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Foreword


Aveteran teacher told me recently that she was considering leaving the teaching profession. “I don’t wake up with the energy I once had,” she sighed. “It’s taking me longer to get dressed in the morning and that’s not good for my students.”


Sadly, this teacher is not alone. I have been meeting many teachers who are spending too much time getting dressed in the morning. Some no longer even bother to get dressed because they have left the classroom. But I had a nagging feeling that the arduous task of teaching was not the culprit responsible for sapping her morning energy.


“What’s really causing you to want to leave teaching?” I asked.


She paused for a few moments before responding. “I feel that I work in a profession people no longer respect or value,” she replied. “My school measures the value of everything I do around test scores. I have never seen it so bad; each week I am being told a new way in which to raise test scores. I am slowly losing my ability to both teach and nurture my students.”


What has become of the noble profession of teaching? From the perspective of an experienced teaching professional, the state of American education has become a data-driven system concerned more with standardized test scores than the social and emotional needs of children. A profession designed to better the human condition is losing its humane characteristics.


And that is why Chicken Soup for the Soul: Teacher Tales is such an important and timely book. Written by and for teachers, it is a different type of book because it does not try to promote a new method of pedagogy or try to reinvent the wheel. How refreshing. This book is about the heart and soul of teaching and why we have committed our lives to helping children.


Chicken Soup for the Soul: Teacher Tales is filled with wonderful stories about teachers and children. Some of the stories will make you laugh and some of the stories will make you cry. A few will make you want to scream at an educational bureaucracy seemingly blind to the needs of children and teachers. You may get the urge to throw this book at a bureaucrat. That’s okay; just don’t break the book’s spine.


When I was asked to write the foreword for this book, I needed to know if the book could reinvigorate teachers who are suffering from mental and physical exhaustion. Could it be used as a balm for the weary teachers I encounter while traveling across the nation? Chicken Soup for the Soul’s publisher, Amy Newmark, who has personally edited this book, quickly answered my question. Amy is a soft-spoken lady but when she speaks about the welfare of teachers her voice elevates to a higher octave. Amy stressed the need for a book that can inspire novice and veteran teachers alike, a book written by classroom teachers who know how to tell a meaningful tale. I left Amy’s office feeling reinvigorated and eager to share my excitement with colleagues.


The faces of my fellow 2009 State Teachers of the Year soon flooded my mind as I thought about the purpose and importance of Chicken Soup for the Soul: Teacher Tales. I have been a lucky and privileged teacher, and one of the greatest privileges of being named National Teacher of the Year has been meeting so many gifted colleagues. Amy and I talked about the possibility of each State Teacher of the Year submitting a story to the book. The idea had a lot of merit because these teachers represent some of the very best teachers in our country, educators who understand that what we teach is not as important as whom we teach. I proposed the idea to the 2009 State Teachers of the Year and the response was unanimous: We need this type of book! Writing a story for this book became a means for them to express their passion for teaching and restoring the value of teachers in our lives. The stories written by these teachers are included among the many wonderful stories contributed by outstanding teachers and grateful students.


Living in a fast-paced world flooded with technology has taken something away from the essential human desire to enjoy a story. And the increasing standardization and measurement of our profession has sapped us of some of our passion. The 101 stories in this inspirational book will provide every teacher some relaxation and some fresh energy. This book reminds us why we are teachers and why we love our work. And it shows us that we are indeed much appreciated.


~Anthony J. Mullen 
2009 National Teacher of the Year 
2009 Connecticut State Teacher of the Year
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Why We Teach


Man’s mind, once stretched by a new idea, 
never regains its original dimensions.


~Oliver Wendell Holmes
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Falling Down


The best teachers teach from the heart, not from the book.


~Author Unknown


Spanish Harlem is full of life on summer nights, but this young lady wanted to die. The crowd of onlookers pointed fingers at a teenage girl standing atop a fire escape rail, dangling her body over the rusty rail and throwing pieces of jewelry to the street below.


An elderly man told me that she was loco and would probably jump. He shrugged his shoulders and walked away. I raced up the wooden stairs of the old tenement building, hoping to quickly locate the window leading to the distraught teenager. I found the open window on the fifth floor.


I poked my head outside the window and pleaded with the girl not to jump. A mouthful of clichés was all I could offer. “You’re too young to die. You’re too beautiful. You have family and friends that love you.”


My words only contributed to her death wish—she released one hand from the railing. I did not want to be the last face she saw before jumping off the fire escape. And I did not want to see the look on her face as she went free-falling to a dirty New York City street.


“I’m sick of all this shit and just want to fuckin’ die!” she screamed at me. She tore away a pair of earrings and threw them at the growing crowd of spectators.


