

[image: Image]



[image: Images]





[image: Images]


Changing lives one story at a time®


www.chickensoup.com




[image: Images]



Introduction



My very first day of high school, I nervously walked into my first period class, made my way to the back of the classroom and sat down. As the other students began filling in the seats around me, I looked up and noticed a poster hanging on the wall. It was a photo of a surfer riding a huge wave in Hawaii (my ultimate dream at that point). The caption above the photo said, “Success consists of getting up just one more time than you fall.”


What I might today simply dismiss as a “cheesy inspirational poster” deeply stirred something inside my fourteen-year-old self. Then and there, I adopted that line as my mantra. As I stumbled my way through high school, then college — and even through my later travels around the world (where I got to live my dream of surfing some big waves in Hawaii) — each time things got hard or went badly, that darn poster would pop into my head.


But never did it make more sense than when I started teaching. There are days when things go badly. Very badly. And there are days when things go great. Really great. And somehow, it often seems like the best days I’ve had teaching have come right on the heels of the worst days. Success, it seems, actually does consist of getting up just one more time than you fall.


People often ask me why I teach. My answer is simple: I want to live forever. Machines fall apart, money runs out and beauty fades. Our ideas, our lessons and our stories are all that can truly be passed down from one generation to the next.


Chicken Soup for the Soul: Inspiration for Teachers is proof that when we teach, we live forever. This book is not a collection of stories where everything always works out perfectly in the end. Rather, it is a collection of real-life stories, each thoughtfully and beautifully told, about the moments that matter the most and that live on in our hearts.


They are stories that make us laugh out loud at the wonderful and funny things kids do and say, like Cindy Jolley’s experience with a second grader “giving her the finger.” They are heart-wrenching, tear-inducing stories like Julie Rine’s, about the impact on her school of the death of three former students — which remind us of the fragility of life and the importance of community. And they are the stories that make us stop and reflect on the sometimes simple, sometimes epic, actions that teachers like Carrie Malinowski take when they choose to see students not just as they are, but also as they can be.


This book is a testament to the fact that there is no one way to teach or one type of teacher. Sometimes, teachers pop up in the wildest places, when we least expect them. Ginny Huff Conahan shares what she learns from an enlightened former student, who teaches her the true meaning of being present in the moment. When Jeanne Kraus just can’t seem to reach a challenging student, she learns that a puppy can. And Mike McCrobie’s story is a fitting reminder that even as adults playing softball with friends, our teachers never stop showing up to encourage us to look past what is easy and instead do what is right.


There is no doubt that the past few years have not been easy for those of us who have chosen teaching as a profession. As someone who travels the country speaking to and motivating teachers at conferences and conducting professional development in everything from district offices to school cafeterias, I am well aware of the issues teachers face on a daily basis. Staff lounges everywhere are filled with passionate educators who often feel belittled by politicians, public perception, or their own paychecks. But we keep coming back. Why? Because of the stories you will read in this book.


Working on this book with Amy Newmark and the team at Chicken Soup for the Soul is more than an honor. It is an obligation. An obligation to make sure that these stories about teachers get told, are shared, and are used to inspire all teachers to keep doing the incredible work we do each day to ensure a better future for our students and for our world.


This book is also an opportunity. An opportunity to inspire a future generation of teachers to live a life of significance, one in which someone else’s life is better because of something you did or said. Or maybe you didn’t say or do anything—you just made a commitment to show up every day, be your authentic self, and believe that every one of your students could be more than they ever dreamed possible.


And this book is a celebration. Not just a celebration of the moments when we were victorious. It is a celebration of the moments when we felt the pain of our students or when they felt ours. A celebration of the moments when we thought we had it all figured out, only to realize that we weren’t even close. And a celebration of the moments when success consists of getting up just one more time than we fall.


Teaching is not just what we do, teaching is what we are. Through our work as teachers — and through these shared stories — we will live forever.


Happy Teaching,


Alex Kajitani


California Teacher of the Year


Top-4 Finalist, National Teacher of the Year
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The Power of Each Other








Students don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care.


~Author Unknown
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After the Silence


What we have once enjoyed deeply we can never lose. All that we love deeply becomes a part of us.


~Helen Keller


First, there is the cacophony of noise and action. The Facebook posts, ambiguous requests for prayer with no details.


Then the texts and personal Facebook messages: “Did you hear?” “Is it true?” “Do you know?” “Is it her?” “Was he with them?” Then the confirmations. The phone calls. The breaking of the news to friends. The gasps, the cries, the denial.


Then the planning: “Will we do this?” “Should we do that?” “What would be best?” “When is it?” “Vigil tomorrow night?” “Counselors at school on Monday?” “Calling hours Wednesday for all three of them?”


And then comes the silence. The phone stops buzzing; the texts stop coming. Everyone knows. And there is nothing to say.


