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For KBM


Love is not love which alters when it alternation finds,


Or bends with the remover to remove.


O no, it is an ever fixed mark


That looks on tempests and is never shaken;


It is the star to every wand’ring bark.…


—William Shakespeare, Sonnet 116









For every day … those who were doing us some good … knew it was never enough but hoped to improve a little by living.


—W. H. Auden, “In Memory of Sigmund Freud”


And thou shalt see how apt it is to learn. Any hard lesson … may do thee good.


—William Shakespeare, Much Ado About Nothing


If I take the wings of the morning


and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea,


Even there your hand will lead me


and your right hand hold me fast.


—Psalm 139:8–9












Introduction






I knew I wanted to be a teacher in 1959, when I was six years old. Miss Gluding, my first-grade teacher, was kind and firm. There was no dilly-dallying around with her. She instilled in me a small, healthy sense of fear and a large dose of compassion. Today, we cringe at the idea of a teacher making students feel a little fearful, but it actually helped me learn. I knew from her eagle eye that she meant business when I fooled around in class, but I also felt her compassion for me when I struggled to read. I can still see her sitting next to me in the hallway outside her classroom, our chairs side by side, her small, gray-haired head bent over, watching and listening to me with all her attention, as I read aloud from Our New Friends, one of the many titles in the Dick and Jane series.


I read fast and with mistakes. But Miss Gluding said gently, with a twinkle in her other eye, “Oops, Barbara, one whole line skipped right out off the page. Where did it go? Let’s try again with this index card. When you keep your place, you read very well.”


My mistakes frustrated me, and the fact that I was born almost completely blind in my right eye was no excuse, as far as I was concerned. I worked at something until I got it right. I reasoned, I may not have much vision in my right eye, but I will strive to be perfect in other ways.


Miss Gluding was a saint with me. When I grew impatient with myself, she smiled and encouraged me not to give up. She never asked me to “get it all right”; she offered me strategies and asked me to try again. I wanted to be a teacher, like Miss Gluding.


I started very early on my journey toward perfection and never gave up trying to compensate for my poor eyesight and dyslexia, which no one knew anything about, let alone the word itself, when I was in school. Other teachers, who didn’t have Miss Gluding’s empathy, embarrassed me by calling attention to my mistakes. I remember the terrible humiliation I felt from my sixth-grade teacher’s words when I couldn’t spell correctly. “Barbara,” Miss Bell announced for the whole class to hear, “You have not spelled fascination correctly. Once again, you have reversed the c and the s. You will not be able to read and write very well next year in seventh grade if you cannot spell correctly. Copy it twenty-five times at recess.”


I wiped my eyes. I loved to read and write and couldn’t wait to be in seventh grade. I copied fascination twenty-five times in my best Palmer cursive.


Whenever Miss Bell made me feel bad about my spelling, I tried to recall kind and strong Miss Gluding, and what she had written on my report card: “Barbara is a very good reader.” But because of my painful sixth-grade year, I decided instead that when I became a teacher, I wouldn’t yell at a kid for misspelling a word like fascination, or make her stay in from recess to copy it twenty-five times. I would be a better teacher than Miss Bell.


Yet, in striving to be a better teacher than she, I actually became more like her. At least I knew better than to speak to my students the way Miss Bell spoke to me, for the most part. Instead, I substituted her language for unattainable expectations of myself and my students. By the time I started teaching, in 1980, I was so far down the road to perfection that I honestly thought my expectations weren’t all that stringent. I reasoned that even the kindest and best of my teachers had demanded a great deal from me, and I carried this standard right into my own teaching.


From 1983 to 1987, I taught fifth and sixth grades at a Montessori school in Pasadena, California. My students were classic Montessori kids: quirky, wise beyond their years, capable of the unusual. They thrived on challenge and were themselves somewhat inclined toward the sublime. I was in my element these four years. My own Montessori teacher, Madame Kripulani, who had learned from Maria Montessori herself, passed on the rigors of her training to her students. First and foremost, we were taught that of all the different versions of Montessori education, the Association Montessori Internationale (AMI) possessed the purest curriculum and philosophy about the education of young children. An AMI classroom was not child-centered in the way we think of this concept in the twenty-first century; children did not have free rein with classroom materials. Though they were unique and enticing, there were particular ways in which to use them, which were just as sacrosanct as their attractiveness. However, once a child demonstrated expertise with a set of materials, she was allowed to explore new uses for them: The geometric shapes became pieces of machinery; graded color tablets evolved into modern-art canvases.


