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By definition we teachers are eternal optimists, always with one foot 

planted in the present, the other in the future. We are believers in goodness, 

knowing that we can bring forth whatever good there is in the world through 

teaching its children. This optimistic habit of mind keeps us digging until 

we find something to hold on to even in the hardest of years. So if no other 

good has come out of this pandemic year we’ve all experienced, we can 

hold to the knowledge that the general public now places a higher value on 

our schools, even if it isn’t for the reasons we would like. Every teacher 

knows down to the marrow in our bones just how valuable public schools 

really are. Even if it’s too bad that it takes a year of tragedy to bring our 

work to the forefront, and even if that work is used to gain leverage by both sides in politics, at 

least everyone is paying attention to what it is our students need. 

The fact is teaching public school children is so important; it is important precisely because 

the best teachers are political in the purest sense of the word, as in, who has power and who doesn’t. 

If we do the job right, we are civil rights activists. This is because we not only seek to level the 

playing field for all students, no matter their background, we also will that level playing field 

through every differentiated lesson plan we prepare, every equity article we read, every idealistic 

colleague we let cry on our shoulder, and every shade of child who walks into a classroom hungry, 

but leaves that classroom fed. We do this work that matters, because there is nothing else like it. 

No other work that engenders more controversy regarding pay and merit, and no work is as 

powerful and as freeing in its far-reaching consequences, because we produce are human beings. 

But what do we, North Carolina public school teachers and especially new teachers, get 

out of all this? Why do we keep reading, talking, writing, thinking so hard about the work we do, 

when, again and again, we have been told through the soft bigotry of economics that we and those 

we teach are of little importance? It is because we know that bigotry, whether soft or hard, is 

wrong. It is because we know our vocation and what it’s worth to the world. It is because we know 

that the power of public-school teaching lies in the fact that it serves everyone in the hopes of 

freeing everyone: from the child who sleeps in linen sheets and is delivered to school washed and 

fed to the child who sleeps in a car and rarely makes it to school on time. 

When Toni Morrison was speaking to a group of students at Princeton, she said, “... [J]ust 

remember that your real job is that if you are free, you need to free somebody else. If you have 

some power, then your job is to empower somebody else.” Power and freedom were first given to 

me by my parents, neither of whom finished ninth grade, but who somehow had the wisdom to 

buy every book they could afford and to share those books with their five children. That freedom 

and power grew when I recognized that words in those books could open doors--to scholarships, 

to Ivy League schools, and to a career that I have loved my entire adult life. 

Dawn Gilchrist 
2020 Burroughs Wellcome Fund Western Region Teacher of the Year 
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It’s sharing the freedom and power given to us-- and how we share them-- that matters. It’s 

sharing that power and freedom that allows us to bring forth the good that we know resides within 

every child in every class we teach. And if we share this freedom and this power with our students, 

in allowing them choices that create a sense of dignity, then we are teaching democracy, 

compassion, and equality. If we share this power and freedom with each other, as exemplified by 

Moral Mondays when we exercised our right to stand together for our singular cause, then we 

further that cause for all educators and all public schools. If we combine the power and freedom 

that each of us has in our classrooms, in our schools, in our districts, and in our regions, into a 

united voice that demands equity for every single child who has done without, for every beginning 

teacher who is underpaid, and for every experienced teacher who feels betrayed, then the latent 

power of North Carolina’s teachers will be made manifest. 

The positive changes that must take place in our country must also take place in our 

schools, and they must continue to take place long after this pandemic and its urgency have 

subsided. One individual teacher talking about equity is just one small voice. But if all of North 

Carolina’s teachers can continue to use our combined voices for the cause of good, to empower 

and to free those in need, well, our voices might just be loud enough to be heard by those who 

most need to listen. 

 

Google has launched a Google Families portal with easily accessible apps and sites to 
help families navigate the challenges of technology for their family. This is an added 

resource that you can use to support your students and their families. 

https://families.google/family-products/#teacher-approved-app

 

 

 

  

 

Save the Date for the 2021 Virtual North Carolina Beginning Teacher Summit June 16th & 17th. 
Registration details will be shared at the end of April. 
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