And there I was, in the shower, trying to wash it all away. My quiet tears started falling, and suddenly I jumped at a scream, a keening sound that came from deep within me. “NOT MY KIDS!” Please God, no.


But it was my kids. Three beautiful, vibrant, funny kids. A junior in my class this year, a quiet and gorgeous blonde who loved pink. A senior boy who had been in my class last year, the star of the football team, a boy I had seen out playing pool with his friends a few weeks ago on a Friday night to celebrate his nineteenth birthday. And a girl who was a student in my class a few years ago, who was loving her first year of college at West Virginia University where she was the women’s basketball team manager. Gone in a tragic car accident less than a mile from my house, their car sliding into a school bus traveling in the opposite direction.


The ice storm had hit in an instant. The roads had turned from wet to ice in no time. It was no one’s fault. It was just a regular Saturday morning in November, but it was one that changed everything in our town forever.


The silence persisted. The next night, a vigil was held. Our school gym had never been entered so quietly, and it was packed. There was the sniffling, the quiet tears of disbelief. After the speaker finished, he told us we could stay as long as we wanted.


The formal part of the night was over, but no one moved. No one spoke. We all just sat there, tightly squeezed together in the gym where Storm had played basketball, where A’liyah had walked across the floor at the Promenade, where Savannah had sat with her friends for pep rallies.


The superintendent reiterated that we were free to go when we wanted, but we sat still, not moving, not talking. Not wanting to break free of the comfort of shared pain and strength.


Finally, some of the kids stood up and started hugging each other. Maybe kids are wiser than we give them credit for. The gym floor was soon filled with adults and kids, crying and hugging one another.


One of my freshman students walked up to people and said, “You don’t know me. I’m Morgan. Let’s hug.” I saw her do that at least three times. Several of my older students sobbed in my arms and asked, “Why?” I sobbed, too. “I don’t know,” I said.


Teachers are used to having the answers. They expect to have some wisdom to impart, whether it’s about how to pass a standardized test, write a college application essay, or get over your first broken heart. But this? There were no answers.


The silence was back on Monday. Have you ever heard kids go to their lockers and then to first period in complete silence? When the bell rang for class to start, they stared at me, silently, expectantly. “Fix this,” they seemed to be saying. “Make sense of this for us,” they silently begged. I couldn’t. Instead, I opened my mouth to speak… and lost my composure. I cried. I said I didn’t know what to do. Or how to move forward. In the end, we decided on hugs.


Today was better. We pretended to care a little about what school is about and did some lessons. One girl left in the middle of class. I sat on the floor outside my room with her, and we cried for a few minutes. In fifth period, a boy passed gas, loudly, near another boy who was on the floor watching Tuesdays with Morrie with him. They laughed and ended up rolling around on the floor, half-hugging and half-wrestling with each other.


I turned away to hide my tears. These are teenagers. They should only be full of laughter. The laughter should not have to make room for grief and pain. They shouldn’t have to go to calling hours tomorrow night for three of their friends. There should not be three coffins in a school gym and a long snaking line that consists of an entire town of mourning people waiting to pay their respects.


I don’t know if the calling hours tomorrow night will be silent. But I know that silence visits when there is nothing to say. And sometimes, there are just no words. Only heartbreak and unity. But after that? Then comes the healing.


~Julie Rine
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That Clinging Love



How mutable are our feelings, and how strange is that clinging love we have of life even in the excess of misery!


~Mary Shelley, Frankenstein


My mother’s two weeks in Intensive Care kept death at bay temporarily, but the Stage 4 cancer that had invaded her bones necessitated interventions that seemed like science fiction. I was teaching Frankenstein to my tenth grade classes at the same time that we were keeping Mom alive by pushing the edges of science.


As my students grappled with Mary Shelley’s vocabulary, I had my own learning curve in the hospital. Each school day for those two weeks, I discussed the scientific morality of Frankenstein, while I took notes in the hospital on the new language of transfusions, chemotherapy, scans, and acronym after acronym. No teacher likes to admit that she’s distracted past the point of effective education, but I was. In class, I’d start pondering CAT scans and lose track of which topic we were covering.


To comfort my mother, I drove to the hospital during my off period, which backed up to lunch, and returned for sixth. Since I’d just given birth six weeks prior, I had no sick days left to take off from school, and we were so broke I couldn’t afford to take an unpaid day.


One Thursday, however, my mother clung to me. She wanted me to stay for the next round of poisons they would run through her veins.


“Don’t go.” Mom squeezed my hand.


“I’ll come after school,” I said. “I’ll just stop home and feed the baby first.”