I was tired and unsure. My morning was spent in a college classroom, far removed from this urban drama. I was studying to become a teacher and learning about Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences. Now I was dressed in the uniform of an NYC police sergeant trying to persuade a teenager that her life was worth living. My powers of persuasion were having the same effect as Superman wearing a suit of kryptonite.


I squeezed through the small window and stood within a few feet of the jumper. “Don’t get any closer,” she said. Suddenly my clichés did not sound like trite words.


“I’m not going to get any closer to you….”


She jumped.


Call it luck or fate or divine intervention but I managed to grab hold of one of her arms as she leapt from her wrought iron perch. Her weight quickly pulled the top half of my body over the railing and I could feel my feet lifting off the grated floor. Lord, give me strength echoed through my mind. My partner reached out from inside the room and he grabbed the back of my belt. I could feel her arm slipping away from my hold and told him to run downstairs; he needed to be on the fire escape directly below us. Soon he was staring up at us, trying to grab hold of a pair of swinging legs.


I was attending college because I wanted to become a teacher and work with troubled teenagers, the types of young people roaming our streets like so many broken toys. I wanted to save souls and was now losing a life.


Lord, please give me strength; I need only a few more minutes of strength.


My partner managed to take hold of the girl’s legs, relieving some of the stress on my back and arms. I quickly tucked my hands under her armpits and pulled her up. We each sat huffing and puffing on the old fire escape.


A few stories have fairy tale endings, but most just end. The suicidal teenager was taken to a local hospital and I returned to patrol the streets of Spanish Harlem. A few weeks later I saw her hanging out on a street corner, laughing and listening to music with friends.


I sometimes see her face in the faces of the students that I teach today. I got my wish to teach and mentor troubled teenagers. My students suffer from depression, anxiety, bipolar disorder and psychosis. Some are lonely, some are sad, some are angry, and some are frightened. But all risk falling down unless we are there to catch them.


~Anthony J. Mullen 
2009 National Teacher of the Year 
2009 Connecticut State Teacher of the Year 
Special Education teacher, grades 9-12
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I’m Glad It’s You and Not Me


Teachers who inspire realize there will always be 
rocks in the road ahead of us. They will be stumbling blocks or 
stepping stones; it all depends on how we use them.


~Author Unknown


It was 2:00 AM. The moon gleamed ever so slightly through a crack in the curtains, just enough for me to glance over at my husband, sleeping like a newborn, snoring for the entire world to hear. If only I could rest so peacefully.


But I couldn’t, of course. It was the beginning of another school year, and waking up hours before the alarm invariably accompanies a new school start—even after almost twenty years. My mind raced with thoughts of all the tasks I had done—“finding” filing cabinets, shelves, tables, decorating my room, planning new course syllabi, buying supplies (and praying that I would have money left to pay my bills)—and all the things I hadn’t. I was starting a new curriculum, new grade-levels at a new school, and this year, I had agreed to teach all struggling students in need of critical intervention… where would I go from here? I knew what lay ahead—arduous work hours overlaid with guilt, consumed with essays that needed feedback, lesson plans desirous of best practice strategies, and ideas to try to reach even the most reluctant learner. No wonder people always acknowledge my teaching career with, “I’m glad it’s you and not me.” The knot in my stomach continued to tighten.


Suddenly, my already muddled mind transported me to another time and place… to my first few years of teaching.


“Peter Potter,” I called from my roll, trying to stifle my laughter. “Laughlin McLaughlin?” Surely these were not real names.


“Emotionally handicapped… keep them separated from the other kids… in this portable,” the Assistant Principal commanded. This was my first teaching assignment, in a field outside my scope of training (mine was English Education), obviously long before it was considered inappropriate to label kids. Even the students had names for each other. “Stank” was the one I sadly recalled, even after all this time.


And then… “the incident”—when I looked down to see an exposed body part that I did not—in any way, shape, or form—desire to see! I felt myself hyperventilating at the mere thought….


Surely this year could never be as daunting as those first few.


Later that day, I looked across my “new” classroom, into the face of Jason, whose cumulative folder I had just read. At eleven, his mother and brother were killed in an automobile accident, leaving him with physical, academic, and certainly emotional scars. I looked at another student, Robert, standing at the door; my Assistant Principal asked if I would take him, even though he was an eleventh grader in my tenth grade class. “He can’t read; he’ll drop out unless you can do something with him.” Of course I said yes; what else could I do?


These stories merged into others across the years—Stephanie, who used writing as a catharsis to cope with the loss of her precious cancer-stricken mother; Michael, who so powerfully connected with the Greasers in The Outsiders because he, too, had been abandoned by his family; Jason, whose crack-addict mother was murdered in an inner-city alley; Brian, who ran away from his foster home, desperately in search of a “real” home and perhaps more importantly, in search of himself; Joey and Dave, whose hands literally shook with fear when trying to “perform” for a test. Stories of tears and sadness, yet of hope that I could somehow make a difference in spite of such brokenness.


