
Lauren Sills was 22 years old the first time she walked into a classroom and realized 
she had no idea what she had agreed to.

She had come to Los Angeles through Teach for America, full of the particular 
confidence of someone who had grown up watching her grandfather govern a city, who 
had studied at Spelman, who had spent college internships in Senate offices and believed, 
not unreasonably, that intention was most of the work.

The classroom disagreed.
Her students were 10th- and 11th-graders at a school with limited resources, and 

four of the girls in her class were already mothers. The principal and both vice principals 
would be fired before October. By the end of her first year, 18 of the 27 or 28 teachers 
in her building had been let go or pushed out. Sills stayed, coached volleyball, taught 
geometry and history, and kept showing up.

But she was taking notes on something else entirely: what it costs to do this work 
without any real infrastructure around you.

That lesson, absorbed in a Los Angeles classroom years before she would go on to 
help oversee the NBA Foundation’s $300 million commitment to economic opportunity, 
was the quiet center of the conversation she sat down to have in Houston on May 22.

The venue was Studio Eight08, an Emergent & Co. concept space tucked into 
Downtown Houston off Travis St. The evening was the soft launch of The Teachers’ 
Lounge, a new membership community from Reading with a Rapper built around a 
proposition that feels both obvious and overdue: that Houston’s educators deserve a 
room of their own.

The room itself earned that idea. Networking bingo cards were handed out at the door 
as a tool that made strangers feel like they already had an excuse to talk. UNBRIDLED 
bourbon, a Kentucky-based spirit, kept attendees light on their feet as they sipped curated 
cocktails. Art covered the walls. Ninth Sage set the soundtrack for the space, and when 
Reading With A Rapper CEO and Co-Founder Jarren Small settled into his chair across 
from Sills for the evening’s fireside chat, the educators filling the seats leaned in not 
because they had to, but because they truly were curious about Lauren’s journey.

Reading With A Rapper has been in this work since 2018, funding and equipping 
disadvantaged youth and communities through workshop programs and cultural 
experiences — a model that has reached more than a million students and clocked over 

60 million minutes read. The organization, rooted in its 
parent nonprofit Legends Do Live, built its reputation on 
a simple conviction: that the children most overlooked 
by traditional education often respond most powerfully 
when the curriculum speaks their language.

The Teachers’ Lounge extends that logic to the 
educators themselves. Part professional community, 
part curated lifestyle experience, the membership club is 
designed to be something like a Soho House for educators 
— a year-round space for connection, creativity, and 
the kind of career development that school districts, 
particularly right now, are not reliably providing.

That last qualifier carries weight in Houston in 2026.
Local unions say HISD has begun workforce cuts for 

an unknown number of employees ahead of the 2026-
27 school year, with some uncertified teachers learning 
they cannot return to their roles after failing to earn 
certification within two years. HISD’s state-appointed 
board of managers granted administrators the authority 
to cut staff or reassign virtually all teaching positions and 
some central office jobs — a sweeping authorization that, 
even in its uncertainty, sends a message.

The national climate has not been kinder. Federal 
rollbacks, eroded funding streams, and an ongoing 
legislative hostility toward public education have 
made the profession feel increasingly precarious for 
the teachers who can least afford precarity. In that 
environment, a membership club that offers community, 
career modeling, and bourbon in a candlelit venue is not 
a peripheral nicety. It is, in its way, a form of resistance.

Which is part of why Lauren Sills was the right 
person to open The Teachers’ Lounge’s first chapter. 
Forward Times has covered her story before, with staff 
writer Terrance Turner previously capturing the full sweep 

of her career in detail. What the Studio Eight08 conversation offered was something 
different: Sills sitting close enough to the room that the room could feel her, telling the 
parts of the story that don’t fit neatly onto a LinkedIn profile.

She talked about the administration at her school being toxic, about not having the 
language for it at 22 but knowing what she felt. She talked about spending her lunch 
breaks — twenty minutes at a time, day after day, for six months — on the phone with 
strangers who might know someone who could help her transition out of teaching and 
into government. She talked about going to Washington, D.C., during spring break to do 
interviews, about working in the Senate and discovering that gridlock keeps real change 
from happening, about watching a dynamic Black woman at a Chicago nonprofit receive 
a foundation grant and thinking, for the first time, that she wanted to be on the other side 
of that transaction.

At each turn, the throughline was the same: she did not wait for a system to notice 
her. She built the scaffolding herself, one cold call at a time.

The NBA Foundation, which she now helps lead, oversees programs including the 
NBA HBCU Fellowship, a 10-week internship where HBCU students work inside NBA 
offices — a program that drew 11,000 applicants for 70 spots in its most recent cycle. 
The scale is impressive. But what Sills brought to Studio Eight08 was the reminder that 
the most far-reaching work often begins in deeply personal places.

That is the bet Reading with a Rapper is making with The Teachers’ Lounge. Not 
that every educator in Houston wants to leave the classroom — many don’t, and the 
city is better for their commitment. But that every educator deserves to know what their 
options are, what their skills are worth beyond the building they work in, and what 
their lives can hold outside of lesson plans and parent-teacher conferences. They deserve 
a community that sees their full range. They deserve, more than occasionally, a room 
where they are the guest of honor.

Through this first event, Reading with a Rapper made the case it has been building 
toward for years: that the future of Houston’s classrooms depends not just on what we 
give students, but on how deeply we choose to invest in the people who show up for 
them every single day.

The Teachers’ Lounge is open. Houston’s educators know where to find it.
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RWAR CEO and co-founder Jarren Small moderates a fireside chat with NBA Foundation Head of Operations and 
Strategic Programs Lauren Sills during The Teachers’ Lounge launch event at Studio Eight08.
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