My Montessori students got to know me well, and I them, since we had each other for two years, and of course I had to make the second year, when they were all in sixth grade, even more demanding than fifth grade. I plunged them into harder work, rationalizing that my charges were a year older and a year smarter and needed more challenges. Their faces were incredulous when I asked them to memorize the etymologies of their vocabulary words. My students, eccentric though they were, did not enjoy making endless charts of word origins, as I had in my seventh-grade English class, but they did it probably out of allegiance to and some kind of fear of me. I could be a bit of a dragon, just like Miss Bell, though at the time I had no awareness that I was carrying out my plan from my own sixth-grade experience to be a better teacher than she was.


Soon the school director reminded me of a Montessori hallmark: “At this age, the students must be given the freedom and the time to discover what interests them. If they become curious about word origins, then it will be appropriate for you to point them in the right direction.”


Her words sounded out of sync with my AMI training, but I was teaching in an American Montessori Society school, where the curriculum and expectations tend to be more focused on each individual child’s abilities and needs. I adjusted my vocabulary lessons by giving students a bit of information about etymology, and, to my delight, a few of them got excited about the origins of some of their favorite spelling words.


While teaching at the Montessori school, I’d also begun to recognize my own learning issues in some of my students’ reversed letters and numbers, skipped steps in directions, and mispronounced nonphonetic words. So I decided during my master’s work to move into the special-ed field. In 1988, I completed two master’s degrees, one in special education, the other in clinical child development. For six years, I taught students with language-related learning disabilities in public schools, which, oddly enough, welcomed my demanding expectations. Special-ed students knew they had to work harder than kids who didn’t struggle with dyslexia or dysgraphia. So, for a while, I was again in my element; this time, I could be fairly demanding. And I knew the kind of support my special-needs students required, for, like Miss Gluding, I treated my students with compassion and held them to high expectations. I knew what it was like to struggle and to have unsympathetic teachers. But I also understood how hard kids with learning disabilities would have to work, not just for a period of time, but for their entire lives.


Though successful as a special-ed teacher, after six years, I began to feel the burnout that begins earlier than many teachers in this field realize. It sneaks up on you. I wanted to return to the general classroom and began teaching sixth grade at the Fessenden School, an all-boys school, in the fall of 1993. My early years at Fessy were both rewarding and hard. The former because I taught my passions: classic literature, a bit of Shakespeare, interpretative writing, and grammar. The Junior Great Books series, Tom Sawyer, and The Red Pony were hits with the boys year after year, although they enjoyed diagramming sentences much more when I created “grammar teams” to play “transitive football.”


The hard part about teaching at Fessenden was what had been hard all along. Despite the occasional fun times in class, I was deemed too strict and too demanding by some students, parents, administrators, and other teachers. After four years of struggling with these issues yet again, I began to wonder if teaching was my calling after all. Yet something in me recoiled at the idea of leaving the classroom. I’d loved school all my life, despite the challenges and hard times I’d had as a student and a teacher. I couldn’t leave. Leaving would be a kind of dying: I’d feel incomplete, empty as a person. I wanted to spend my life teaching, but I also wanted to be a different teacher, someone who didn’t need to be perfect or expect her students to be. To do that, I’d have to shed the “get it all right” persona I’d carried with me since I was a kid. How to accomplish this feat was unclear to me at first; I just knew with every fiber of my being that I wanted to be a better teacher. Little did I know that a unique opportunity would present itself in the seventeenth year of my career.













Chapter 1

A Blessing in Disguise







I’m in my seventeenth year of teaching English, my fourth at the Fessenden School, a boys’ K–9 independent school in the western suburbs of Boston. It’s January 1997 at seven thirty on a gray Friday morning. At my desk, writing up lesson plans for the coming week, I sense someone in the doorway and look up to see my department head, Sheila Green. A short, stout woman in her forties, she wears a dark suit with a colorful blouse peeking out of the top of her buttoned-up jacket.