“Bye, Kristie,” a nurse said, adjusting the morphine above Mom’s IV. Since I spent more waking hours at the hospital than I did at home with my new baby — and almost as many as I did with the teenagers at school — they knew me here. When I glanced at the clock above the nurse’s head, I cursed. I was going to be late for my next class.


I drove ten miles over the speed limit and parked in a spot reserved for guests. When I pushed open the school doors, I heard only muffled noise from classrooms, while the hallways buzzed only with fluorescent light. That meant the final bell had rung at least five minutes ago.


I could be fired for being so irresponsible. Teachers had been sued for leaving classrooms unattended. I ran up the concrete stairs, cursing my post-pregnancy weight gain beneath each out-of-shape breath.


“Yeah, but is it Victor Frankenstein’s fault?” A popular slacker wearing skater-tight jeans stood in front of my British Literature class, writing his classmates’ answers on the whiteboard. He couldn’t have cared less about academics, but he liked poetry because he wanted to be a rock star. He wrote music about having to leave his whole world behind when floodwaters forced his family out of New Orleans.


I stood in the doorway, panting, and let him continue. In an understated but effective style, this young musician continued the conversation about how society creates monsters in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.


The rest of the students, who could have been lighting fires or getting each other pregnant during this unsupervised time, listened intently.


Bless them.


I’ve never tried to play the superhero in my classroom. I grade papers; I maintain discipline; I solve problems. But I don’t do superhero. My kids know that I lose my train of thought even when my mother isn’t dying nearby. They know I can’t help but laugh at inappropriate teenage jokes. (I try not to laugh, I swear.) They know I cry every time we read the last chapter of The Things They Carried.


“I got this,” my student said.


“Well, then I’m heading back to the hospital,” I said. My class laughed. They could handle dark humor, not to mention frank discussions of life and death, science and responsibility. They could access compassion.


Thankfully.


I clung to their loving understanding.


~Kristie Betts Letter
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Doing Something Right


When you see that many people with a smile on their face, then you must be doing something right.


~Greg Norman


The last bell rang and I sank immediately into the chair behind my desk, defeated. I mumbled a few goodbyes to my students as they shuffled out of the classroom, too exhausted to do more. Everything hurt: my legs, my head, my heart, my pride. I had been on autopilot all day, and now that the day was over, I had no choice but to confront my feelings.


I was so unhappy.


The realization hit me like a wave. I watched students talking in the hallway, pulling backpacks out of lockers, leaving school with their friends, and I tried to pinpoint exactly why I was so miserable. It had been a tough couple of weeks. Two students had been killed in gang-related shootings; one of my twelfth graders had left the state to protect himself; and no one would tell the teachers what was going on with these gang wars.


I had noticed a sudden change in my students as a result of these events, even in those who had no direct ties to the gangs. They were all angry, restless, and full of despair. Tamara blew up in class over the D on her essay. Markus sat at his desk with a blank look in his eyes, refusing to do any work. Asia burst into tears and had to leave the room. The delicate atmosphere I had worked so hard to create all year had been shattered, and I was starting to feel hopeless.


What had made me think that I could teach on the west side of Chicago? Here I was, a twenty-three-year-old white girl in her second year of teaching, thinking that I could make a difference. I wanted to laugh at myself, and I would have, had it not been for the lump hardening like cement in the back of my throat.


I may have covered up my frustration with a smile, but I couldn’t cover up the dark circles under my eyes, no matter how much make-up I used. I may have pretended to be older than I was, to assert some sort of authority, but I couldn’t pretend to understand the hardships that my kids faced every day. I may have lied to my family about how completely fine I was, but I couldn’t keep lying to myself.


Maybe I wasn’t cut out to be a teacher. 


The thought brought tears to my eyes. Just then, one of the tenth graders walked into the room with a smile stretched across his face. I stared at my computer screen and blinked back the tears as quickly as I could.


“Hi, Ms. Raicu,” he said, not noticing my red eyes. I had gotten very good at hiding my emotions lately.


“Hi, honey,” I said, smiling back. “How was your day?”


Lamar wasn’t one of my students, but he had made a habit of coming to check in with me every day. I don’t remember how it started, but I always looked forward to his visits. It took my mind off other things, and I genuinely enjoyed our conversations.


“It was fine,” he said. “Mr. D brought in his turtles today.”


We talked about the turtles, the awful burgers that had been served for lunch, and the upcoming field trip to the zoo. Still, for some reason, I couldn’t shake my sadness.


There was a knock at my door, and John walked in. He worked at a neighboring school and had gone through teacher training with me.


“John!” I exclaimed, jumping out of my seat. “How are you? I haven’t seen you in forever!” I gave him a hug and introduced him to Lamar.


“Nice to meet you,” said John. “I’m just visiting.”


He looked around my room and smiled.


“Your classroom’s great, Laura,” he said. “Very bright and welcoming.” He took a moment to look at the quotes on the door, the posters on the wall, my students’ projects on the bulletin board, and the thank-you notes I had received from my kids over the course of the year.


