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        Teachers perform major miracles … daily.
      

      — Meryl Streep

      I never wanted to be a teacher. Not because I didn't like school or children; I loved school and I think kids are the best thing on the planet. I even like teenagers and young adults. And it's not because I've harbored any dislike or disrespect for education or teachers. I've always believed that teaching is one of the most honorable professions, and most of my teachers have been brilliant gems. But as the second in a line of six children — with four younger siblings to instruct in such important lessons as how to tie shoelaces, ride a bike, jump rope, act innocent, act cool, and not tick off adults — I realized early on that teachers get a lot of grief and not much glory. And as eager as I was to start school, by the third week of first grade — after my teacher realized I could already read and write (which I'd learned at the elbow of my older sister-teacher, Nita) and gave me the assignment of helping my classmates sound out “Go, Jill, go” and print their ABCs — I experienced firsthand just how frustrating and thankless a job teaching could be. While some students couldn't seem to “get” it, no matter how hard they and I tried, others were quite capable but didn't give a hoot. None of my tutees were enthusiastic about having a dorky teacher's pet as their tutor — and I paid for their displeasure on the playground. Right then and there, at age six, I realized I wasn't cut out for teaching … and decided to be a ballerina, instead.

      Turns out I wasn't cut out to be a prima ballerina, either, as my dance instructor of many years, Bill Franklin, kindly pointed out to me when I was in my teens. I'd like to say I took his teacherly advice gracefully. But in my adolescent ignorance and indignity, I told him … well, let's just say I didn't tell him thank you. And I should have. Because he was a good teacher. And he was right: I wasn't good enough to dance professionally. He was also right several years later, when he asked me why I'd stopped dancing and I reminded him of his earlier dictum and he said, “Then you didn't want it badly enough. Otherwise, you wouldn't have let me or anyone else stop you.”And with that, he gave me one last lesson that served me long after I'd lost the ability to dance en pointe.

      Bill isn't the only teacher I have to thank. I am also grateful to my no-nonsense second-grade teacher, Mrs. Justice, for giving me work that challenged me, for relieving me of the anxiety-producing role of tutor to my peers, and for enabling me to enjoy learning. My joy in learning persisted throughout grammar school, junior high, high school, and college — thanks in no small part to numerous teachers whose skill, dedication, and ingenuity kept me challenged and interested.

      As my three children made their way through school, I discovered another side of teaching: its rich rewards. I witnessed teachers who glowed with the satisfaction of seeing students blossom, both academically and personally, in the classroom and in their lives. I realized that the payback of teaching goes far beyond a paycheck: It comes from doing work that you enjoy, that challenges you, and that really matters, not only in the here and now with this year's students, but also in the long run, in what those students go on to do with their lives and in the world. Having school-age grandchildren has only increased my understanding of the allure and value of teaching. I stand in awe of and salute the millions who choose this honorable and gratifying profession, and who continue to empower their students with the power of education and to nurture the joy of learning.

      A Cup of Comfort for Teachers celebrates inspirational teachers and the students and mentors who inspire them. I hope you enjoy their uplifting and insightful true stories. And I hope they inspire others to become teachers, too.

      — Colleen Sell
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      I know my students. Masses of awkward seventh graders swarm the halls of my rural middle school each day, hauling backpacks over one shoulder, talking and shuffling along the tile hallway floor from class to class. I watch them like a general from my post (my classroom door) and smile at the fact that I can call each one by name.

      I know their secrets, their stories. Dora slouches and is shy, and I know it is because she spends all her time at home trying not to get noticed, so she won't feel the brunt of her stepfather's angry hand. Jay can pitch like a tenth grader, and all the girls swoon when he and his blond hair strut by, but I know he doesn't really even like baseball that much (he plays because his dad wants him to) and he is too scared to ask out the girl he likes. The kids think Keith is just the class clown, but I know of his dreams to become an astronaut (and I've recommended him for space camp). I know my students because I am their writing teacher. They trust me with their stories and so I am given the privilege of having a secret bond with each and every one of them.

      I teach my students about the power of words, and I try to let them find release and expression through writing. We learn to trust each other in writing class because we learn how hard it is to write openly and honestly, and we learn that sharing your words takes courage. I see courage every day in my classroom, and I am always amazed at the words that come from my students' hearts.

      One such example of courage took place during author's chair, a sharing session at the end of our writer's workshop in which students volunteer to share what they have written. We had a new student to the school, Al. Al was small and, with his dimpled cheeks and baby face, he looked younger than his classmates.