But then there were—and are—stories of success—of Dustin, in graduate school for Electrical and Computer Engineering; of Noah, in seminary, preparing to serve God in the ministry; of Michael—the same Michael abandoned by his mother—now a teacher in an inner city school; of Willie, once a struggling reader, who went on to become the first generation college graduate in his African-American family. I thought of Emily and Andi, of Amber and Kayla and Mallory, whose love and enthusiasm for books and characters still warm my thoughts. I thought of creative lessons, Shakespeare Festivals, school plays, and after-school tutoring sessions that have filled my life day after day, year after year. I thought of the thousands of students whose lives have touched mine far more than I could have ever have touched theirs.


I broke from my reverie, a smile radiating across my face. Sadness, tears, challenges, fears—yes, teaching is filled with all of these—yet, it is undeniably also filled with laughter and smiles, hope, dreams, and rewards beyond measure.


“I’m glad it’s you and not me.” Those words reverberated in my mind once again. Yeah, so am I, I thought… so am I.


~Jean Lamar 
2009 Florida State Teacher of the Year 
English, Reading teacher, grades 9-12


[image: Image]




[image: Image]



I Am a Teacher


What the teacher is, is more important than what he teaches.


~Karl Menninger


Glancing into my world, the observant sees…


Students seeking guidance


A sea of eyes filled with determination, defiance, and delight


Rooms filled with distinct personalities begging to be noticed


Adolescents bombarded with issues searching for approval


Bright minds daring me to challenge them


I accept…


I am a teacher


Drifting through the halls, the intent listener will hear…


Students voicing opinions, learning how to support them


The creaking of minds opening to new concepts


Ideas being absorbed within the walls of the classroom


Discussions full of insightful comments, shouts of celebration for a job well done


The tones of student voices noting signs of frustration or joy


I listen…


I am a teacher


Gurgling inspiration runs deep, I feel…


The uncertainty of students venturing into adulthood


A passion for teaching each morning as I step before my audience


An impression that I can make a difference one baby step at a time


As if I can never obtain enough knowledge, I must keep learning


Anguish, sometimes caring more than a heart can bear


I have faith…


I am a teacher


Inhaling deeply, I sense…


The educational winds of change blowing in a continuing eddy


Swirls of standards, expectations, and objectives surrounding us


Frenzied collisions of assessments and potential achievements


A call for improved cooperation among students, teachers, and community


The future filled with possibilities


I hope…


I am a teacher


Examining within myself, I acknowledge…


A deep need to please everyone, still knowing this is not feasible


Empathy pouring from my heart towards students who lose their direction


An imbedded desire to mend hurts and create a better environment


A yearning to be a teacher who taps into the creative spirit


The challenge of balancing roles of mother, wife, educator, advisor, and coach


I am not super woman…


I am a teacher


Offering advice to prospective teachers, I recommend…


Pursuing the field of education with an open heart and mind


Exploring all the nuances of your subject area and gaining a strong understanding


Accepting the fact that teaching is a life choice


Remembering that your humanity makes you perfect for the role


Knowing that the perks are intrinsic


Nothing compares to being an influence in so many lives


You take a chance…


Be a teacher


~Alice King 
2009 Wyoming State Teacher of the Year 
English, Speech teacher, grades 10-12
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Dream, Vincent, Dream


You can teach a student a lesson for a day; but if you can teach him to learn by creating curiosity, he will continue the learning process as long as he lives.


~Clay P. Bedford


I have taught Spanish to thousands of students over my thirty-six years at Walpole High School in Walpole, Massachusetts. My students have ranged from the most academically gifted to the academically at-risk. There is one young man, however, who in the course of his high school career surpassed expectations of everyone in his life: his parents, his former teachers, his peers and himself. His name is Vincent Lee.


Vinnie entered my classroom as a nervous freshman on his first day of high school in September, 2005. He was enrolled in our Spanish IA course, a transition course between Spanish I and Spanish II for students who under-performed in Spanish I. In fact, Vinnie had not had a lot of success in Spanish in the middle school. His eighth grade teacher had described him as that “sad, introverted boy in the last row who always kept his head down.” Vinnie often went to class unprepared and could not see the point to learning another language. And yet there were other reasons to explain this lack of motivation. Vinnie was dealing with a lot of turmoil in his life: the recent divorce of his parents, a move from a house to an apartment, and much greater responsibility at home for taking care of his younger twin brothers as his mother, now a single parent, was going to night school to earn her bachelor’s degree and better her own life and that of her family.