Carrying a pile of books and already looking tired at this hour, Sheila strolls up to my desk and says, “Barbara, I’m glad you’re here before the boys arrive. I had several calls yesterday from parents about the test you gave on Monday. Apparently, you asked the students to use all twenty vocabulary words from their weekly lesson in sentences about the books they’re reading. What were your goals and objectives for this lesson?”


I pause for a moment to swallow my frustration. I’m forty-four years old. I have seventeen years of experience in the classroom. Yet Sheila’s question makes me feel as if I were a beginner. “I’ll explain,” I offer, raising my left eyebrow ever so slightly. “My intention was to assess the boys’ understanding of the definitions and parts of speech of the weekly vocabulary words.”


Sheila shifts the books in her arms and retorts, “That seems like a lot to ask of sixth graders in one class period. Some of the boys were stressed by this expectation.”


As I walk around to the front of my desk, I hope my thoughts are not obvious to Sheila: Again? I’ve tried to adjust my teaching, but kids and parents are still complaining. I have years of experience under my belt; why does Fessenden question my standards?


I put my hands in the pockets of my skirt and look at Sheila. “I thought it was reasonable, given the boys have been working daily with these words for a week. They made flashcards and practiced them in class. We also read and discussed the passage in their vocabulary books that uses all the words. And they answered questions about it, using the words. The boys were proficient in their work, so I felt they were ready to do something new.”


Sheila regards me coolly and shifts the books in her hands again. Enunciating each word, she says, “As I said, that seems like a lot for one class period. Did you consider giving it as a take-home test? Or you could have split up some of the assessment, assigning them half to do one day and the other half, the next. I think they would have found it more manageable if you had chosen one of these strategies.”


I hitch a hip on my desk and remind myself that the test is designed to be doable in one class period. And, given the parental intervention I suspect on some of the boys’ homework, how will I know for certain if the results on a take-home test won’t reflect that involvement? But it doesn’t feel safe to voice this directly to Sheila. Talking about parental participation is sort of a no-go area at Fessenden. There’s a feeling among faculty that it happens, but since we can’t really prove it, it’s not worth the possible retribution if we say something we can’t support.


Sheila’s eyes zero in on me as she continues, “I think your students would feel less pressure if they knew how they’re going to be tested.” With that, she puts her books down on a student desk with just the right amount of thump to make her point.


“That may be true, but under those circumstances, a test isn’t really a test. I want to see how students apply what they know in situations they don’t know.” I look toward my door as some boys begin to chatter at their cubbies in the hallway.


Sheila follows my gaze and then turns back to me with a smile. “Well, yes, I agree, but you expect too much of your students and, if you don’t mind my saying so, too much of yourself.”


This sounds familiar. Last fall, Sheila told me my summer reading assignment, to have the boys read three books and write about them in September, was too demanding. I feel so confused about what she wants. On the one hand, I’m too tough, but according to previous moments with Sheila I’m also passionate, well organized, and very knowledgeable about English. I don’t know how to change my expectations, and I’m not sure I want to.


I feel Sheila’s eyes on me as she continues, “Teaching is a very strenuous job, and if you want to stay in it for the long haul, I encourage you to cut your students and yourself some slack.”


Putting on my game face, I enthuse, “Sheila, I appreciate your concern for me. But I think I’d be sending a mixed message to kids if I didn’t correct work they know is significant. It seems kind of disrespectful to give them challenging assignments and not assess their effort. The work’s hard, but we’re having more fun. As you suggested last fall when we discussed my goals for the year, I’ve made a conscious effort to include some games in our classwork. The boys love the grammar relay race we play.”


The hallway noise increases. It’s time for first period, and, although I don’t have a class, I don’t want to spend my free period talking to Sheila. I glance at my door.


She takes my hint, picks up her books, and says, “I’ve got a class this period, but I’m happy to hear about your grammar game, Barbara. I will make a note of this in your file. And I’ll let the parents know the gist of our conversation.”


Sheila leaves the room without waiting for a response from me. It’s probably a good thing she leaves when she does, since I might’ve said something I’d regret had she stayed around. I can hear myself now: Isn’t what goes on in the classroom a better way to assess a teacher than what’s in her personnel file? Or, Why do you come see me only when a parent complains?


