at Harvard; a girl whose
grandmother worked in the kitchen of the private girls’ school she attended earned a full ride to
Yale; and a Dominican kid who somehow managed to survive time in the city’s homeless
shelters became salutatorian at Princeton—and delivered his commencement address in Latin.
The program’s alumni roster boasts hundreds of lawyers and judges, surgeons and scientists,
principals and professors. But they weren’t just well-credentialed professionals, they
remembered where they were from and they had an urgent desire to give back.It had been a
good run, a very good run, but I was feeling ready to move on to a new career. For five years I’d
been the development director, responsible for raising the money for the program. It was
gratifying to watch the kids soar at these private schools, at college, and beyond, but I also
wanted to leave my administrative job, roll up my sleeves, and work directly with kids. I adored
the organization and its mission, but I had a nagging feeling that the program, as worthy as it
was, just wasn’t reaching enough kids or the ones who needed the most help. Project Advance
took only two hundred kids a year, but there were 1.1 million students in the New York City
schools, more than the total population of San Francisco or Detroit. Wasn’t there a way to help
more of them get a decent education?I’d started hatching a plan for a new career exactly two
years before. In June of 2004, I was standing in the exact same spot at precisely the same time
as the guests bolted out of the ballroom to their waiting town cars. I poured a glass of Bordeaux
from an unfinished bottle at the chairman’s table and caught up with one of the program’s



brightest stars, Sharon. Both brilliant and charismatic, she had just spent the dinner dazzling the
chairman’s guests with the ease of a debutante. With Project Advance’s help, she had gone from
a hardscrabble upbringing in the South Bronx to earn a full scholarship to Choate. She had
thrived on its leafy campus, earned its top prize at graduation, and was now a sophomore at
Harvard.After regaling me with stories from Harvard Yard, she scanned the room. “This program
made all the difference in my life. I’m grateful, but I also feel guilty. I just wish kids in public school
could have the kinds of teachers and opportunities I had at Choate.” She looked down and
sighed. “But I guess the world doesn’t work that way.”“You know, I’ve actually thought about
teaching in the public schools. It’s been a secret aspiration of mine for a long time,” I confided in
her. I had been mulling the idea for years but had told only my innermost circle.“Really? In a
public school?” Her face lit up. “You should do it. You’re a natural. The kids will love you. How
many times did all of you on staff repeat that quote to us: ‘Education is the great equalizer’? You
should go and teach. Try to level the playing field, at least a little.” I felt a surge of adrenaline as
she spoke.For years I had been flirting with the idea of a second career in teaching. Right out of
college, I had passed up an offer to teach at a Catholic high school in the Bronx, and I often
wondered if I had missed my calling. Hearing those words of encouragement from Sharon,
someone whose life had been so transformed by education, was the turning point.Later that
night in our Chelsea apartment, as I struggled to extract the cuff links from my ruffled tuxedo
shirt, I told my boyfriend, Sam, that I had finally made up my mind to teach. I had met Sam, the
unquestioned love of my life, in 1999 at tryouts for New York’s gay volleyball league. His rocket-
fast serve, dark good looks, and unfettered sense of creativity hooked me. On our first date we
discovered we were both Geminis, as well as former bed wetters and English teachers in China.
Seven years into the relationship, people still mistook us for a new couple in the infatuation
stage.Sam was his entirely supportive and loving self. “Of course you should do it. Yes, do it!
Those kids need great teachers like you.” He blessed my decision with a kiss.But could our
comfy bourgeois lives handle a huge cut in my salary? An independent filmmaker with little
steady income, Sam had always joked that I was his “nonprofit sugar daddy.” And at that point,
Sam was desperately trying to raise money for his first feature-length project. That weekend we
did the math, and we figured with a lot of sacrifices, we could make it work. No more cabs or
cleaning lady; dump my shrink; bye-bye, dry cleaning. It wouldn’t kill us to learn to use a bit of
Fantastik, a capful of Woolite. Sam would add cater-waitering to his repertoire. I could work in
the summers.Next, I researched all the part-time master’s programs in teaching in the city. I went
to open houses, pored through course catalogs, and plotted out a plan that would have me in a
classroom full-time in two years. I knew there were programs like Teach For America where I
could start teaching sooner if I went to school at night while I taught during the day, but that
seemed overwhelming and I didn’t want to rush it.About a month after the gala, I revealed my
master plan to my family. My parents had traveled from upstate New York to visit my younger
sister, Nora, in New Jersey. As we sat around her dining room table after supper, chatting and
picking at what remained of a carrot cake, I shared the news. Predictably, Nora, a teacher in a