From the very start of my course I sensed an attitude that separated Vinnie from his peers. He entered class each day, took his seat quietly and took out what he needed for the lesson. At first he was somewhat shy about answering questions in Spanish, but as the course progressed, I was able to engage him in conversations about his family, his interests and his passions. These included football, baseball and track. With time Vinnie became more willing to volunteer and even ask me questions. He seemed fascinated by the fact that my parents were from Costa Rica and that I was fluent in both English and Spanish. When he once asked how long it takes to become fluent in another language, I explained that it takes many years and that the first sign that a person has adopted the language as his own is when one dreams in that language. Contrary to what we had seen in middle school, Vinnie rarely missed a homework assignment because this meant the dreaded “red snake” stamp on his homework calendar. On those rare occasions that this happened, Vinnie would become very frustrated with himself and I had to reassure him that he still had a very good chance at getting an A- on homework for that month.


Clearly, Vinnie was beginning to view himself as a student. Furthermore, I was beginning to view him as a positive role model for the other students. He was my “go-to guy” when no one could answer a question or when I needed to pair up a struggling student with someone who was more proficient. Once spring came I recommended that he participate in the National Spanish Exam contest. Much to my surprise he decided to do so and later we found out that he had won a certificado de mérito. One of my proudest moments as his teacher was to call Vinnie to the stage at our annual Foreign Language Awards Night to honor him for his outstanding performance.


By the end of the year Vinnie had achieved such a high level of proficiency that I recommended him for the honors program in Spanish, quite a remarkable achievement for a student who was in “transition.” In fact, this had never happened before at our high school. I remember often wondering what it was about this class that had brought out the best in this young man.


Although I never had Vinnie again in class I followed him until his graduation this past year, watching him play cornerback in the Super Bowl state football championship at Gillette Stadium, marveling at his amazing accomplishments in track (coming in 4th in the New England meet in the 100-meter race) and hearing subsequent Spanish teachers sing his praises. During his senior year Vinnie and I had several opportunities to speak about his college pursuits and future goals. In those conversations he shared with me a couple of observations that touched me deeply. First of all, he said that my class was the first class in high school where he had tasted success. He said that my enthusiasm for the Spanish language and culture had motivated him to continue with Spanish for the next three years. In his words, my class was not just a Spanish lesson, it was a Spanish experience and this had “flipped” his view of learning a language. Secondly, he confessed to me that he had recently dreamt in Spanish. He said that when he woke up that morning he thought about what I had said in class when he was a freshman and that this had made him very proud of how far he had come in his foreign language study.


Having taught Vinnie four years ago has made me reflect on the importance of connecting with kids in class and the importance of igniting that spark which will propel them down the road to academic success. It has also reminded me how success begets success and what an amazing engine this can be for anyone who makes the effort.


Like all good stories, this one has a happy ending. Vinnie graduated in the top ten percent of his class and went on to Tufts University, the first male in his family to go to college. His dream is to attend medical school, to become a doctor, and to find a cure for Crohn’s disease, an ailment which has plagued him all his life. I have no doubt that “Vicente” will be successful in whatever profession he chooses and that, perhaps, someday he may even dream in Spanish once again.


~George A. Watson 
2009 Massachusetts State Teacher of the Year 
Spanish teacher, grades 9-12
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Destined to Teach


All that I am or ever hope to be, I owe to my angel Mother.


~Abraham Lincoln


My mother made me a teacher. I don’t mean that she forced me to become a teacher; in fact she was adamant that I could be anything I wanted. My mother made me a teacher because she taught me to love learning, and to love sharing. Her own father told her that there wasn’t any point in a girl going to school past the eighth grade, but my mother knew better. Between her influence, and my own natural tendencies, I was destined to teach.


In addition to my mother’s overriding influence, there are several other events in my life that convinced me to become a teacher. When I was little I could not pronounce the syllable “er.” No one could understand me. I remember being VERY frustrated. Then, when I was four, my mother took me to meet a wonderful speech teacher named Miss Philips. Within six weeks the problem was fixed; I could say “sister” and “flower” and all of the plentiful and powerful “er” words. I learned then, in a very personal way, the tremendous power of education. My mother said, “Teaching is the world’s most important job,” and I knew exactly what she meant.


When I was thirteen I spent a month in Shiner’s Hospital having a spinal fusion for scoliosis. I was there for two weeks before the surgery, having tests run and getting to know the other patients in the ward. The other children were wonderful, very sweet and caring. I had them sign an autograph book so I could remember them. I remember being shocked that although they were all close to my age, and very intelligent, many of them could barely write their names. My mother explained that many of them had been in and out of hospitals their entire lives and had not had a stable education. I learned then what a difference the opportunity to learn could make for a child. My mother said, “An education is the one thing no one can take away from you.”