“Looks like you’re doing something right,” he said, tapping the notes.


“How’s teaching been?” I asked, and he gave me a look that I understood all too well.


“This teaching thing is not what we were expecting, huh?” he asked, and we both laughed. I felt an overwhelming sense of relief being in the presence of someone who completely understood what this crazy field was all about.


John suddenly turned to look at Lamar, who was silently taking in our conversation.


“So, Lamar,” said John, “what do you like most about Ms. Raicu?”


I blushed at the unexpected question, but Lamar took it seriously. He thought about it for a few seconds before formulating his response.


“Sometimes,” he said slowly, “the only reason I come to school is because of Ms. Raicu. She’s always here for me.”


That was all he needed to say.


I held in my tears until we said our goodbyes. Then, like a waterfall, I let them run down my cheeks and chin. They were tears of pain, joy, and relief. I stood like that for a few minutes, staring at the bulletin board full of thank-yous, letting myself cry.


Ms. Raicu, thank you for being the best teacher ever, said Britney’s note. Even when you’re hard on me, I know you love me, said Camron’s note. I’m going to miss you so much when I graduate, said Mikayla’s note.


I read every single note, all twenty-four of them. Then I wiped my eyes, took a deep breath, and smiled the first real smile in three weeks. John’s words rang in my head: “Looks like you’re doing something right.”


Maybe I was.


~Laura Raicu
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Saving Daniel


Alone we can do so little, together we can do so much.


~Helen Keller


First graders literally hung from the light fixtures as I stepped into the room on that first day. A row of angry mothers lined the back wall with frowns on their faces and belts in their hands. The aide ran a carpet sweeper over spilled cereal while chaos erupted all around her in this inner-city classroom.


It was the thirteenth day of school, and the class had already gone through fifteen teachers. I was lucky sixteen, and this was my first day of teaching — ever.


Over the previous weeks, the classroom had been stripped bare save for a tub of broken crayons, a ream of newsprint, and a handful of chewed-up pencils. No books, no supplies and, I was told, no budget to buy any.


A third of my students spoke only Spanish; I only spoke English. My aide knew ten basic Spanish commands, and that was it.


But I was young, energetic and determined. So, we began.


I started by using my salary to buy supplies for the classroom. I could live on beans; my kids needed pencils. I got donations of used books from libraries, bought crackers and cheese spread for hungry tummies, and searched Goodwill for sweaters and jackets for the students who came to school on cold days in flip-flops and shorts.


Many of my English-speaking students had never been past their own block. Some had not stepped out their front doors before they entered school, and had never interacted with other kids. Many of my Spanish speakers were new arrivals to this country. It was like English was a second language for everyone.


So, I went to the universal language — music. We sang.


We sang our good-morning song. We sang our days of the week, our numbers and our colors. We sang about the seasons and our body parts and how to move. We sang about how to line up and how to sit down. And we danced. We danced our way to lunch, to our seats, to our stations. We danced the water cycle and our addition facts. We jumped, we skipped, we twisted and froze, and then we bowed and sat.


And we laughed.


Don’t get me wrong… there were many days I cried. The job felt impossible. I barely slept, hardly ate, and never had enough time. The students entered first grade at least three years behind the kids at most other schools, and while some parents were very supportive, others were downright hostile. I’d go home drained, exhausted, and ready to give up.


Except, there was Daniel. I couldn’t give up on Daniel. None of us could.


A full head shorter than all the other students, Daniel’s yellow hue showed through his dark skin. The whites of his eyes were the color of egg yolks, and his trembling body was clearly ill and stressed.


And yet, despite his limited English, the child would shine like the sun whenever we’d sing and dance. He’d kick and twist and clap until he had to find the beanbag chair to sit and catch his breath. Even there, panting for breath, his smile would beam while his eyes followed his classmates as they marched and galloped and twirled.


Unfortunately, each day Daniel danced for shorter and shorter periods and then fell asleep for hours. His mom came to me with an interpreter. He had kidney failure. He was on the list for a transplant, but no one knew if he would get it in time. He might not be able to do schoolwork — but he loved the music. They lived right across the street from school. She wanted to know if she could bring him whenever we were singing, and then take him home after. He was dying, and his mother believed that the music was giving him a reason to go on.


With Administration’s approval, we made a plan: Whenever Daniel was awake and strong enough to come to school, his mom would bring him. I’d arrange our classroom schedule so that we’d do music when Daniel came into the room, and since we sang ten times a day, adding in a few songs on whatever topics we were working on would be easy.


And it changed everything.


Students who believed they had nothing and offered nothing were suddenly empowered — to save Daniel.