state penitentiary, and my brother-in-law, Dan, a middle school science teacher, were thrilled.
My older sister, Lynn, a therapist for the indigent, specializing in counseling wife beaters,
addicts, and homeless people, cheered, “Another whore for the poor; welcome to the ranks.”We
were Catholics to the core. Almost everyone in my extended family had been born in St. Mary’s
Catholic hospital, had endured parochial education all the way through college, and was
destined to be buried in Holy Sepulchre Cemetery. My sisters and I, however, renounced
Catholicism’s righteousness and conservatism as adults. Nora became a Unitarian, Lynn joined
a Catholic church so radical that she was excommunicated, and I ended up an atheist. But try as
we might, we couldn’t really escape it, couldn’t scrub the do-gooder scent off of ourselves, and
we each ended up in some version of a helping profession.I knew my father would be on board
with my decision, too. He not only treasured education but was always a champion of the
underserved. When we were kids, he would come home after his night shift at the Xerox plant
and, despite our wailing, recite Dylan Thomas poetry, quote Saint Thomas Aquinas, and re-
create dramatic passages of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, making us play the roles
of different barbarians at the gates of the Eternal City.They all congratulated me with raised
glasses and wished me luck. All eyes were now on my mother. I knew she would be a much
tougher sell. You might imagine that such a ferocious Catholic, a woman who attended Mass
daily, who volunteered endlessly at different charities, would welcome my turn to service.
Weren’t we the family that had spent some Thanksgiving nights at a homeless shelter in a
church basement? You would think that she would be most proud of her daughters, who were in
the trenches, doing “God’s work.” But no. It was an open secret that my mother’s first loves were
glamour and celebrity. Jesus was a close third.She even infused glamour into her part-time job,
a poodle grooming business she operated out of our basement. Every pooch, from tiny toy
poodles to huge standard ones, would prance out of our basement with painted toenails, a spritz
of Jean Naté perfume, and a crowning topknot adorned with a red bow.When she went to the
Most Precious Blood Church hospice “to help people die,” in her words, she did her overnight
bedside vigils in full makeup and wearing her good jewelry. She carried a sack of reading
material that included Architectural Digest, W, the New York Post dog-eared to Page Six, and the
National Enquirer to see her through the long volunteer shift. Deep down, she always loved the
fact that in my career as a fund-raiser, I rubbed shoulders with the upper crust of New York.Over
the years, when I was home for the holidays I would hear little snippets of her conversations with
friends on the phone, in which she would exaggerate my proximity to celebrity: “Beverly Sills
shared her secret stash of Girl Scout cookies with Eddie at their meeting last week. I think they
were the Lemon Cremes.” “Did you know the dining room in the mayor’s mansion has a custom-
colored lighting system? Eddie told me.” “Of course he knows Phil Donahue. Marlo, too!”That
night, thanks to a hefty infusion of her favorite Ernest and Julio Gallo rotgut red wine, her
reaction to my announcement about being a public school teacher was even more unfiltered
than usual.“You are going to do what?” The alarm in her voice was clear and growing. “You’re
telling me you are going to take an eighty-thousand-dollar pay cut to teach in a public school?