In middle school and high school I took the most difficult, most diverse classes offered to me. My classes included band, industrial arts, visual arts, creative writing, calculus and physics. Physics was hard, and it made me really think; it was wonderful! I made straight A’s and graduated as valedictorian. My mother always said, “Learn every day like you are going to live forever” and, “If it’s worth doing, it’s worth doing right.” So when I was ready to pick a career, I had a strong work ethic, a love of learning, a respect for teachers, a desire to think and help others, and the belief that education could change everyone’s life for the better. I knew I had to be a teacher.


I purposefully made the choice to teach, and except for a few times during my first year, I have never regretted it. Teaching has been a wonderful career for me and I have been lucky enough to make what I feel are some important contributions to education. I am eternally grateful to the teachers and programs that helped me learn the art of teaching and I am committed to helping other teachers. As a presenter at district, state, and national meetings and as a national “Physics Teacher Resource Agent” I have had the opportunity to share ideas with teachers throughout the state and even the nation. I know that by helping, equipping, and encouraging other teachers, I am able to touch students that I will never see.


I am very proud of my work with other teachers, but I consider my first responsibility, and most important accomplishment, to be the success of my students. I love to see the light in a student’s eyes when understanding dawns. I also love hearing from former students. This note came from a girl who would hardly talk above a whisper when she first started my class. “Ms. Gill, I didn’t realize HOW MUCH I learned in your class. It is three years later and I am getting A’s in PHY 232 without even studying!” This e-mail came from a girl who started my class with no interest in math or science: “I’ve officially declared my major. I declared as a Physics BS with a math minor. I am seriously considering working towards being a professor or high school teacher. I guess this just goes to show how much a class in high school can change what you want to do with your life. Thanks again!”


Throughout my teaching career I have had many students say to me, “I know why you became a physics teacher, it’s because you get to play with the coolest toys!” I just smile. The “toys” are a great teaching tool. They catch students’ attention, help them relax, and make them want to understand how things work. I do have to admit they are cool—but they aren’t why I became a physics teacher. My mother did NOT say “Playing with toys is the world’s most important job.” Watching the students learn and be excited about learning, feeling like they have benefited from my planning, support, guidance and passion—those things make teaching a wonderful job. Hearing them say things like “This is cool,” “Wow—this makes sense,” and “Ms. Gill, you have corrupted my mind; I am seeing physics concepts everywhere,” and especially having them come back to visit after they graduate—that is why I love teaching. I feel like I am making a difference in the lives of my students, and in the world, and so I will always be grateful to my mother for making me a teacher.


~Karen Gill 
2009 Kentucky State Teacher of the Year 
Physics teacher, grade 11
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Echoes in the Classroom


The object of teaching a child is to 
enable him to get along without his teacher.


~Elbert Hubbard


I sit here in this empty classroom in June,


desks cleared,


chairs stacked,


computers disassembled,


lamp wires wrapped like vines around their stands.


My grades are posted,


the checkout complete.


The cabinet doors are bare, naked without the student poems.


Only the photos of Earth,


Gandhi, Sojourner Truth, and Cesar Chavez remain


high above the windows


exempt from the maintenance list.


My pile of plants, poetry books, and journals


lie by the outside door, ready to return home for the summer.


The custodian and I are the only ones


left in the building.


I sit for a moment


in the stillness.


And from the carpet in the back,


up against the curtains,


a voice rises:


“Let every soldier hew him down a bough


And bear’t before him…” (Macbeth 5.4.4-5)


And there, in the back of the room, I am certain I can see Matt, wielding his sword, cloaked in his cape, leading his army to defeat Macbeth and claim the kingdom as its rightful heir.


Matt, who had written to me in September, “I play football. I have a hard time presenting to the class. I have a hard time writing essays like getting started.” Who revealed, “I need a little help writing an introduction. I would like to write my own poem.” He shared that he “didn’t read that good” and that his goals were “to finish a long book…” and “As a communicator my strengths are bad because I’m not that good at speaking to a big class. I think I would do better speaking to you.”


Matt, who had sat with me in October, trying to find a focus for his memoir, looking for that significant moment in his trip to Mount Rushmore. Drawing the door that led out to the monument, the wooden walkway, the carvings, himself, his grandparents. Speaking from the picture to describe the size, the colors, the faces. Having the courage to return to his draft, to narrow his focus, to organize, to go small and detailed. He wrote that memoir, even though “at first I didn’t even know what a memoir was.” And he wrote poetry—an “I Am From” poem, a found poem, a nonsense poem, poems he became willing to share in class. He wrote to the football coach to persuade him to purchase new jerseys for the JV team. He learned to be a writer. In fact, in November he wrote, “As a writer at this time, I just love it. I find writing fascinating to do.”


