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So Far Gone, So Far Forward: A Dispatch of
Possibility from a Baltimore Classroom

by Aliemma Kanu
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he hallway felt thinner.

Not quieter.

The laughter still there.
Running footsteps.
Lockers clattering.
But thinner.
Over the summer, the building shifted.
Fewer doors open.
Fewer teachers at their thresholds.

A student stopped outside my classroom.

“Where’s Mr. K?"”

Mr. K was one of our tutors. When federal relief funds
ended, so did his position.

“He doesn’t work here anymore,” I said.

The student glanced toward the room where tutoring used
to happen.

“Oh.”

Loss does not always arrive as a headline.
Sometimes it arrives as a missing adult.

Later that afternoon, a parent waited near dismissal.

“Are they bringing back after-school?” she asked.

“He used to stay until five.”

Our school was one of forty-four that lost after-school
programming when federal funds were rescinded. The
email called it restructuring; in practice, dismissal now
means doors closed. “Not right now,” I told her.

“We're trying to build something.”

Federal decisions do not arrive as speeches in
Washington. They arrive as missing tutors, locked
classrooms at 3:00 p.m., children asking who will be here
tomorrow.

What we have built are acts of refusal— teachers
volunteering unpaid hours to run step team, a fashion
show club in borrowed classrooms, adults staying late
because joy will not be the first thing cut.

Educators and community partners created what they
could to fill the void. At my school, we opened the first
STEAM lab in West Baltimore, transforming an empty
classroom into a space for building and imagining futures
denied elsewhere.

On the first day, this room filled with wonder -- students

huddled over a design challenge, arguing about how to
stabilize a bridge made of cardboard and tape, testing,
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revising, trying again, even as the MCAP standards that
would measure their learning lingered in the background.
Not absence, but abundance. Urban schools are often
framed as problems rather than sites of resilience
(Noguera, 2003). Baltimore is marked by outsiders as
deficit space (Soja, 1996), yet inside, students turn that
marking into possibility (Massey, 1994).

And still, we can
hear the echo
carried from afar—

So far gone, he declares.
A city measured only by its ruins, never by its
classrooms.

Baltimore is flattened into stereotypes, invoked
through scripts like The Wire, where caricature replaces
complexity. Even when schools post progress, gains are
dismissed as fabrication. Inside classrooms, the numbers
tell a different story: literacy proficiency climbed 8.8 points
since 2022, outpacing the state (Baltimore City Public
Schools, 2025), even as state literacy mandates narrowed
what counted as instruction, compressing time for projects
and inquiry. To dismiss these gains is to deny the labor of
students and teachers. As Annamma, Connor, and Ferri
(2013) argue, deficit narratives are not accidents but
structures. They frame communities of color as already
failed, erasing evidence of achievement as soon as it
emerges.

Clean up the city,
as if joy were litter and children’s

voices, noise.

In Baltimore classrooms, “clean up” often means
stripping away resources rather than sustaining them. A
desk deemed too old is discarded instead of repaired; a
program cut before it takes root. That abstraction became
literal when the Department of Education rescinded $48
million in post-COVID relief funds, forcing City Schools to
shut down tutoring at 25 schools and after-school
programs at 44 sites (Baltimore City Public Schools, 2025;
WBAL-TV, 2025). These were not luxuries but lifelines—
extra learning time, safe places, chances for joy. Yet
Baltimore did not back down.

The first bell rang on the first day of school and students
were already seated on the carpet.

Knees crossed.

Backpacks pushed to the wall.

A talking piece resting in the center.
“"Share one hope for this year,” I said.
I closed the door.

So far gone, he repeats,
as if futures could be foreclosed
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before the first bell.

“Gone” for whom? For my students, the first bell was
not foreclosure but arrival. Footsteps rushing down the
hallway, laughter bouncing off lockers, voices tumbling
into the classroom before I could even welcome them.
They argued over chairs, dragged tables into new shapes,
and crowded around the shelves to see what materials
might become theirs. Even in the clutter of a first day,
there was energy -- the kind that makes a room vibrate
with possibility. Love (2019) names this freedom
dreaming: the audacity to imagine a future where others
predict failure. bell hooks (1994) reminds us that joy is not
ornamental but central to pedagogy; it is the force that
makes learning possible even in places deemed
impossible. “So far gone” has never looked so alive.

One hour away, the

National Guard

rolls into DC.

Here, the roll is of laughter, the
shuffle of desks.

One hour closer, the sound was different; desks
scraping against linoleum, sneakers squeaking as students
leaned over books, shouts of "I want to read!” rising louder
than any orders barked over loudspeakers. The classroom
was not innocent of politics but alive in spite of them.
Suspensions dropped 44% in schools adopting restorative
practices (Baltimore City Public Schools, 2023). As
Zembylas (2018) notes, education unfolds at the
intersection of vulnerability and resistance. Ferguson
(2000) reminds us how Black youth are often criminalized,
their noise mistaken for defiance rather than eagerness.
Yet here, their voices filled the room as evidence of desire;
desire to learn, to claim space, to belong. Against the
backdrop of armored trucks, the clatter of desks became
its own declaration.

So far gone, they
insist.

But in this room, so
far forward.

Forward looked like students bent over pages, arguing
about whose turn it was to read. Forward was the hum of
a class learning how to share space, how to listen and
respond to one another, even on day one. Freire (1970)
reminds us that education is always unfinished, a collective
project rather than a predetermined outcome. What
happens in this room is not simply resistance but a re-
writing of who gets to be seen as capable of learning. Patel
(2016) calls this the refusal of ownership, pushing against
research and policy that define Black and disabled
students only through failure. To call Baltimore “so far
gone” is to miss what unfolds daily: a movement forward,
not linear or clean, but present in every scrape of a desk
and every voice demanding to be heard. In the shadow of
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a nation willing to erase us, classrooms like mine insist on
being dispatches of possibility.
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