You have a wonderful job and you are already helping those smart, poor kids. Jesus, isn’t that
enough?”“This is important to me. I need to try it,” I told her calmly.She narrowed her eyes and
exaggerated an exhale. “Oh, go on then, be a teacher, BE A LOSER!”I glanced across the table
at my sister and brother-in-law, the two teachers. By now, we were all used to this kind of
outrageous remark, which had tumbled out of her mouth at the most awkward times throughout
our lives. Yet, everyone—from closest family to complete strangers—seemed to tolerate and
forgive my mother’s transgressions. I’ve never known why. Was it her tone of impunity? The hint
of Town & Country glamour she brought to our blue-collar neighborhood? Or was it that she
quickly reverted to kindness and compliments after insulting people?My father, David, known
widely as Saint Joseph for his good works and selfless disposition, delivered his predictable but
toothless reprimand: “Jesus, Julie! Would you please watch what you say?”I looked to my sister
and brother-in-law to make sure they hadn’t taken it to heart, and then we all broke into laughter.
My mother realized her gaffe, smiled sheepishly, and patted the braided bun she was famous for.
My sister Nora came over and rubbed my shoulders. “You are welcome to come to this loser’s
classroom any time you want to see what you are getting yourself into.”“What the fuck you doin’
here?”A young criminal from southern New Jersey growled at me as he leaned his skinny frame
down to the desk I was sitting in. His face was far closer to mine than I wanted. Even though my
sister Nora was only fifteen feet away writing something on the blackboard and a security guard
was sitting in the hall, I was a bit shaken up. A small band of tousled and rowdy-looking teenage
boys wearing baggy orange jumpsuits filed into the classroom, their heads jerking with hip-hop
swagger.“Boys, take out your phonics work sheet, the one about the long and short u,” my sister
gently commanded.As soon as she turned around the kid quickly retreated to the other side of
the room. Maybe he wasn’t so tough after all. I exhaled. A petite, pale ash blonde in her late
thirties, my sister looked wildly out of place in a men’s jail, but she acted like she owned the
place.“Kelvin, don’t even think of sitting near Marco. We all know that is a bad idea.” She spoke
firmly but respectfully to her charges.I scanned the room. I expected prison school to look
seriously grim, but in truth it was no more cinder-block, fluorescent-light ugly than most public
schools.“We have an observer today. Mr. Boland. Please welcome him,” she said.“Looks like her
brother,” said the boy who had “greeted” me.“Yo, is that your brother, miss?”“It’s her bro,
man.”“Brother, no doubt.”Either she chose to ignore the astute comments or the hearing aid she
wore didn’t pick them up. Our family often joked that being oblivious to what her students said
was the secret to her teaching success.I had come to learn at her feet. If I was going to make a
midlife transition to being an urban high school teacher, there was no one better to learn from
than Nora. In her fifteen years of teaching, she had seen it all: First, in a parochial school in
Maryland, a monsignor had molested one of her students. Next, she taught in a Special
Education classroom in a different Maryland high school that served as a catchall for outcasts:
kids with muscular dystrophy, pregnant girls, generic delinquents, and a student named Bobbie
—a giant boy with Down syndrome who relieved his anxiety on the daily bus ride home by
pulsing his considerable behind against the window. (One particularly stressful day, he shattered



