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You’d think growing up just a few miles away would help you understand 
and connect with your students. Not necessarily. 
BY KIRBY MORRISON

I grew up just outside of Boston, less 
than 15 miles from where I now work. 
Despite the fact that my students and I 
seemingly grew up down the road from 
one another, we might as well come from 
different worlds.

My school is in Dorchester, a diverse 
section of Boston. Dorchester was 
annexed to Boston in 1870 but has such a 
strong sense of pride and community that 
it often feels like a separate city entirely.

Many of my students are first- or sec-
ond-generation immigrants from Haiti 
or Vietnam whose family members speak 
limited English. Many others are from 
Irish-American families that have lived in 
the same neighborhood for generations. 
Much of what accounts for our cultural 
differences, however, is that my students 
and I grew up in entirely different cir -
cumstances, mere miles apart. Growing 
up in the inner city and growing up in the 
suburbs has shaped our lives and the ways 

in which we view and interpret the world.
My quiet suburban town didn’t have 

the violence, poverty and crime that exist 
in Dorchester. You felt safe walking any-
where in town at any time of day. My first 
introduction to the vigilance necessary in 
Dorchester came in my first year of college 
when I went to play tennis with a group 
of classmates on the notorious Blue Hill 
Avenue. While we were waiting for a bus 
back to campus, a police officer pulled up 
and told us we really shouldn’t be out there 
and that it wasn’t safe. My students aren’t 
afforded the luxury of the naïve innocence 
provided by the quiet suburbs.

In spite of our cultural differences, 
my students and I find common ground 
and form meaningful connections. Much 
of our ability to develop rapport can be 
attributed to our willingness to embrace 
these very differences. Our life experi-
ences offer new perspectives and new 
ways of viewing the world.
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differences. What student doesn’t appre-
ciate someone taking a genuine interest in 
his or her life?

Having the ability to relate to my stu-
dents has been tremendously valuable 
and overrides any obstacles our cultural 
differences may create. Furthermore, 
because of this ability to connect, our 
differences don’t divide us; rather, they 
offer an opportunity for new perspectives 
and new ways of viewing the world.

Altered Perceptions
Prior to working at my school, the little 
I did know about Dorchester was nega-
tive. Dorchester was one of those places 
you weren’t supposed to go to, a place on 

the news where shootings happen. What 
I missed, and have since experienced, is 
the sense of community and pride associ-
ated with living in Dorchester. Sure, there 
was pride in coming from my hometown 
and a sense of community but not to this 
level. Parents seem to all know each other 
and take an active interest in each other’s 
lives – for good or bad – instead of going 
their separate ways. Compared with the 
often-cold community feel of the suburbs, 
Dorchester has a vibrant and warm feel. 
To develop a notion of it from newspaper 
clippings doesn’t do it justice.

I also knew next to nothing about 
Haitian or Vietnamese culture. Working 

Fourth-Grade Lunch Group
“Is today a good day for lunch?” I’ve taken 
maybe three steps into our school’s gym 
when a fourth-grade student approaches 
me with this question. Although, it’s not 
so much a question as it is a demand. Each 
morning, from 7:15 to 7:35, I watch over 
all students who have arrived early for 
school until morning assembly begins. 
This seems to be the preferred time for 
this particular fourth-grade girl to inquire 
daily about lunch.

After I tell her today would be a good 
day, she rattles off the names of five 
friends she would like to invite. We light-
heartedly argue – a major component of 
our rapport – over how many friends she 
can invite. Eventually, I put my foot down 
and say only two are allowed. We settle 
on three.

This is my third year at St. John Paul 
II Catholic Academy, and this student 
has been coming to my office for lunch 