I close the door and sink into one of the reading chairs in the back of the room to ponder my situation. Fessenden wants teachers to challenge kids. Everyone says it’s good for kids to work hard. But then when something is hard, the school seems to give in to parents by asking the teacher to lighten up. On the other hand, Sheila just said she’s happy about my grammar games. Yet she implied that I want things to be perfect, which is probably true. That’s just who I am. Besides, sometimes my quest for best helps me tackle new challenges: directing and producing Shakespeare plays; inventing new curricula; staying up to date on new teaching practices. What’s wrong with that? I wonder what Sheila’s going to tell the parents who called her. Why didn’t they talk to me directly? She also said I needed to cut myself some slack. What does she mean? Am I going to be fired if I don’t lighten up a bit? I wonder if I should look around just to see what other teaching positions are out there before I have to.





The idea of a job search takes on bigger proportions the following weekend when I see an advertisement in the Sunday Boston Globe for a middle-school English teacher position at the Winsor School in Boston. One of the most intellectually challenging and elite girls’ schools in New England, Winsor is a significant step up academically from most other independent schools. Surely my standards would fit better there, where expecting a lot from students and teachers is the norm.


I apply for the position and have an initial interview. A week later, I return as a finalist to teach a class in front of the search committee. Members of the committee are highly complimentary, and the headmistress tells me that she anticipates hiring me. But six weeks pass without any word from the school. Finally, in late May, I receive a phone call from the head of the search committee, informing me that Winsor has offered the position to someone who’s the “right fit” for the school.


As I listen to her statement, my stomach turns upside down. The English department head told me my lessons were appropriately challenging but fun and interesting, Conversations with the search committee at lunch were so warm and welcoming, I felt as if I were one of them already.


A few days later, I turn in my contract for the 1998–’99 school year to Fred Post, Fessenden’s headmaster, an older gentleman with an ever-present twinkle in his eye. He reminds me of Andy Griffiths as he remarks, “I’m sorry the Winsor job didn’t work out for you, Barbara, but I’m very glad you’ll be back with us next year.”


A few days later, as I’m walking to my classroom, John Donovan, Fessenden’s assistant head, calls out to me, “Hey, Barbara, can you wait up?” He waves to me as he crosses the small, tree-lined quad between my classroom building and the administration offices. Even though he wears the school’s quintessential khaki trousers, blue blazer, and nondescript tie, John stands out with his curly red hair as he bounces like a small bear toward me.


“Hi, John!” I wait for him to reach me, and we shake hands. John has been at Fessenden a long time; as an alum, a parent, a teacher, and now an administrator, he’s seen it all and has a unique ability to recognize the school’s flaws and strengths from a fairly unbiased perspective. And I taught both his sons in my first three years here, so I’ve always felt comfortable speaking candidly and confidentially with him. I even told him about my Winsor interview, though it was technically a conflict of interest for us both.


A bit out of breath, John gestures to some nearby benches. We sit across from each other on this breezy May day in the shade of old oak trees. John loosens his tie, leans forward, and says in his soft voice, “Barbara, I spoke with Fred Post the other day about our faculty needs for the fall, and he told me you’ll be returning. I’m guessing the Winsor job didn’t pan out?”


I nod my head and lean into the back of the bench. “That’s right. In a nutshell, I wasn’t the ‘right fit’ for the school, though they didn’t tell me why.”


John gives me a sympathetic look. “You felt quite optimistic about that job, so it must have been a shock not to get it. We’re glad not to lose you, but something obviously isn’t working for you here, or you wouldn’t be looking for another job.”


“Well, yes, you’re right, John.”


“Would you be willing to tell me confidentially what is difficult for you?”


I brush my hair off my face. “I appreciate your concern and your confidentiality. After four years here, I’m still struggling to find the right tone to my teaching.”


John smiles gently; perhaps he recalls some of the complaints he heard about me in 1993, my first year at Fessenden: She tries to do too much; the boys are still so young; they don’t need to be pushed so hard, but his steady support helped me through that year. I can still hear his words: The boys need high expectations, but perhaps softening your tone with more “we” statements would help the boys feel as if you’re with them.