the back window with it, bringing traffic to a complete halt.) Even that wasn’t enough of a
challenge for Nora, so she then applied to teach in this state juvenile penitentiary. During her
interview, she had sealed the deal with a line I later parroted for my own job interviews: “The
reluctant learner is my specialty.”And reluctant they were. For most of these boys, this was their
fifth or sixth attempt to learn to read. I tried not to cringe as I watched sixteen-year-olds struggle
to pronounce the simplest words. They looked both pained and eager, contorting their mouths
like tropical fish lunging toward flakes of food.“Remember, it’s a, like apple, sounds like ahhh.
Say it with me: A, apple, ahhh.” She gently coached and coaxed them.They mocked one another
horribly. “Yeah, nigga, didn’t you hear her? Say it with me: D, duh, dumb ass. You a dumb ass,
son.”But overall I was struck by how well-behaved most of them were. Later, at lunch, she told
me just how much power she wielded. “They don’t get too out of hand. One word from me to the
principal and they are denied use of the canteen, lose visitor privileges, or, worst of all, they’re
stripped of their sneakers for a month and put in paper shoes. Nobody wants that.” I listened
raptly.“But don’t worry, they get plenty out of hand sometimes. Yesterday, somebody yelled out,
‘Miss, you got a little chalk in your mustache.’ And last week, one kid asked his buddy out loud,
‘Hey, how old do you think Miss is?’ And the other little punk said, ‘Hard to tell, ’cause she got
zits and wrinkles.’” She laughed. “Can you believe the shit they say? I’m glad I can’t hear a lot of
it.”Nora was always and forever the champion of the underdog. She was a textbook good girl as
a kid, always bringing home a parade of nearly dead animals, in cardboard boxes, on Frisbees,
in her bare hands—only to watch them die on our dining room table soon after. In fifth grade, she
babysat for free for some poor kids whose mother worked long hours. She spent college
summers volunteering in places like Malawi and India. But make no mistake, my sister was no
sappy savior. Nora’s compassion was always clear-eyed and tough. In fact, when she went to
Calcutta to work in an orphanage, she joined forces not with Mother Teresa, but rather with the
good sister’s secular rival, Dr. Jack, a drunken Englishman who did the same good work but
refrained from proselytizing. And as an adult, she and her husband, a surfer she’d talked out of
law school and into teaching, raised four amazing children (two of them adopted from neglectful
homes) and one terribly behaved dog, Tigger, who ate everything from boxes of Brillo pads to
her used tampons.As Nora made her way from desk to desk, I tried inconspicuously to scan the
boys’ faces, imagining their crimes, their futures, and the lousy hands they had been dealt in the
first place. Just standing by the copy machine before class, I heard other teachers make
reference to an arsonist, a drug kingpin, and a foot fetishist who hid underneath dress racks in
department stores waiting to lick the toes of unsuspecting women. I knew they had done horrible
things, but they didn’t look particularly fearsome—except for one boy, Mario. The minute he
walked in the door he fixed me with a wild-eyed “Who the fuck you lookin’ at?” stare. He had a
prison-yard physique, a towering power-fro, and an elaborate neck tattoo. He caught me trying to
decipher its interlocking Italianate letters and he fixed me again with a steely look that made me
hold my breath. I reprimanded myself silently: Man up. It’s gonna be a lot worse than this when
you are teaching on your own in Bed-Stuy.During silent reading time, Nora and I stood in the