      In fact, when Al was first introduced to the class two weeks earlier, one student said, “You're not in the seventh grade. You're a baby.”

      To that, Al quickly responded, “I'm Al Bills-lington, and I am in the seventh grade.”

      Despite his obvious courage, Al had been with us for only a short while and was still trying to fit in, so I was a little surprised when he volunteered to read during author's chair. I had one of those teacher moments, when I smiled and nodded for him to read, while inside I said a silent prayer that the other students would not tease the new kid after he read. The room fell silent, and Al began to read.

      “If I had one wish, it would be to meet my dad …” He started out loud and clear and held the attention of my usually restless seventh graders as he read on for what seemed like fifteen minutes. He told of how he had never known his father, who had left the family when Al was a baby. He shared the intimate details of his struggles to be the only man in the house at such a young age, of having to mow the lawn and fix broken pipes. He revealed to us the thoughts that raced through his mind constantly about where his father might be and why he might have left.

      My eyes scanned the room for snickering faces of seventh-grade kids who I knew were prone to jump at a weakness and try to crack a joke, but there were no snickers. There were no rolling eyes or gestures insinuating boredom or pending attacks. All of my seventh-grade students were listening, really listening. Their eyes were on Al, and they were absorbing his words like sponges. My heart was full.

      Al continued on, telling of nightmares at night, of never knowing a man so important to him, yet so unreal. I could hear his voice growing shaky as he read such passionate and honest words, and I saw a tear roll down one of his dimpled cheeks. I looked to the audience. There were tears on Jessica's face and on the faces of a few others seated quietly, intently listening.

      They are letting him do this, I thought. They are allowing him to share something he perhaps has never shared before, and they aren't judging him or teasing him. I felt a lump in my own throat.

      Al finished, struggling now to read his last sentence. “If I had one wish, it would be to meet my dad, so I wouldn't …” His tears were rolling now, and so were ours, “… so I wouldn't have to close my eyes in bed every night just wondering what he looks like.”

      Without any cue from me, the class stood up and applauded. Al smiled from ear to ear as they all rushed him with hugs. I was floored.

      This is why I teach. I teach because I am allowed to learn the stories behind the faces. I teach because I can watch kids grow and laugh and learn and love. I teach because of students like Al.

      — Whitney L. Grady
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      I held my breath as I watched my brother's finger trace through the newspaper listing of teachers assigned to third graders. I squeezed my eyes shut tight. Please, please, don't let it be Miss Ball.

      “Miss Ball.”

      My brother's words hit me like a punch to the stomach. Wasn't it bad enough that third graders had to learn their multiplication tables before they could pass to fourth grade? No one wanted to be in Miss Ball's class to do it. She was scary.

      According to my father, Miss Ball's badly scarred face was the result of smallpox in her youth. Knowing the cause didn't diminish the effect. Tall and slender, with eyes as black and shiny as onyx and lean fingers that could snap like a rifle shot, she was the most intimidating figure on the entire second floor.

      That September I dragged my newly shod feet into class, completely demoralized by my class assignment. With such a stern demeanor, Miss Ball would have even less of a sense of humor than the teachers I'd experienced previously. No tolerance for a creative imagination in her class. I prepared myself to hate every minute of the next nine months.

      Reading was the first class. A breeze for me. My older brother Doug had taught me to read when I was four. Geography was a snap, too. Same with history. When we came back to the classroom after lunch recess, there it was on the blackboard: the first row of the dreaded multiplication table. The “zero times.” The school chili gurgled in my stomach. By the end of the day, we would be repeating the numbers in that mindless prisoner-of-war style I had learned to resent from my first day of first grade. I planted my face on my fists.

      Zero times zero made sense. I could even accept one times zero. But I had to question why two times zero was still zero. I was just a farm kid, but I knew when you had two of anything you had something. My hand shot up, wagging.

      “Doesn't that two mean anything?”

      Miss Ball stared at me, her black eyes unreadable. My classmates stared at me. I held my breath until my vision blurred. Maybe it really was possible to slither to the floor and sink into one of the cracks between those worn hardwood slats.

      Then Miss Ball did something beyond my realm of experience. She smiled. A gentle smile. Not that evil smile teachers get when they sense a smart aleck in the class. I'd expected reproach. What I got was goose bumps. This was definitely new territory for me. Now everyone was staring at the woman at the front of the room and not at me. I could breathe again.