They might have been fidgety or naughty before he showed up, but as soon as Daniel entered the room, everyone was single-minded in purpose. They sat up straight, included Daniel in the circle, and listened. They performed their hearts out until they could elicit a smile from the fragile boy. Each day when they were done, they’d walk Daniel to the beanbag chair, cover him with a blanket, and let him sleep until his mom came to pick him up.


We became a family — a loving, caring family. We had a common cause — to save Daniel — and to do so, we sang our hearts out.


Each week, I brought new songs as we learned new subjects. Each week, our motley band bonded more and more in our common cause. Nevertheless, Daniel’s strength waned.


Soon, he could not dance with us. He could no longer walk into the room. He couldn’t stand. He couldn’t sit up. Finally, his mother had to carry him in and lay him on the beanbag chair. She’d prop up his head and cover him, but he had stopped opening his eyes. When she lay him down, we’d quietly get up and begin a song. Softly, slowly, we’d start, then let the volume build as we began to dance and keep the rhythm. The students seemed to pour their wills and determination into giving their all for Daniel. And when they did, sometimes Daniel’s lips would make the smallest smile, and we would all break into cheers.


Then Daniel didn’t come.


I went over to Daniel’s house at recess, but no one was home. That night, I cried myself to sleep.


But there was no need to mourn. Daniel was gone because he was to get a kidney.


We’d done our job and helped him stay alive until that could happen.


Last I heard, Daniel had graduated from high school. He’d gone on to live the life of a normal child and teen. He was into video games — and loved music.


I’ve moved away from that school and teaching, but the lessons of that year changed who I am. I understand the power of song, hope, and giving. I understand the determination of the human heart. I know that the least of us can be empowered to change the world, and that Daniel did as much to save us as we did to save Daniel.


~Susan Traugh
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Consequences


A man sooner or later discovers that he is the master-gardener of his soul, the director of his life.


~James Allen


I leaned against Susie’s open door. “If I have to grade another paper right now, I’m gonna lose it. I really need a break.” I dragged myself into her classroom and plopped down at the closest student’s desk.


“Tell me about it.” Susie, my friend and mentor, put down her red pen and pushed away from her crowded desk.


I slouched farther down. “I’m overworked, overloaded, and just over it. Final projects, exams, grades, parent conferences, paperwork, graduation, cleanup, checkout. I’m exhausted. I won’t relax till we walk out of this building next week.”


“Then we’ll have the whole summer.”


I glanced out the door. “I know, but — ” Oh, my God. Was that Kelly White coming up the hall? Seeing Kelly silenced my tirade. What was he doing here? I sat up straight.


Even though I was a fairly young teacher, I didn’t remember all my former students’ names and faces. But I’d never forget Kelly. He’d taken my public-speaking class several years earlier when he was a senior. When he failed and didn’t graduate on time, he was furious.


Kelly stopped at the door.


I forced a smile. “Hi, Kelly… What are you doin’ here?”


“I came to find you,” he said.


“Oh?” I shifted my position and held my breath. Why did he need to find me? Why now? 


A recent event had put me on edge. A senior had threatened an English teacher because he hadn’t passed her class. He’d told her, “I’ll get you.”


The next day, as she left work, he was waiting in the teachers’ parking lot with his dog. He walked toward her. She went back inside the school, called the police, and pressed charges against him.


Kelly stepped inside the room. “I’ve needed to do something for a long time.”


I looked over to Susie. She had gone back to grading papers and probably thought nothing of a former student dropping by to see me.


All the events surrounding his failure came rushing back to me. Kelly wasn’t a behavior problem. He never put much effort into the class, but did enough to get by and pass first semester. Second semester was a different story. He didn’t do any classwork and blew off the exam. Even with my liberal grading scale, his average was below 50. He had no chance of passing, but he needed that elective credit to graduate.


A gifted athlete, Kelly had won a state championship in track. He ranked as one of the school’s all-time stars. A large photograph of him in his uniform was prominently displayed in the gym foyer. The coaches held high expectations for him. His athletic skills had earned him a scholarship.


His track coach approached me and asked me to change his grade. Then the head guidance counselor came. Finally, an assistant principal tried to pressure me to pass Kelly. They played all the typical cards — pity, guilt, race.


I just couldn’t do it. If his average had been higher and closer to passing, I might have been swayed. But it wasn’t, and I wasn’t.


If I changed Kelly’s grade, why shouldn’t I change every other student’s failing grade? Why should he be treated differently because he was blessed with athletic talents?


These men were upset and frustrated with me for not giving in.


The whole stressful ordeal had been tense and disheartening. I resented being questioned about a student’s grade. Didn’t we have standards? Weren’t we supposed to prepare students for the real world — not give them a pass? How could this successful coach and these administrators want me to do something unethical? I lost respect for them for asking me.