doorway. I covered my mouth and said, “Mario’s tattoo is sure eye-catching. Are those his
initials? M.O.B.?”“Oh no, silly, it’s his gang, ‘Money Over Bitches.’ Can you believe that name? I
think he is high up in their ‘administration.’” She looked at her watch and sighed, “M.O.B. Well, at
least they’re clear about their priorities.”Toward the end of class, Nora announced, “Boys, it’s
time for a read aloud.” I thought it seemed babyish, but they were game. She read a short story
about a suburban middle school girl who was ashamed of her ailing Indian grandfather who had
come to live with her family. In reading the final paragraphs, she slowed down noticeably. I
figured she was getting bored or had detected some trouble at the back of the room, but it soon
became clear that the story’s sad ending moved her when the grandfather died. Her voice
tightened and her eyes welled up. My brotherly urge to protect her swelled. Is she crazy? She
can’t show vulnerability in front of these kids. They’ll eat her for lunch!I looked around the room.
Most of the boys had their heads down or were staring blankly forward, seeming not to register
the story or my sister’s reaction. And then I saw Mario, who’d locked eyes with my sister.“Yo,
miss, that really hit you, huh?” He said it again, more slowly: “Really hit you.” He made a fist,
thumped his heart, and softly extended his arm to her in a gentle salute.The moment touched
me deeply. Where I thought she had made the worst mistake, she showed her mastery. She
made herself vulnerable, and the toughest kid in the room had responded in kind. It was the last
place on earth I would have expected such a tender, human exchange. I was covered with
chills.A buzzer rang and the boys scrambled madly for the door.I walked through the prison
parking lot exhilarated. Nora had shown me the good stuff. Even the toughest kid could be
reached. If I could be a quarter as good as she was, it would be tremendously fulfilling. I’d had
enough of Project Advance’s safe haven. The front lines of education called. I wanted in.Chapter
2Best PracticesFOR TWO YEARS, I had poured my heart into my graduate education courses
at City University, all the while working full-time at Project Advance. I got used to late-night study
jags in the library and had to give up most weekends writing papers and reading. I was
determined to make it work. But now it was time to put away the books, hit the trenches, and
plunge into student teaching. To become certified as a teacher, New York State required two
placements over five months, one in middle school and one in high school. As excited as I was
about gaining the experience, it meant that I had to give up my job (and my income) but still pay
tuition for the privilege of working full-time for free. Ouch! I had saved a nest egg for these
months and Sam and I had a serious austerity plan in place, but I wondered how others
managed to afford to live during this apprentice period.I was frankly not too enthused about the
middle school requirement. Teaching history at that level seemed so basic and literal. Goofy
textbooks with cartoon characters acting out the American Revolution made me roll my eyes.
And more important, that age of student just wasn’t intriguing to me. As so many of us were at
that age, the students were stuck in an awkward phase—no longer baby-fat, grade school cute,
but developing acne and body odor on ungainly frames. You could practically watch as they
were deciding between the tug of naughty adolescence and childhood innocence. I thought I
would prefer the wit and brio of high schoolers.My first assignment was at Yorkville Heights



School, a public middle school right on the border of Harlem and the Upper East Side of
Manhattan. On paper, it was an impressive place, boasting solid scores and an enviable
placement record at the city’s better high schools, but still serving a diverse and largely poor
population. Three-quarters of the students qualified for free lunch, the benchmark of poverty or
near poverty.Even before I set foot in the place, I could see why the school got results. The
principal, Evette Russo, stood on East Ninety-Seventh Street in a Hillary-esque pantsuit greeting
families, directing buses, and giving the stink-eye to a bunch of thuggy-looking teenagers on the
corner. Friendly but all-business, she pegged me even before I stepped foot in the school: “You
must be the new student teacher.” Seeing I was no kid, she said, “A career changer, eh? That’s
good. And we’re happy to have another man here. The boys need more male role models.”
Without taking her eyes off all the bedlam, she pointed back toward a bank of windows. “You’ll
be with Lindsay Wells, sixth grade, in room 306. She’s a literacy whiz. You’ll learn everything you
need to know from her.”Room 306, to my naive eye, seemed close to an educational paradise.
The room was as neat as a pin, but somehow at the same time was bursting with books, art
supplies, mobiles, computer stations, plants, and a hamster whirring on an exercise wheel.
Carefully decorated bulletin boards packed with student work alternated with corny inspirational
posters that said things like “Why fit in when you were born to stand out?” or “If you expect
respect, be the first to show it.”The room felt bustling and lively, but not in a chaotic way. Some
kids were reading quietly, a few were on computers, and others socialized in little clusters. They
were remarkably diverse, not only in terms of race and ethnicity but also in terms of
development. Many of the girls looked mature enough to have been in eighth or even ninth
grade; some were experimenting with makeup and adult jewelry, while others were still happy to
be covered in the primary colors of grammar school and kid jewelry they probably got as a favor
at a birthday party. Most of the girls towered over the boys, many of whom still looked like
adorable, round-faced fourth or fifth graders.Ms. Wells, who was in her late twenties and had the
theatrical good looks of Bettie Page, stood up from her desk. As soon as the clock hit 8:30, she
gave a rapid series of syncopated handclaps. Like an echoed birdcall, every student, without
hesitation, repeated the clap sequence back to her and then the room fell completely silent. It
was cultish, Pavlovian, and deeply impressive. With a reaction like that from the kids, I expected
her to be a sour martinet, but she was cheery and sweet. Without saying a word, she gave me a
quick and knowing adult-to-adult smile. Many of the kids looked at me and whispered, but she
put a stop to that simply by saying, “Eyes on me.” They complied.I sat down and observed. In the
next ninety minutes, she read a short story aloud, gave a mini-lesson on adverbs, collected field-
trip fees, fixed a computer, and applied a Band-Aid (the last two seemingly at the same time). In
the final minutes of the period, she detected some well-concealed skulduggery involving three
boys, some crumpled singles, and a basketball pool. What couldn’t she do? At the end of class,
she introduced me to the students, who eyed me warily. Afterward she said, “Don’t worry, they’ll
get used to you.”Over lunch I sat down with the whole sixth-grade team, as diverse in
appearance as temperament: Ruthie, the assertive and whip-smart black chick with a