      She turned to the blackboard and drew a large rectangle, which she divided into halves. “This,” she said, pointing to the blank interior of the left block, “is a nothing. A zero.” Next she gestured to include both portions of the divided rectangle. “And these are two nothings. Class, what do you get when you have one nothing and one nothing?”

      “Nooothiiing, Miiiss Baaall.”

      I stared at that divided rectangle long after Miss Ball and my classmates had moved on to discuss other zeroes. A blank domino. A pair of nothings. I wanted to hug myself with delight. At last, a teacher who could illustrate a point, who could make me visualize rather than merely saying, “Just because.” Even back then, before analysis of learning behavior became popular, she was perceptive about some students learning better through visual aids and reinforcement rather than auditory instruction.

      In later lessons, when her personal stock of colored chalk appeared, I discovered Miss Ball could draw flowering trees with nests hiding in them, clouds with exotic birds flying around the sky, and rays of sunshine and rippling water with lily pads that looked real. She could write poems, too. Short poems with exciting new words that expanded my vocabulary and my horizons.

      Miss Ball was a kindred soul. A creative soul. A beautiful soul.

      Later in the year a box appeared on the activity table. It was full of 3-by-8-inch cards. On each card was a word. On the back of the card was the definition of that word. Nothing in my education to that point had ever struck such a spark of excitement. Words were some of my most favorite things in the world. I found words fascinating, not so much the sounds they made when you spoke them as their appearance, their meanings, how they could be employed in a sentence to alter meanings. These were all new words, big ones, 250 of them. This was not the vocabulary you learned on the farm. Not a single domestic animal resided in their midst. The box represented the lexicon of journalists, scholars, and philosophers.

      Like a new kid in class, the words became my friends. I copied them, played with them, and introduced them into my conversation. And, like any other eight-year-old, I'm sure I mistreated them on occasion. I hardly noticed that none of my classmates shared my enthusiasm. The words were my companions on the baseball field and playground as well as in the library and the classroom.

      Tears stung my eyes that final day with Miss Ball. I had more to learn from this wonderful teacher. She had so much more to teach. There were more boxes full of those musical, magical new words.

      Fifty years have passed since I sat behind that old wooden desk with notches and initials carved by generations of students and darkened with decades of varnish, ink, and grime. Of all my teachers, I remember Miss Ball most, not for her flawed complexion and intimidating demeanor, but for her ability to spark the imagination of a dirt-poor, pigtailed country girl. Thanks to Matilda Ball, the desire to learn burns as brightly for me today as it did when she drew that simple white-chalk rectangle filled with a pair of nothings.

      — Kathleen Ewing
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      I retired from teaching after 3,100 students, 63,000 grades, 100 pairs of shoes, and 26 years in the classroom. I had seen everything — at least twice.

      I began my career when women jammed their feet into pointy shoes, wrote with chalk, and hung decorations from the light fixtures — not easily accomplished balancing on three-inch steel rods the width of a fingernail. While I was talking about subject-verb agreement and prepositional phrases, permanent press replaced cotton and double knit replaced everything. There is an Illinois landfill still lumpy with my lime green Nehru jacket and skirt. While I was assigning lessons on Shakespeare, Tupperware modulated from clear lids to avocado to orange to mauve to turquoise to navy and slate blue. During my tenure, the first man walked on the moon, a president resigned, the Challenger exploded, and a robot explored Mars.

      More important, it sometimes seemed, women began wearing pants. Administrators assaulted us with rules about our professional slackness, as if somehow a bell bottom on our leg diminished our ability to inspire thought and modify behavior. Heaven forbid that some rebel with a cause wore an outfit that didn't match top to bottom. Personally, I thought such wardrobe atrocities may have shot one's fashion sense in the foot, but they were hardly worth being sent home for something more color coordinated.

      In the old days, I averaged grades by pencil on the backs of used envelopes. I advanced to a hand-crank adding machine to an electric one and to an expensive whiz-bang electronic calculator. By the end of my career, my grade book was a computer screen and back-up disk.

      I taught fourth grade in a two-story brick elementary school. Cracks in the school's plaster walls formed patterns like the varicose veins my legs were acquiring. The ceiling rose twenty feet above the wood floor. The windows that stretched toward it were bigger than some movie screens. A silver radiator boiled and clanked with the seasons. It took longer to buckle into down jackets and galoshes than the twelve-minute recess I was supervising. I also taught in Missouri's largest school district the year all of its high school students shared one building. Half the student body attended between 6:30 A.M. and 12:30; the other half arrived for the 1:00 to 7:00 P.M. shift. The changeover, with 5,000 students swarming the horseshoe driveway, was not pretty.