At the center of this firestorm, Kelly blamed me because he didn’t graduate with his class and had to go to summer school to earn that last required credit.


My stomach tightened as Kelly stepped farther into the room.


“You know, in my whole life, you were the first obstacle I ever encountered. Because of sports, I kind of slid by. I got away with things,” he said. “Even with my mother. But not you. No one ever held me responsible for my actions. I blamed you for failing me and keeping me from graduating on time.” Kelly shook his head. “But I learned an important lesson from you. I learned that I have to be responsible for my own actions.”


He paused and then grinned broadly. “I needed to come back to thank you.”


Did I hear that right? I began to breathe normally again.


He stepped closer to me. “You didn’t fail me. I failed,” he said, putting his hand to his chest. “You did the right thing.”


Tears streamed down my face.


Kelly sat on the desk next to me. “I wanted you to know that I did go on to college. I competed in track there, too.”


Still trim and fit, he was doing well. We talked for a few more minutes.


“Well, I know you must have a lot to do, so I better go.” Kelly stood.


“Wait.” I got up and hugged him. “Thank you for coming to see me. It really means a lot.”


As he was leaving, he stopped and turned. “I know you don’t think I learned anything about public speaking, but I really did.”


“Well, the short speech you just gave was wonderful,” I said.


He smiled and nodded before walking out the door.


I stood in the doorway and watched him walk down the hall.


Susie sighed and put down her pen. “One class down and two to go. What was that all about?”


“Closure. You know, sometimes we’re completely unaware of our impact on people.”


I was proud of Kelly. I was proud of myself, too.


~Linda Carol Cobb
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Generation to Generation


A healthy community is one in which the elderly protect, care for, love and assist the younger ones to provide continuity and hope.


~Maggie Kuhn


A stack of construction paper cards covered with bright drawings caught my eye as I entered Dad’s assisted living apartment. I picked up the top card. “What’s this?”


Dad glanced up. “Oh, those are from my pen pals.”


“Pen pals?” A medical condition made his hands so numb he could barely sign his name. How could he write to pen pals?


“It’s all Barbara’s fault. She got me into this.”


Barbara coordinated activities for the elderly residents at the facility. A group of teachers from the local primary school had contacted her and asked if their first grade classes could write to the residents and have them write back. She agreed and recruited several she thought would participate, my dad among them.


How she convinced Dad to join in I’ll never know. When he first moved into the facility, I was thrilled they offered such a variety of activities. Maybe they would help keep him occupied after losing my mom. I knew some of the pastimes would not interest him — you’d never catch him painting birdhouses — but they offered a lot of other choices. Dad joined the weekly bingo games for a while, but tired of them. I encouraged him to stay fit with exercise classes, but he considered them silly. Being outnumbered by women six to one didn’t help. He eventually withdrew to his room where he read and watched TV, coming out only for meals and weekly trips to Walmart. The staff expressed concern that he seemed depressed, but I knew my dad. He’d always been a solitary soul, happy with his sedentary ways.


And now he was going to write to first graders?


The teacher who chose my dad for her class wisely found a connection from the start. Her last name was Kirk, the same as my dad’s. To start things off, Barbara had Dad dictate a letter about himself. Then the children’s letters started coming. Their questions were sweet and insightful. What is your favorite book? What do you like to carve? (My dad had been a whittler with a wild imagination.) Do you like the “nursing home?” Individual letters required individual responses, and Dad dictated twenty-five replies to poor Barbara.


Christmas brought a bundle of red and green cards. The kids wanted to know what their pen pal was getting for Christmas and told him what they wanted. Many mentioned their elves and the mischief they’d been up to. Dad had never heard of Elf on the Shelf and wondered at the sudden fascination with Santa’s helpers.


I looked through the cards and smiled at the crooked writing and occasional misspelled words — “What cind of wood do you carv?” — but it amazed me how well they wrote for first graders. Some filled their cards with artwork, but others wrote long missives and tackled big words — “I play dynasty warriors. Do you?” 


Then February rolled around, and the teachers invited their classes’ pen pals from the assisted living facility to a Valentine’s Day party.


Dad didn’t exactly jump up and down at the news. “What am I supposed to say to them? I’m eighty-eight, and they’re six. I don’t even get along that well with kids.”


I wondered what the children’s reactions would be. I remembered instances at that age of being afraid of “old” people. They have all those wrinkles and hair in funny places. They don’t see well or hear what you say. They’re just… different. At 6’7”, my dad was already an intimidating guy. Add a motorized chair, and I could see him terrifying first graders.


I needn’t have worried about the kids accepting Dad. They had a great time. But no one was prepared for Dad’s reaction.


“I didn’t know what to expect,” he told me the next day. “I took some of my carvings with me just to have something to show them. On the ride over, two of the women complained about going. They said things like ‘I wish I’d never agreed to this!’ That was about how I felt.”