confectionary updo of thick braids; Joel, the nebbishy and shy Jewish guy with chunky glasses
and a penchant for curriculum; and Lindsay, the long-haired and vivacious white girl, who would
have looked at home on a milking stool on a Midwestern farm. From the way they talked to one
another, you could tell they had worked together for years. They were welcoming and helpful, but
I also got the sense they were a tiny bit fatigued at the ongoing cycle of overeager and clueless
student teachers coming through the door.The next afternoon, while leading the after-school
dance club in a rousing reggaeton number, Lindsay tripped on a backpack and rolled her ankle.
In the frenzy of the dance, the kids didn’t seem to notice, so I went over to help her. As I pulled
her up, she muttered under her breath, “Damn it, I have a show tonight at the Slipper Room.” She
winced in pain.“That strip joint?” I said without thinking.“It’s burlesque, not stripping,” she replied
evenly, without a hint of apology. I tried not to act surprised. It wasn’t easy. Literacy expert by day,
burlesque artist by night.“Of course, I understand. It’s very different.” I was eager to show her I
was no square.After I sent a kid to the nurse’s office for an ice pack, I was helping Ms. Wells
elevate the ankle on her desk when she said, “You should come see a show sometime. My stage
name is Rocky Bottom.” What were the other teachers up to in their spare time? I wished I had
such an exciting double life.Over the next six weeks, I watched Ms. Wells guide her sixth-grade
charges adroitly, keeping them focused on learning even though they were in the throes of early
puberty and social treachery. She helped me plan the social studies lessons I was charged with
teaching and gave me great feedback: “This graphic would be better presented as a Venn
diagram…You’ll never cover all that material in a forty-five-minute period…This website is written
at a ninth-grade level.” While I am sure it was occasionally helpful for her to have another adult in
the room, I was, on balance, just a whole lot more work for her—one more needy student but
older, bigger, and with ten times the number of questions. Over dinner every night, I bored Sam
with tales of my Jamestown Colony lesson and the ever-shifting alliances I observed among the
girls. The social drama of middle school was unchanged, even from my day.One afternoon
during a vocabulary quiz, I caught Ricardo blatantly copying off the paper of his neighbor
Jaquan. I was surprised to see it from such a sweet and timid kid. Ricardo had been held back
and was older and taller than his classmates. He was beanpole thin, nothing but elbows, knees,
and ears. I confiscated both papers and walked them over to Ms. Wells, explaining the situation,
hoping to be praised for my vigilance. I told her I thought we should read Ricardo the riot act
after school.Lindsay narrowed her eyes. “Before we scold him, let’s try to understand his
motivation. I suspect Ricardo was cheating because he couldn’t do the work, not because he
didn’t want to do the work.” I nodded, a little embarrassed. I had retained more of the disciplinary
trappings of my parochial school past than I cared to admit. I reminded myself that Ricardo was
learning-disabled and struggled to keep up in almost every subject. “Use this as a teachable
moment. Of course, we’ll tell him what he did was wrong, but let’s give him the opportunity to
learn it on his own and show us he can do it. Save the lecture for later.” It was such humane and
wise advice. I was humbled, particularly since, until recently, I was normally the one giving
professional advice to twenty-somethings like Lindsay who worked for me.At her direction, I