He read The Kite Runner by choice, and “learned to understand what the book means in my eyes.” He became comfortable in his small group to talk about the class readings: Atticus’ courage, Langston Hughes’ “salvation,” Sandra Cisneros’ disappointment. He explained, “At the beginning of the trimester I sucked in talking with groups…. I needed to break out of my shell and just be a communicator. Now I am a great communicator. I love speaking in groups, and to you, Mrs. Johnson.…”


So in February when were ready to study Macbeth, and we set the classroom up as a theater and Sarah brought in her collection of costumes and we pulled out our wooden swords and turned the lights down low, Matt said he wanted to take the role of Malcolm. Matt, who had been too shy to read his memoir in Author’s Circle, wanted to take the role of Malcolm.


And so he became Malcolm. In our Readers’ Theatre, he fled to England upon learning of the murder of his father; he urged Macduff to turn his own grief for his family’s massacre to anger; he ordered his soldiers to hide themselves with boughs from Birnam Wood. Then just about the time we were nearing Act Five, Matt approached me after school, voice lowered, head bent, shoulders dropped, “Mrs. Johnson, my mother is taking me to Arizona to see my aunt next week. I’ll be gone for five days.” We both knew what his absence would mean: the class would finish the play without him. “I told my mother I’m Malcolm. I’ve read ahead and I know he’s going to become king. I told her I want to be here to finish the play.”


I commiserated with Matt that day, as disappointed as he that his culminating scene would pass to another student. I privately wondered if the confidence he had built might fade without the opportunity to perform his “finale.” We brainstormed solutions like delaying the trip until Spring Break—but he had already tried that suggestion to no avail. I phoned his mother, but as friendly as the conversation was, she said she needed to keep her plans. Matt and I reluctantly accepted the reality and made lesson plans for his absence.


That Saturday, I saw Matt’s grandmother in the checkout line at Safeway. She and I had known each other for more than twenty years—both of us educators. In fact, she had taught my son. I decided that fate must have given me this opportunity and joined her in line. After our initial, effusive hugs and hellos, I ventured my attempt.” I’m sorry Matt will miss his performance in Macbeth next week.”


“Oh, yes,” she said, “he told me how much he loves being in that play.”


“I sure was hoping his mother could put that trip off until Spring Break to give him a chance to claim the crown in the final scene. He was so excited about that moment.”


“Hmm. Yes, I was thinking along those same lines,” she agreed.


“Well, if you can use any of your grandma influence, it would be great for Matt.”


That was that. She paid the cashier, we said our goodbyes, and I loaded my groceries onto the conveyor belt.


I arrive at school early—in the quiet of the morning—that’s my best time to write plans on the board, score a few papers, check my e-mail, meet with struggling students. I had not scheduled appointments the next morning. But before the rush of the bus arrival, the flood of students in the hallway, Matt appeared at the classroom door. Smiling broadly, he strode across the floor. “Well, I’ve got some good news! My grandfather called my mother last night and talked her into taking our trip over Spring Break!”


“That’s great news, Matt! You are Malcolm!” And then, with a bit of a whoop, we high-fived in celebration.


Matt readied for his final scene, nervous, for he knew his lines closed the play. As Macduff entered with Macbeth’s head, all shouted to Malcolm, “Hail King of Scotland!” Matt stood tall, cloaked in his cape, sword resting in triumph, Burger King crown now placed on his head. In his nervousness, he stumbled on a few of his phrases. Nevertheless, he did his best to proclaim:


…Of this dead butcher and his fiendlike queen, 
Who, as ‘tis thought, by self and violent hands 
Took off her life—this and what needful else 
That calls upon us, by the grace of Grace 
We will perform in measure, time, and place: 
So thanks for all at once and to each one, 
Whom we invite to see us crowned at Scone. 
(Macbeth 5.7.69-75)


With a final flourish, the stage emptied. Matt later chided himself for stumbling over those last words, but I assured him no one else had noticed. He had portrayed the noble role nobly and discovered the strength to perform in front of his peers.


Matt wants to perform in more plays; he wants to write more and read more. “What I learned is to just break out of your surrounding and just have fun while you’re at school. My strengths are just to do it and not look back on your high school career and say hey I really wish I could have had fun in all of my classes.”


So 
as I sit here in this empty classroom, 
I am certain I hear his voice, 
see his broad smile, 
feel the clap of his high-five celebration. 
That’s him 
face-to-face with the antagonist, 
rising to his challenge, 
voicing his convictions, 
and triumphing in his hope.


~Susan Johnson 
2009 Washington State Teacher of the Year 
English Language Arts teacher, grades 10-12
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A Lesson for Life


Learning is a treasure that will follow its owner everywhere.