“So how did it go?” I asked.


Intensity I’d seldom seen since we lost Mom shone in his eyes. “I… I can’t tell you what it meant to me.”


The kids came up one at a time to hug Dad and present him with Valentine’s cards. He read each one. Reed’s card pictured a “hrat filled with joy!” One little girl’s card said, “I have a big smile,” but she looked sad. Dad soon had her laughing. Luke drew pictures of his school and wrote about the video games he liked to play. His card ended with “P.S. I love you!” But the child who impressed Dad the most was a tiny girl with an innocent face and big brown eyes. Her expectant look melted his heart. She wanted not one hug… but two.


“Those children made me feel popular, like a hero or something.” My normally reserved father paused, his eyes filling with tears. “When I left there, I felt full of love.”


I wasn’t the only one touched by Dad’s story.


“If I don’t accomplish anything else the rest of the year,” Barbara said, “your dad’s reaction was worth it all.”


Dad later learned that three of his fellow seniors refused to go for the school visit. Their classes cried when they didn’t show up. Dad shook his head. “I’m sure glad I didn’t poop out on them!”


So am I.


Little did we know that a month later, Dad would be gone. This time, it was his pen pals who cried, along with the faculty.


I’m not sure a group of primary school teachers knew what they were starting when they invited elderly people to become pen pals with their classes. Or maybe they did. The bond the kids and my dad formed through writing back and forth overcame any differences in age or race or ethnicity. It linked the generations in a way nothing else could.


Teachers teach their students many things, but this may have been the most valuable lesson of all.


~Tracy Kirk Crump
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A Shooting Star


There is no footprint too small to leave an imprint on this world.


~Author Unknown


On the Friday before a long President’s Day weekend, the school secretary came to my fifth grade classroom just before the close of school. She asked if I could meet with the principal as soon as I dismissed my class. At 3:00 p.m., I said goodbye to my excited students, who were anxious to begin their extended holiday weekend, and then went to my principal’s office. She asked me to take a seat and then, with tears in her eyes, informed me that one of my students — a boy who had left earlier that very day for a family vacation — died in a car accident.


I returned to my classroom and went to Weston’s desk. There I cried new tears, as well as some that were many years old. The news took me back many years to the death of my brother, who had also died in an accident when he was eleven years old. I remembered the loss my family felt over my brother Robert. I thought about the way my classmates and teachers had initially offered words of comfort, and about how these were eventually followed by awkward glances and silences.


Weston had not only been part of our tightly knit community since kindergarten, but he also held a very special place in my heart. He was a leader among his peers. He was a star athlete, and he treated his classmates with kindness and compassion. I will always remember the day a new boy with special needs sat longingly watching Weston and his friends playing a game. Weston walked over to the child and asked him to join their group. The child was shy and nervous, but Weston’s encouragement and engaging smile welcomed him into the game and into our class.


When school reopened after the long weekend, students entered the room with their moms and dads. Each child’s eyes turned to look at the desk, now separated slightly from the group and topped with a bouquet of flowers and Weston’s class photo.


After everyone arrived, I met my pupils’ gazes with much trepidation. I asked his friends and their parents to share some of their favorite memories of Weston. Some of the stories brought smiles, some tears, and a few even brought gentle laughter.


After a short while, the counselors rounded up the parents and took them to the conference room. It was then that my plan began to unfold. As I stood by Weston’s desk, I slid a note I had written to his parents inside. I told my students that they could do the same. They could bring photos, notes, and various mementos and place them in his desk anytime. I would collect them in a box each night to be given to his parents at a later date.


Then we brainstormed about things we could do to help us remember our friend and classmate. After several class meetings, we had made a decision: We were going to make a memory book for his parents, as well as look into replacing the basketball hoop and placing a plaque on it in memory of our star athlete. This would take money, so we agreed to hold a bake sale to help cover the costs.


When we had the bake sale, some of my better math students realized that we might not make enough money. I tried not to smile as they began splitting brownies and other treats in half before placing them in small plastic bags. As children lined up outside the lunchroom, several adults also waited in line with five- and ten-dollar bills requiring “no change.” By the end of the day, we had met our goal.


I was pleased to see that Weston’s best friend, most devastated by the loss, was beginning to take a leadership role in the process. His mother and several others purchased an album and supplies for the memory book. Each child had a page to himself for a collage of memories. They would rush through their lunches to meet with parent volunteers to begin their “gift” of memories.


The following month, on what would have been Weston’s twelfth birthday, his family came to join us. I remember the sadness in his parents’ eyes as they looked upon Weston’s desk, empty except for his framed class photo. His best friend walked up to his mother and handed her their gift of memories. Their sadness turned to joy as they turned the pages of this treasure. I studied the proud looks on each of my students’ faces.