helped Ricardo create some vocabulary flash cards after school that day. We went over them
until I was practically dizzy, but he kept getting them wrong. Frustrated, I found myself using
more complicated words to explain simpler ones.“Col-lab-o-rate,” he read the card slowly.“You
know, it’s like pooling resources,” I said.“Like swimming?”“Swimming?”“You said pool.”“No, not
like swimming; it’s a different kind of pool. I should have said ‘work together.’”It was hard for me
to get out of my overeducated head and break things down for him. This kind of patience didn’t
come naturally to me. The next day, Ricardo scraped by on the quiz with a 6 out of 10. I rated
myself a 4 out of 10 in helping him. Lesson learned: Stern lectures are fast and easy; teaching
material to a struggling kid is long and hard. And this was only one small quiz. Would there be
enough support along the way to help this boy get to high school graduation?My time at the
middle school culminated in a “publishing party.” Over the course of a month, every kid had read
several books around a theme (playing to type, almost invariably sports figures for boys and
distressed animals or bold heroines for girls) and then wrote a book report about their favorite
one. Ms. Wells and I went through several rounds of revisions with each of the students. It was so
easy to see what was wrong in their writing, but so terribly hard to explain how to fix it. Simply
correcting them wasn’t enough.The day of the party arrived. Outside “experts” (parents, friends
of teachers, other faculty members) were brought in to read the final reports and hear short
presentations from the authors. The visiting adults wrote thoughtful evaluations and so did the
other students. Lindsay told me, “The trick is that even the most unmotivated kid cares if she has
to present her work to outsiders. Everybody works harder for an audience. I should know.” She
winked at me.Ricardo had struggled to fill a full page about a picture book on Jackie Robinson,
but his effort was obvious. Drita, a star student who arrived only a few years before from
Macedonia, presented a five-page essay on a hefty Helen Keller biography, complete with
footnotes. As I panned the room, watching the students present in serious and scholarly tones, I
got chills. I promised myself then that I would do all I could to make my classroom look and feel
just like this when I was at the helm in the fall.On my last day at Yorkville Heights, I pulled open
the window and looked down at the kids as they rushed onto the street at dismissal time. Like a
toss of confetti, they spread in every direction in a burst of brightly colored coats and backpacks.
After a few minutes they were all gone, and the sidewalk returned to its drab, gum-mottled gray.
As I’d been during my visit to Nora’s classroom, I was inspired as well as intimidated by the
experience. Nora and Lindsay made it look so easy; but I knew it was anything but. I hoped I had
the stuff they did.



Fishman, “Not bad if you skip the last two chapters.. This a book I have read before : idealistic
young man wades into the fray at an inner-city school, emerges older and wiser. Boland makes
old material look new, and paints a vivid and engaging picture of himself and of his charges. At
times, the book is very funny, as when he met a new student teacher who was all fired up to
"give something back" to the underprivileged youths, and emerged from school months later
hysterical, in tears, and shrieking of her students, "They are ANIMALS!"Boland is honest in
admitting that he accomplished very little in his year in the 'hood. He lacks the courage, however,
to draw any radical conclusions. Like other authors of the works of this genre, he feels compelled
to offer happy talk remedies, all of which are trite. After telling us in gory detail about students
being waved through classes with phony grades, he cites grade data to justify increased
spending on more programs, for example.”

