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SHARE YOUR STORY What motivates you to get up each morning and serve students in our nation’s schools?  
We want to hear from you. Send your 600-word submission for the “Why I Teach” column to editor@tolerance.org.
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Why I Teach

A Little Girl 
and a Horse 
Named 
Freckles
I remember the first time I met Eliza. 
She was navigating, with the assis-
tance of an adult, a set of stairs as 
a new kindergartner at Mt. Desert 
Elementary School. Having been her 
case manager for over three years 
now, I have many memories of our 
shared time, but one time stands out. 
Following an outing that I was not 
part of, I initiated a math lesson with 
Eliza. But she wasn’t ready for math. 
Instead, she had a question for me.

“What your horse’s name,  
Ms. Sharpe?” 

“Eliza, I don’t have a horse.” 
But she persisted. “What your 

horse’s name, Ms. Sharpe?” 
Now I was searching my past. I did 

have a horse once. 
“Eliza, I did have a horse when I was 

a little girl, but I don’t have a horse now.” 
She looked at me steadily. 

“Freckles,” she concluded. 
Although I have absolutely no 

memory of ever telling Eliza about 
Freckles, I must have told her this 
story at some point, and she remem-
bered because that’s the kind of per-
son she is. The details of people’s lives 
are deeply important to her. I later 
learned from staff who had been part 
of the outing that, just before getting 
off the bus to return to school, the 
group had been talking about people 
and horses they knew. 

Moments like this are why I teach. 
Moments when students I work with 
reveal their profound strengths. 
Moments when I hope that some of 
my nurturing and nudging have helped 
them to reach those milestones. 

My desire to help those who need 
a voice arrived early in my life. As a 
small child, I was always moved by 
the plight of the smallest and weakest 

kittens in a litter. Later, at my elemen-
tary school, I found that I gravitated 
toward the marginalized children who 
watched from the periphery but did 
not join in the fun on the playground. 
These were children who needed a 
voice, an advocate. 

I chose a career in education and, 
although I taught fifth grade for 13 
years, the idea of teaching special 
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education began to knock early on. As 
I encountered struggling students in 
my classroom, I yearned to have more 
time to devote to them. What they 
needed was just the right teaching 
method and a little more one-on-one 
time with their teacher. 

Motherhood had me taking a break 
from the classroom, and I tucked 
away what was becoming a passion for 
teaching special education. A conver-
sation with a special educator friend 
later re-ignited that passion, and soon 
afterward, I got certified as a special 
education teacher. 

I have been fortunate to have 
Eliza and other young people in my 
life as they and their families have 
helped me to answer my own ques-
tions about my purpose and brought 
me to a place of deeper compassion. 

To the delight and wonderment 
of Eliza’s parents, family and friends, 
Eliza has surpassed her doctors’ pre-
dictions. She walks. In fact, she runs 
and jumps. She talks—and she finds 
great joy in conversations with oth-
ers. I am thankful for those teaching 
moments when the unlikely becomes 
a possibility. The moment when a lit-
tle girl insisted that I did, after all, 
have a horse named Freckles. 

DID YOU KNOW?
DID YOU KNOW?

Schools with student populations 
that are at least 90 percent white 
spend about $733 more per student 
than schools mostly comprised of 
students of color.

—Center for American Progress

In the 2013–14 school year, the 
most common home languages for 
ELL students were Spanish, Arabic, 
Chinese and Vietnamese. Students 
with Spanish-speaking home 
environments accounted for 76.5 
percent of ELL students.

—National Center for Education Statistics 

And readers replied…
As a Native, I cannot express how true to life Alexie’s books are. People 
find them objectionable because they directly counter the whitewashed 
view of Natives we were all presented with in school. … Alexie is raw, 
real and talented—and that scares people. The “easiest” solution is just 
to ban his books, and no one will have to “deal with” the conversation, 
controversy, mistreatment of Natives, and divergent views his literature 
contains. His [work] makes people question what they’ve been taught 
to believe, and that scares people.

When I was teaching high school, I had an extensive classroom library 
and on Banned Book Week I set up a table of banned books and told 
the kids to check with their parents before choosing any of them. By 
creating the forbidden fruit, those books were read by a good number of 
students, who otherwise would never pick up a book.

R E A D  T H E  F U L L  P O S T  H E R E

tolerance.org/blog/teaching-ideology-and-banned-books
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Teaching Ideology  
and Banned Books
BY CODY MILLER

My students are always surprised by the innuendos and juve-
nile humor in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. “But this is 
Shakespeare!” some of them gasp. This reaction leads into conver-
sations about why the play is rarely banned. Arguably, Romeo and 

Juliet deals with as many controversial topics as [Sherman] 
Alexie’s and [Marjane] Satrapi’s texts. The difference? 
Shakespeare is a “classic” writer.

I unpack with my students the ideology behind the 
term classic. Does it mean old? Somewhat. We then 

brainstorm what so-called classic texts students are 
familiar with in order to find common themes among them. 
Are these texts written by Europeans? Largely, but there are 
some American writers. Are they all written by males? Not all 
of them, but certainly women’s representation is lacking. How 
many authors of color appear on classic lists? Not too many. 
What about LGBTQ writers? Almost nonexistent. So why is 
Shakespeare’s coverage of controversial topics OK, but not 
Alexie’s or Satrapi’s? With this conversation, students come to 
see the ideological forces behind the banning of books.
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