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Associate 
Professor  
Jal Mehta

Growing up in Baltimore 
with two parents in 

education (his mom as 
associate head of his 

school, his dad a profes-
sor at the local universi-
ty), conversations about 

education were, Jal 
Mehta says, “part of the 

everyday chatter.” It also 
let him see firsthand the 
respect teachers got at 

his school. Now as an as-
sociate professor at the 
Ed School, Mehta spoke 
to Ed. about his passion 
for transforming teach-

ing, extracurriculars, 
and how his kids have 

influenced his thinking.
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ously, I applied to law school and 
was going to be a civil rights law-
yer before I decided that policy, as 
opposed to litigation, was the more 
powerful lever for change. But I did 
work in college for a public interest 
law firm. We sued banks for redlin-
ing and, not having the resources 
to sue every bank, we published 
lists of banks that treated African 
Americans more and less fairly in 
Baltimore. I think that what I do 
now is another route to achieving 
many of the same ends.

You’re passionate about trans-
forming teaching. Why?

Coming from Park, where our 
teachers were highly respected, to 
seeing how teachers are treated in 
many public school systems, was 
quite a shock. I remember once 
talking to Dan Lortie, who was the 
leading scholar on teaching as a 
profession from a generation ago, 
and I said, “What motivated you 
to write about that?” And he said, 
“My mother and my sister were 
teachers, and they were intellec-
tually capable people, and then 
I studied the public system and 
realized they were being treated as 
the bottom of an implementation 
chain.” I had a similar set of experi-
ences which led to a similar set of 
conclusions. I also have spent a lot 
of time in schools and think that 
unless we “transform teaching,” 
many students will not get the kind 
of education I received. We don’t 
really have any coherent systems 
for building expertise in teaching, 
and thus what we get is basi-
cally the sum of what individual 
teachers know how to do. This is a 
huge lost opportunity, both for the 
teachers and for the students with 
whom they work.

You write about the power of ex-
tracurriculars. Did they motivate 
you as a student?

I did love extracurriculars in both 
high school and college, for many 
of the reasons I write about: 
namely that they allowed you to be 

One thing about your childhood 
that had a lasting impact.

I went to a school, the Park School, 
which was an independent school 
whose motto was “learn how to 
think.” I had a number of great 
teachers when I was there, but 
beyond that, what was particularly 
notable was the way in which they 
treated students as capable par-
ticipants in their own education. 

Such as?

I can remember, for example, be-
ing part of a student committee 
whose job it was to help pick the 
next head of school. We didn’t 
have final say, but we had an equal 
turn with the faculty, parents, and 
alumni. We got to interview the 
candidates, provide recommenda-
tions, and explain our thinking. Liv-
ing in a world where we respected 
teachers and they respected stu-
dents has deeply shaped my views 
of what is desirable and what is 
possible in education.

What was it like to have educator 
parents?

I was the editor of the high school 
newspaper, and I would write 
editorials railing against the ad-
ministration, and one day my mom 
said, “Jal, I am the administration; 
why don’t we just talk about it 
over dinner?” My parents are very 
loving people, but they also have 
high standards. I remember once 
I was reading a vocabulary book 
while studying for the GREs, and 
my mom came down and said, 
“You don’t know what lugubrious 
means? Who educated you?” (Well, 
I thought, between home and 
school, you did, Mom.) 

What did you want to be when 
you “grew up”?

I idolized Jon Miller, who was the 
announcer for the Orioles. Once I 
realized I wasn’t going to make it 
as a player, I did think that broad-
casting would be fun. More seri-
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a producer rather than a receiver of 
knowledge, that you were part of 
a team, and that you were trusted 
with significant responsibilities 
in a way that you weren’t as a 
student. I can remember a day in 
high school where I was sick and 
had to miss school, but still came 
in after school to help put out an 
issue of the school newspaper 
that was going to press that night. 
I got in trouble. If you are here in 
the newspaper office, the principal 
said, then why couldn’t you come 
to class? He might have had a 
point. But it just seemed different. 
Missing class was only costing 
myself, but missing newspaper I 
was letting down a group of people 
I had committed to. I had a real 
responsibility to fulfill. 

How has having kids shaped your 
views of education?