~Chinese Proverb


Petrified. That’s how I felt that Monday morning when my marine science students came into class and began encouraging one of their classmates to “Tell him what happened at the beach yesterday.”


My marine science students benefit from the fact that, in addition to my academic teaching responsibilities, I’m also certified as an IDC Staff Instructor by the Professional Association of Diving Instructors (PADI). Because I have the greatest Principal on the planet, each of my students receives a PADI Open Water Diver certification as part of our marine science program at Marianas High School here on the island of Saipan. Once certified, my students use their new diving skills to conduct supervised underwater research projects on the coral reefs adjacent to our island.


The program is as rewarding to teach as it is for the students who take it. Many of them have found their passion for the ocean and the resources it contains and are now enrolled as marine biology and oceanography majors in colleges and universities on Guam, Hawaii, and the U.S. mainland. It is fulfilling to know that some may one day return to take an active role in the stewardship and management of our island’s precious marine resources.


On this day, however, I was frozen in fear and wondering what had happened at the beach. Being islanders surrounded by water, I teach my students that the ocean is not a dangerous place, but can be very unforgiving to those who make mistakes. As such, my first thoughts were for their safety and wellbeing. I did a quick head count. They were all in class with all their parts in place. I became less afraid and more curious about what had happened. But I was wholly unprepared for the story they told.


A three-year-old playing in the water near shore had been left unattended by his older sister for a moment. In the time it took her to turn around and find him, he had drowned. Frantic family members and beachgoers rushed to help, but no one was sure what to do. One of my students was at the beach that day and rushed over to help. She had taken a CPR and first aid course that I’d taught as an after-school program seven months earlier. Remembering her training, and with the assistance of a bystander, she began providing rescue breathing and chest compressions and directed others to call 911. By the time paramedics had arrived, the child was breathing and in his mother’s arms.


As teachers, we know that through our energy and effort children learn. They become interested. Some find their passions and pursue their dreams. In this way we know we have the power to change lives. I’d add that once in a while we have the power to save a life.


Words still fail to express how it feels to have been a part of such an amazing event. The feeling of being in the right place, at the right time, with the ability to teach the right skills and knowledge that empowered a student to save a life is humbling. Perhaps my student summed it up best when I asked her how it felt to have saved someone’s life. “Pretty cool,” she said.


I guess so.


~James Edward Phillips 
2009 CCSSO State Teacher of the Year 
Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands 
Marine Science, Physics teacher, grades 9-12
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Editor’s note: The Northern Marianas are a U.S. possession about 3,500 miles west of Hawaii, and about 1,600 miles south of Japan.
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Become Like Bumblebees


Teaching is leaving a vestige of one self in the development of another. And surely the student is a bank where you can deposit your most precious treasures.


~Eugene P. Bertin


The tranquil Hawaii night was punctuated by a sad voice, “I hate saying goodbyes. Seriously man, because it makes me feel like crying.” My husband Harry turned to Julian in the back of my car and said in a curious voice, “Are you okay, you drunk or what?” My husband and I were giving Julian, Jorge, and Dio a ride back to their homes in Kalihi after they had competed with students from many countries in the 2006 International Fuel Cell Competition.


Julian slowly said, “I already miss the two boys from Japan. I feel sad, just like when I was leaving China.” Julian’s tearful voice formed a lump in my throat. He sadly said, “When I was in China teaching English to the kids in Baojing, I got so connected to them. As I was leaving, I started crying because the children were running after the minivan waving and shouting.”


Harry replied in a calm voice, “What, did you steal their stuff?” There was silence for a few seconds, and then as we finally understood Harry’s joke, we laughed and laughed all the way to Kalihi. After that night, Julian, Jorge, and Dio became the three musketeers and Harry was the master-teer.


These three boys are a part of my family. I moved to Hawaii from Guyana, South America. In Hawaii I had no ohana (family). For many years, life was pretty lonely but when I became a teacher I started to understand the Hawaiian saying Ike aku, ‘ike mai, kokua aku kokua mai; pela iho la ka nohana ‘ohana. Translation: Recognize others, be recognized, help others, be helped; such is a family relationship. Having no biological children, all my students became my hanai (adopted) children.


When I first introduced Harry to the three musketeers, I knew that my life was never going to be the same. They hit it off! Julian’s imagination is wild and Harry’s is wilder. Jorge and Dio are like the icing and candles on a cake because their presence ignites and enhances the whole experience, making it more memorable and beautiful. The three musketeers formed a special bond and that was the respect and love they had for each other and me. They called me Mom, which at first embarrassed me. Later, I learned to appreciate it.