We had one month to complete our second goal: installing the basketball hoop. I put in a request to the district to purchase a new net and hoop. A week later, a man from the district office stood outside my classroom door. He apologized for the interruption and asked if this was the class that wanted to fix the broken basketball hoop. When I replied that we were, he explained that after inspecting the cracked backboard, he feared that it would not support the repair. Upon hearing this, I explained the reason behind the request. After a moment, the man coughed, cleared his throat, and said that the backboard was probably a safety violation. In fact, he would see to it that a new one was ordered and delivered with a new hoop and net.


Several weeks later, we heard a truck pull up to the basketball court outside our classroom door. Three men unloaded a new backboard. We went outside and sat on the lawn to watch the excitement unfold. After the men replaced the backboard and installed the plaque honoring Weston, they bowed, jumped back into their truck, and bounced over the hilly field to the road to the cheers and applause of my boys and girls.


The last week of school is a time of celebrations, some bittersweet. The last Friday of the school year is traditionally a time to honor children for their academic achievements. This year, a special recognition was added: Weston’s Shooting Star Award. This honored a child who truly exemplified the spirit of Weston through sportsmanship and leadership. Joining us at the ceremony were his family, aunts, and grandmother. My class stood proudly as the award honoring Weston was bestowed upon his longtime friend and classmate.


After everyone had left except my class and Weston’s family, his dad pulled a new basketball from a sack and signaled for us to join him. Then I watched with a heavy heart as everyone, including Weston’s grandmother, came up to the basketball hoop and made a shot in memory of our Shooting Star.


~Catherine Kopp
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It Takes a Village


A mentor is someone who allows you to see the hope inside yourself.


~Oprah Winfrey


The downward spiral began the summer before my daughter’s senior year of high school, when her boyfriend experienced his first overdose. Then there was a second overdose. She cried, and he made promises he couldn’t keep. Time passed without any visible signs of focus or drive. Instead, there was a plethora of denials and lies.


I paced the floor, wept in bed, confided in her high-school guidance counselor and trusted teachers, and sought every therapist and support group in a thirty-mile radius. My daughter and her high-school sweetheart had dated for well over a year, so when he went down the ominous road of drug use, her emotional investment in him was established and strong. My fear was that she would follow his lead into the dark world of addiction. And to be honest, I painfully acknowledge catapulting her deeper into his drug-damaged arms, making my fear even more of a distinct possibility.


“Julia, he’s lying to you! I know he’s just saying what you want to hear. It’s time you wake up. You’re either on this dark road with him, or you are completely naïve regarding the warning signs and lies. But let’s just set the drug issue aside for a moment; he is also emotionally abusing you with controlling behavior. He’s manipulating you by playing on your sympathy. You need to get off this crazy train. Now!”


Parenting Teen Daughters 101 says that if there are red flags regarding a boyfriend, you should strategically ask questions to get your daughter to open up so you can guide her down a healthy path. Never blatantly criticize the boyfriend. It will backfire, as it did for me. For the next year, my daughter’s sole mission was to change this young man and prove me wrong.


As her senior year moved forward, it was nothing like we had envisioned. Julia rarely hung out with her girlfriends; she chose not to go to school dances; and she withdrew from all of her loved ones. I continued to seek guidance from those experienced in handling this type of situation, fully disclosing the error of my ways. It broke our hearts to watch this young man, so full of promise, sink deeper into addiction and refuse all help. And our greatest fear was that Jules would adopt the mindset, “If I can’t change him, I’ll join him.” So our family continued to rally behind her, showing love and support at all times. Still, she continued to pull away. It was obvious to everyone, so much so that her teachers voiced deep concern on a number of occasions.


“Hey, Julia, have a minute?” Mrs. Poster called from across the hallway as students hustled to their next class. It was now springtime, and while Julia’s four years at the high school were coming to an end, their paths had never really crossed. Julia had been at the top of her class, taking advanced classes, and this teacher taught troubled students in jeopardy of not graduating. My other daughter, Anna, watched her sister walk over to Mrs. Poster. Within moments, Jules was crying uncontrollably. Seeing her sister cry had been the norm for months, but Anna felt something was different this time.


I was unaware at the time, but the tribe of teachers I had been confiding in had talked among themselves and devised a plan. Mrs. Poster was actually the most experienced at handling situations like Julia’s, and because they did not know each other well, the group of teachers agreed that Julia might open up to her. Just as they suspected, Julia poured out her heart to Mrs. P. They continued to meet numerous times over the coming months. I don’t know what was shared and discussed, but what I do know is that her timing, skill, and grace were nothing short of incredible. And the relationships among Jules and the entire group of teachers strengthened; she genuinely looked to them for support and guidance, and remains good friends with one of them to this day.
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