Alex and Nico are by far the best 
things that ever happened to us. 
I think when you have kids and 
you put them in school, you want 
to be confident that those adults 
care for your child in the way that 
you would. So yes, “teach them to 
think,” but also care for their spir-
its, honor their interests, and be 
the kind of mature, wise, respon-
sible adults who will model the 
kind of people we are hoping our 
children will become. 

What’s the one best piece advice 
you give to HGSE students who 
are going to teach?

Most of my students have already 
taught, and I’m learning as much 
from them as they are from me. 
Deeper learning is a journey and 
not a destination, and I hope my 
students will continue to invite me 
to learn with them as they go back 
into schools after graduation.

Finish this sentence: I love what I 
do because…

Of the students. Teaching students 
is the best part of my job, and 
there is no close second.
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t’s not often that jazz singer 
Billie Holiday gets cited in an 
Ed School research paper. But 

when Associate Professor Ebony 
Bridwell-Mitchell wanted to find 
a way to explain what she found 
when she looked at the equity 
of school partnerships, this line 
from Holiday’s “God Bless the 
Child” seemed perfect: “Them 
that’s got shall have; them that’s 
not shall lose.” 

In other words, as this applies 
to schools and outside partners 
that fill gaps (reading buddies or 
a dance company teaching after 
school), schools that are already 
well resourced with experienced 
teachers and solid networks are 
more likely to have partnerships, 
and get new ones, compared to 
schools with less experienced 
teachers, more students receiv-
ing free or reduced lunch, and 
no partnerships in place.  As a re-
sult, these partnerships, meant 
to help, can actually worsen in-
equities between schools. 

That’s why, Bridwell-Mitch-
ell says, it’s not only impor-
tant to look at the outcome of 
school partnerships, such as 
how these organizations help 

boost test scores, but also to ask 
how schools gain access to those 
partnerships in the first place. 
After examining 211 New York 
City high schools and 1,098 out-
side organizations, Bridwell-
Mitchell found that a few factors 
made a big difference.

For starters, schools that 
were physically closer to poten-
tial partners like YMCAs or art 
organizations were significant-
ly more likely to have partner-
ships than schools that weren’t. 
A partner might want to stay in 
the neighborhood, for example.

In addition, schools with 
more stability among staff (and 
therefore more experience) were 
more likely to form partnerships. 

“Teachers who are at the 
school for a long time, they’ve 
become more familiar with their 
options for who could partner,” 
Bridwell-Mitchell says, includ-
ing connected parents.

Surprisingly, personality does 
not play as big a role in form-
ing partnerships as you might 
imagine, she says. A charismatic 
principal may not draw in part-
ners any better than a quieter 
one. “Yes, strategy matters, but 

you know what outweighs strat-
egy? The characteristics that are 
beyond your control, like what 
neighborhood you’re in.”

What also matters, she found, 
is whether a school has part-
nered with an organization in 
the past. Schools that have part-
nered with an organization for 
at least three years are almost 
guaranteed to continue partner-
ing with that group in the future. 

“Schools that have a lot of 
partners, they’ve learned what 
it takes. If you’re at a school 
that doesn’t have partners, you 
haven’t learned that,” she says.

Unfortunately, just encour-
aging schools to go out and find 
dance companies and tutoring 
nonprofits isn’t enough. 

“Giving every principal a list 
of potential options is a step in 
the right direction, but it also 
means all 20 schools are now 
going to compete for the same 
partners,” she says. Instead, a 
district should also work one-on-
one with schools and help them 
find good matches. Partners also 
need to think beyond the tried 
and true. “If we’re going to cre-
ate wider access, partners have 

to go beyond what they’d typi-
cally do,” Bridwell-Mitchell says. 
“Maybe that means looking out-
side their neighborhood.”

What other advice does 
Bridwell-Mitchell have for edu-
cators? If she were a principal, 
she says, “I’d try to hustle to find 
partners, even if I knew I would 
have limited success. This ini-
tial hustle is important because 
if you don’t show that you’re try-
ing to hustle, it would be hard to 
go to the district or a principal at 
another school and say, ‘I’ve re-
ally exhausted my options, can 
we brainstorm new ideas?’”

At the district level, she might 
throw a partner fair but approach 
it not just as a task to check off.

“It’s not just opening the door 
and saying good luck, pick one,” 
she says. “You need to know the 
leaders and schools well enough 
to say JFK Elementary doesn’t 
have a lot of partnerships, let me 
introduce them to these three. 
It’s you intervening.”

READ THE FULL REPORT: GSE.HARVARD.
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