These three boys came from humble backgrounds and were on free/reduced lunch at the largest public high school in Honolulu, but they became role models for each other and for many other high school students. They never stopped striving for excellence because they wanted to make me proud. They hold a special place in my heart and they remind me of what being a teacher is all about and how grateful students are for our guidance.


I had met Jorge one afternoon after school when I ran into this tiny kid with pliers and a multimeter in the hallway of the science building. I asked, “What’s up with all the tools?” He said that he was working on an Invention Factor Project to make toys more electronically viable for kids with disabilities. I was impressed. I told him that if he ever wanted to work on more projects he should stop by. Jorge stopped by the very next day and has never stopped coming, even though he graduated from high school. He is a Filipino boy who started high school with many academic disadvantages. He was placed into Hale Kulia, where the students need extra help with their academics. I used his love of computers to enable him. Jorge became one of the best programmers that our school ever produced, leading our Robotics Team to second place in the Hawaii Pacific Regional. He has overcome most of his academic challenges.


I met Dio and Julian when two boys, one Filipino and one Chinese, walked into my classroom during lunch, pushing each other forward and arguing about who should go first. This was after I was named the 2005 Milken Family Foundation National Educator. They said that they were proud of me and asked if I could help them with their schoolwork.


Dio sees my husband Harry as a father figure because his dad died before he was born. The week that I was to take Dio to the International Fuel Cell Competition, I spoke with his mother. She said, “Ms. Davis, my son has never been away from me. He is my only child and all my joy; if anything happens to him, I don’t know what I would do. I know that my Dio is getting older and needs to go out and experience things.” I couldn’t breathe because of the pain and emotion in her voice. “Dio loves you and always tells me how well you treat them. So, I trust you to take good care of my son.” I still remember that feeling.


Dio and Julian were a couple of rascals and they never stopped embarrassing me in front of large groups by going on stage and shouting out, “Ms. Davis we love you, thank you, you are the best!” Dio went on to UC Davis on a Gates Scholarship, but often shows up in my classroom and surprises me by covering my eyes and making me guess who it is.


Julian’s parents do not speak English and did not graduate from high school, so Julian set out to achieve what many deemed impossible at Farrington High School. This is what he said in his valedictorian speech (reprinted with permission from Julian Yuen):


The Chinese often use the word keku. It means to overcome hardship, a trait that is used to gauge a person’s inner strength. Keku includes the ability to swallow the bitterness without complaining. I truly believe each of us has had to overcome the bitterness in our lives. Whether it was with family, friends, school, or even within ourselves, there were times where we felt like it was the end. But something inside kept us going; that burning desire telling us that this is not the end, and that we must keep fighting. Ms. Davis, thank you for helping me overcome the adversities in my life, giving me so many opportunities, and now I’m off to MIT and tomorrow, NASA, all because you had the belief that I could really accomplish something in life.…


A wise Chinese boy once said, “Think like a bumblebee. Do as a bumblebee.” Because, according to science, because of the size, weight, and shape of the bumblebee’s body, it should be scientifically impossible for it to fly. But as we can all see, these little bees continue to buzz around, flapping their little wings throughout the world. No one told the bumblebee that it’s not supposed to fly; but they don’t know that so they continue to fly anyway, regardless of what science may say. So remember, as we embark on our journey to success, society may stereotype us because of where we are from. But like the bumblebee, we do not know of this stereotype, and instead, we choose to keep on flying, until we reach our goals, and some more. Whatever the negativity we may encounter, bring it on. Cause we’re from Kalihi, and we can tackle any brick walls that come our way; because we know brick walls are there to test how badly we want something; and believe me, we all want it real bad.


As a teacher I know that feeling; I hate saying goodbye to my students but I love to see them become like bumblebees.


~Bebi Davis 
2009 Hawaii State Teacher of the Year 
2009 Pacific Teacher of the Year 
Physics, Chemistry, grades 9-12
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Power of the Pen


It doesn’t matter. You can still fly, 
there’s other ways to get around it to get to your dream.


~Kathy Ronci


In the late 1990s, a family visited the public elementary school where I taught deaf students. They said they would be moving to the district and planned to enroll their deaf daughter as a first grader. They were upset that their child’s kindergarten teacher cautioned them not to have high hopes for her academically. Based upon assessment results, the teacher painted a bleak picture for their little girl’s future. Standing behind them was Katherine, a beautiful five-year-old with long shiny brown hair and dark flashing eyes. The whole time her parents were there she didn’t make a sound or use sign language, even when her parents prompted her.


After a few weeks with Katherine, I discovered I was dealing with a very bright, very strong-willed child. Although I was able to engage her in a variety of learning activities, writing was a constant struggle. I tried all kinds of trickery to interest her in writing. Every time the pencils came out, she would shut down and refuse to participate.
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