      We had bomb threats twenty years ago — usually in the spring. We'd evacuate the building, but we weren't really scared. We loitered on the sidewalk just outside the building that was supposed to blow up, talking, laughing, and joking. The only casualties in those afternoons in the sun were lessons on geometry or the Civil War.

      I considered leaving teaching sometime after that. I didn't like the firing line where the general public, politicians, parents, and students came to doubt whether two college degrees and two decades in the classroom qualified me to teach. Their disdain pistol-whipped my enthusiasm. Shell shocked by the lack of respect, I (like many educators) was forced to barricade myself with lesson plans in duplicate, lists of phone calls made, and copies of progress reports sent. They filled two gray file cabinets in my room, simply because my word and my work weren't enough anymore.

      Then education quantified itself into achievement scores. The alphabet spit out tests like a machine gun — the BEST, the MMAT, the CAT, the SRA, the ACT, and the SAT. I resented pinning my competency and reputation on four days of testing and on children who may simply be having a bad day because they overheard their parents fight or because they forgot to eat breakfast. Educators simply circled the wagons and shot themselves. I was one of the walking wounded.

      Dress codes wearied me — again. Shoes without toes, it seemed, were professional; shoes without heels were not. Suspenders on a skirt were professional, but stylish overalls with a crotch were not. For twenty-four days of the month, jeans were not acceptable, but every payday, they suddenly were. Wardrobe no longer mattered to me. I wore my professionalism from the inside out. I got tired of dodging the bullets, the pellet-sized and hollow-pointed attitudes I couldn't see.

      And then came Springfield, Littleton, and Jones-boro. The bullets became real, and reality checked into my school. A few days before the school year ended, a telephone call warned us: “The last day of school, somebody's going to die.”

      Faculty meetings weren't about tests or dress codes anymore. We discussed code words and procedures for hostage situations. We planned how to protect our students in the classroom and how to escape the building. We emptied student lockers and sent book bags home. The night before the last day of school, the building was searched and locked down tight.

      The next morning, police patrolled the school grounds hourly. Their emblemed cars, starched uniforms, and holstered guns pierced a day that should have been buoyant with celebration. My twelve-year-olds entered the building through monitored entrances. They couldn't congregate in the gym for last-day conversations, but were sent straight to class. They quickly signed yearbooks and autographed T-shirts in the halls. The exits were locked. It was a grim day.

      Then, halfway through the morning, Nick tapped me on the shoulder. I looked into a smile that spread from ear to ear. His pleasure lit the entire room. He laid a package, large enough for a weapon and long enough for a bomb, on my desk. Under the paper I carefully unfolded lay a single delicate white rose.

      Nick had been one of my problem sixth graders. He had been a tight little rosebud himself, all wound up in his own world. He was determined to finish assignments first, impatient with classmates who were still working. He was the loudest and most self-righteous in class discussions. He lost his temper and dissolved in tears when confronted.

      He and I had many conversations in the hall about his behavior. His mother and I conferenced over the phone and face-to-face, strategizing how to open his attention to other students' ideas and feelings. We were patient. We were firm. We were kind. Little by little, he blossomed. He read library books while others worked. He learned not to blurt out comments, not to contradict me, and not to interrupt others. His classmates elected him student council representative. He applied, and was accepted, as a student office aide.

      No test score recorded his progress, but on a day dirtied by apprehension, he was giving me a beautiful flower. I glimpsed his mother outside the door.

      “Thanks for everything you've done for Nick,” she told me. Then she hugged me. That was one parent contact I couldn't file. I murmured my pleasure at his gift. Nick and I finished out our day.

      Nick's last day of school ended without incident. No bombs went off. No guns were fired. Students boarded yellow school buses and drove into their summer. I cleared my desk, picked up my rose, and left. When I got home, I found my most expensive crystal vase. Nick's flower deserved my best. It stayed on my dining room table opening wider and wider, as delicate and luminescent as the wafer moon.

      Maybe we do live in a heavy metal world these days. Certainly education is still under fire, both from within and without. Its value continues to be equated with the assembly line, when learning should be much more than the parts of a sum. Still, when I think back over a career that's filled half my life, when the abrasions and contusions healed over, I remember my time in the classroom — not by the guns, but by the roses.