Peter A. Moore, “only sets up poor students for failure. Probably most readers who have taught
adolescents can painfully identify with the experiences and the emotions Ed so vividly
describes. I have long felt that our current systems are programmed for failure in urban
environments, if we continue on our current course. Most effective teaching during childhood
and adolescence must take place in the home, and we can't expect to undo in six hours a day
the residuals of a dysfunctional environment during the other eighteen hours. We need
somehow to focus upon early intervention, and we also should discard this current ethereal
notion that everyone should go to college. In my most recent experience, teaching in a junior
college, enrolling unprepared students in calculus, physics, and other courses in which strong
reading and writing skills are essential, only sets up poor students for failure. Offering review
sessions and tutoring is rarely productive, in that critical thinking competence and the ability to
organize and focus on material must be learned prior to age 18. Many of my students simply
gave up and quit, and then also refused to consider training in marketable skills. They might
have made sensational mechanics, welders, cooks, and many other honorable trades, but they
owed massive amounts of loan debt, and they had incurred a distaste and fear of the concept of
any type of school. Identifying talent and ability in career fields that offer financial security and
build self-esteem, early on, and encouraging and guiding students in those directions, would
have a much stronger probability of success than our current practices of pushing marginalized
students toward areas that are foreign to them, and which demand strong abstract thinking skills
and delay of gratification, rather than more concrete processing, and shorter-term completion
goals. Additonally, in my experience, depression in adolescence usually surfaces as anger and
rebellion, rather than sadness. Unlike adults, who can sometimes say, "I just feel down," they
typically attack others verbally and/or physically as a primitive method of communication. We
desperately need to more focused upon identifying mental illness issues in our youth, and
making treatment and family intervention a higher priority. I'm sending this book to many on my



list.”

Judimahl, “Teaching in an inner city school.. "The Battle for Room 314" was inspirational and
devastating. If Ed Boland can't get to these kids, who can? We may try to blame the schools
and ineffectual teachers for failing these children, but parents and/or society failed them long
before they got to school. There is no happy ending to this book. We have yet to break the
cycle of failure and despair that faces many of our children every day. Unfortunately, the
teachers and administrators who care the most often leave the profession. Even though Ed did
not return to his classroom, he has continued to teach, and this time the students are his
readers. I thank him for his generosity in sharing his story.”

Scott M., “This book + 187 > your masters degree. If this isn't mandatory reading for your college
program - you are not being properly prepared.This is by far the most accurate portrayal of urban
education ever written. Read this book, rent 187, and you'll have an accurate concept of urban
teaching. (Minus the hunting students and cutting off their fingers thing...."R U
Dun?")Prospective teachers- challenge your college professors with the scenarios presented in
this book. Shame them into changing the "lesson plan cures all" mentality. If they haven't taught
in the urban environment, they shouldn't be teaching you.Where Mr. Boland thinks he has failed
as a teacher, he's actually taught us all a lesson in the failed urban educational system. As a
"failed" teacher he may have achieved more progress with this book than any of us ever will in
our classrooms. I applaud his honesty and hope this book is used to inform prospective
teachers of the world they are about to enter.Thank you Ed.”

Author of KINGS & QUEENS, “Brave. Honest. Important.. I didn't know what to expect when I
ordered THE BATTLE FOR ROOM 314. But I'm happy to report that this is not another teacher-
as-hero memoir. It's a real look at the lives of poor kids who have been shortchanged by society
and failed by our education system. Boland is brave enough to acknowledge his own
shortcomings—which makes for a great read. And ultimately offers solutions and a way forward.
This is a must read if you care about the state of education and how to make sure we are serving
every child.”

Janice Peterson, “A Must Read for Anyway Who Hopes to See an Improvement in Our
Classrooms, be they Urban, Suburban or Small Town Anmerica. Excellent work detailing with
what life in really like in an inner city urban classroom. The author not only tells the story from his
own year in such a classroom, but presents ways improvements MUST be made if these kids
are to receive an education. I thoroughly enjoyed the way he presented possible solutions to the
problem.”

paulbo, “I couldn't put it down.... I've been keeping my eye on this for a while, after reading a
review somewhere a year or two back, hoping it would come down in price. It didn't, so... I



bought it anyway.It's a down-to-earth and honest review of a teacher in a US school, revealing
the ups and downs of a year in teaching. I literally couldn't put it down. I liked the epilogue, which
tied up a whole load of loose ends.”

The book by Ed Boland has a rating of  5 out of 4.2. 108 people have provided feedback.
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