      — Vicki Cox
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      I lay in bed aching for a mental health day. I'd call the school secretary and croak out the words “strep throat.” Thirty minutes later, she'd hiss into the intercom, “Listen up, speech students. No speech therapy today.” The cruel news would not be welcome. At Thomas Jefferson Elementary School, speech was an exclusive club with very stringent membership requirements. My absence would especially upset James, the most zealous of my club members. James had coined the club slogan, “We Wove Peech!”

      Picturing James' dejected face when the announcement of my demise was blatted over the intercom system, I reluctantly dragged myself out of bed. My morose sigh scattered flakes of cherry Pop-Tart across the mirror. Reasoning that rosy cheeks would clash with my blue funk, I skipped the makeup ritual and went straight to my closet. I pulled on gray slacks and an off-gray blouse — an ensemble that highlighted my Quaker gray, two-inch roots. Even my sterling silver earrings refused to shine. The mirror confirmed that my outward appearance was a precise reflection of my despondent soul.

      Maybe a gaudy scarf would disguise my melancholy. In two minutes, a scarf with vast pink, purple, and teal psychedelic solar systems orbited my neck. I tied it into a flamboyant, 1980s-fashionable bow. Unfortunately, the ruse was useless. I still looked and felt abysmal. I jerked on my fleece parka, wool cap, and fur-lined mittens; spent ten minutes scraping the ice from my windshield; and cursed every irritating red light (six) between my house and Jefferson School.

      James, red cheeked and runny nosed, greeted me at the door.

      “Where you been, Miss Smiff? You wate.”

      
        Oh, why, oh, why had I come to school?
      

      “I'm not late, James. You're early. Go back to your classroom.”

      “Nah. Miss Tim's wate too.”

      “James, Miss Kim is not late. I'm not late. You're early. Go eat breakfast.”

      “Nah.”

      He trailed me down the hall and into my classroom. The radiator pipes clanged. I dropped my overloaded satchel onto the floor; opened the closet door; and jerked off my coat, hat, and mittens.

      “James, I need a cup of coffee. You'll have to go somewhere else.”

      “Nah. I just dough wif you.”

      “James” — I whirled around — “I'm not in the mood for early-morning visitors. You'll have to …”

      “Wow! You wook pwetty, Miss Smiff.”

      “What?”

      “You wook pwetty, Miss Smiff.”

      “Well,” I stuttered, “Thank you, James.”

      “I wike a pwetty bow.” His face lit up with a contagious smile.

      I fluffed the harlequin bow and beamed a smile at him. “Really, James? I look pretty?”

      “Weawwy pwetty, Miss Smiff.”

      “Well, thank you, James.” Instantaneously, I felt better. Maybe I would get my mental health day, after all.

      “You wook weal pwetty, Miss Smiff. You wook wike a cwown.”

      “What?”

      “You wook wike a cwown, Miss Smiff! You weawwy do!”

      I bit my tongue in an effort not to laugh. Tears rolled down my cheeks. When I could no longer hold it in, my laughter exploded with an unattractive snort.

      James was puzzled. “What's wong, Miss Smiff?”

      I knelt down beside him. “You make me so happy. Guess what, James? I've been acting like a clown, too.” (I should have said fool instead of clown.)

      I still have my blue-funk days. Still occasionally feel the need to make a deathbed call to the school secretary. Still think of James, crawl out of bed, look in the mirror, and tell myself, “You wook wike a cwown, Miss Smiff.”

      For me, a mental health day is just a laughing matter.

      — K. Anne Smith

    

  
    
      

      
      
[image: illustration] Because It Matters

      High school was pretty easy for me, and I wasn't alone. Everyone in the honors program typically cruised through our classes without breaking a sweat. The first month of honors American history class did nothing to challenge that expectation. Sure, we had a substitute from the first day on, but those first four weeks of memorizing names and dates were as easy, and as boring, as we'd all expected.

      Mr. King came back just in time to give us the first test. He was a sight. He'd had a serious bout with hepatitis and was still frail and jaundiced from months spent recovering. His voice was just above a whisper, but he spoke with dignity and precision.

      Even if he hadn't, we would have been riveted by his discussion of the results of that first test. After all, we were honors students. The question, though, wasn't whether we'd received an A; the question was who got the highest score.

      The answer in this case was my friend Paul Larick. Paul was fiercely intelligent and fiercely competitive. He allowed himself to grin as Mr. King began with, “Mr. Larick, you earned the highest grade on the first test.” His smile vanished when Mr. King went on to say, “You earned a D.”

      Mr. King paused to glance around the room, and to rest, before speaking again. “The rest of you,” he said, “did not do so well, earning D-minuses or below.”

      “But — ” someone said.

      “That's not fair!” someone else cried.

      “But you tested us on things we hadn't studied,” a third person tried.

      I don't remember who said these things. It wasn't me. I was too stunned to speak.

      Mr. King looked at us. “The work you submitted,” he whispered, “was not honors quality.”

      Mr. King was not unfair. He threw out all grades for the first test. He was not unkind. That was the last time he ever discussed grades publicly. And he was not without a sense of humor. He opened each class with an invitation of, “Does anyone have a good joke?” and closed class with “Questions? Comments? Obscure conundrums?” When someone shared a good joke, he often laughed so hard he fell over. When someone offered a good conundrum, he saluted its difficulty.

      But what Mr. King was not, finally, was ever unclear about his standards, and that was a shock to us. We were all so used to getting As as a matter of course that we tried every strategy in the book to sway Mr. King.

      “You graded my paper down for grammar and spelling. This isn't an English class,” one of us would whine.

      Mr. King would peer at us through or, if he was particularly testy, over his glasses and say, “Perhaps I should speak with Mr. Froelich about what you're learning in his English classes. If you apply your skills only in the classes in which they are studied, what good are they?”

      I remember trying one such whine. “What do you mean, my thesis isn't supported? Isn't my idea original?”

      Unblinking eyes gazed at me through a pair of heavy glasses. “Those two points are not, as I trust you know, related. Your idea is quite original. Daring, even. Now you need to support it.”

      Bitter, I tried again. “It would have been good enough in my honors English class.”

      “Well, it's not good enough here.” Mr. King spoke quietly, to keep the matter private.

      My answer was louder, an attempt to enlist the entire class behind me. “Well, why isn't it good enough?”

      “Because my subject matter is important,” he said. “Because it is desperately important for you to learn your country's history — not just the names and dates, but the laws and debates behind the laws, their economic implications, and what the period perspectives were. Because it is desperately important for all of you to be able to form a cogent, well-supported argument that you deliver in clear, grammatically correct prose.”

      He had to rest then, but he went on when he could. “This is school, but if that's all it is, it's worthless. My standards are high because this matters.”

      After that, I would have followed him anywhere — and I would have killed to get an A in that class. But that, too, would have been the easy way out. Instead, I had to work. We had four textbooks for the class — economic, diplomatic, and military histories as well as a standard overall history of the United States. We also used primary sources.

      We learned that just because an essay test was timed, that didn't mean one could cast aside a thesis statement or good organization. We learned history, but we also learned to research, to write, and to reason.

      And because Mr. King did not play favorites and had reasons for all of his grading criteria, we learned two more things. We learned to stop thinking of grades as something personal and instead to use them to measure our performance of a given task. And we learned the value of rigor in the service of an important goal.

      These lessons were underscored by Mr. King's frail health. In every other class I'd had in which an instructor fell ill, the class had been made easier, allowing teacher and students to coast. Every time Mr. King stood up to explain something or held a position when challenged, the effort was visible and it underscored that primary explanation of his rigor: because it matters.

      I didn't become a teacher until years later, but when a student asked a question late one semester, I realized how much Mr. King had influenced me.

      “Hey, did you know we're doing more work in this class than they're doing in other freshmen English classes?” a student asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “By my estimate, you're doing thirty to forty percent more work in this class than the other sections are doing, and you're held to higher standards.”

      “You knew that?” he asked. “But why?”

      Rather than answering directly, I waved a hand. “Pick someone. Anyone.”

      Mystified, he pointed hesitantly at one of his classmates.

      “Do you like writing?” I asked.

      “No,” he said.

      The first student winced.

      I shook my head in agreement. “Never turn away from honesty. Now, the key questions: Do you like it more than you did? And are you better at it?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I used to hate it. Now, it's okay, and I tutor the guys in my frat on how to write papers.”

      I nodded. “Pick someone else.”

      He did, and we repeated the process. Some loved writing; some liked it; some still hated it but were teaching their friends to write. All had improved.

      I returned the question to the student who had asked the question. “So, why are you held to higher standards in this class?”

      “So we'll learn what we need to,” he said.

      “Exactly,” I said. “Because it matters.”

      I went on to explain why they needed to be able to reason and to articulate their thoughts and opinions, but it wasn't my explanation. The words I spoke were James King's words, tumbling out halfway across the country and many years later. And they were still true.

      — Greg Beatty
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