Some birds squawk overhead, and we both watch them glide across the pale spring sky. I shift in my seat and add, “I’ve made some changes, but four years on, parents and administrators still believe I ask too much of the boys. I’m not used to parents playing such a big role in their children’s education. When I taught in special-ed and Montessori schools, most parents deferred to a teacher’s decision. They expected the work to be challenging.”


“And it feels different here?” John asks, cocking his head to one side.


I take a deep breath and glance at the sky. Then I look back at John, see his warm smile, and venture forth. “I feel confused when I’m told my high standards are valued but am simultaneously asked to ease up on them.”


John twiddles his tie and reminds me of my recent success. “Last year’s sixth-grade Shakespeare play was worlds better than the previous years’ because you let the boys do more. So I’m wondering, are there other reasons you want to leave Fessenden?”


No administrator I’ve ever known has been so empathic: sympathizing with me over the loss of the Winsor job, recognizing that Fessenden feels different from other schools where I’ve taught. So I explain how my extra, nonteaching duties, for which I am not compensated, give me less time to address the professional goals Fessenden expects of all teachers—to reflect on why I am a teacher, what I’m doing well, and how I can improve my practice.


I can tell from John’s smile that he understands my concerns. He stretches his legs and conveys something most administrators would avoid: “Barbara, I appreciate your trust in me to speak so candidly. You’re right, we should be paying teachers for their extra duties!” He grins at my raised eyebrows and confides that the school is developing a different salary scale based on points teachers accrue for additional responsibilities. He also explains something I haven’t considered: Asking teachers to take on extra work is part and parcel of independent schools, and I would have found this to be true even at Winsor. However, he cheers me when he adds, “I know from observing you in the classroom that teaching is your vocation; you love it, and I can’t see you doing anything else. But I also hear that you think a change is needed. Actually, all teachers need a change if we’re to stay in this crazy work.”


I smile, rest my hand on the bench, and rub the warm wood. Then I whisper, “You’re right, I do need a change. I don’t know what that might look like for me. I just know that I seem to be at odds with what Fessenden wants from its teachers.”


A sheepish smile slips across John’s face. “I can relate to your situation. I had some challenges when I arrived here in 1975!” Laughing and slapping his knees, John describes how he created “bogus lesson plans” and allowed “total chaos” in his classroom when he arrived at Fessenden fresh out of college. “Luckily, I had an experience that helped me become a better teacher. I learned about the exchange program Fessenden had with a school in Oxford, England, and in 1978 I swapped jobs with Robin Young, who at that time taught history at the Dragon School. Now he’s the headmaster.”


John goes on to describe the challenges of learning a very different teaching style at the Dragon School: a different curriculum, different communication with parents, different ways of assessing kids. Eyes twinkling, he tells me, “Nothing about teaching overseas was the same as teaching in the States! It was as if I were starting from scratch, but I did it. I think it could be the same for you. Rather than look for another job in Boston, consider teaching at the Dragon for a year. Then come back to us and see how you feel about being here. Think it over, and let me know if you’d like to be in touch with Robin.”


My heart races; grabbing the arm of the bench, I say, “John! Teaching in another country is a wonderful idea. I don’t think I would have considered such a thing on my own, but the way you put it and the experience you had excites me. You’ve been so kind to listen to me and to make this suggestion. I’m very grateful and will let you know whatever I decide.”


“I’m glad you’re interested,” John says as he stands up. “I hope to hear from you soon.”


“You will! And thanks again.” I offer my hand, and he gives me his.


After John bounds back down the path to his office building, I sit on the bench again to consider all that has just transpired. God works in all our lives in mysterious ways. Losing the Winsor job is not a coincidence; it’s a blessing in disguise.


At home that evening, my husband, Brady, and I prepare our favorite soup, ribollita, for supper. Brady is a concert pianist and professor of music at Eastern Nazarene College in Quincy, Massachusetts, where we’ve lived since 1990, when we were married. Since the beginning of our marriage, we have sought each other’s insight and support whenever one of us has had a significant opportunity, such as teaching in another country or performing at the White House. These conversations always take place when we’re doing something intentional together: preparing a meal, drinking a cup of coffee, or reading.


As we chop veggies in the kitchen, I tell Brady about my conversation earlier that day with John, and we discuss how it might work for us to be in England for a year.


“Barb, this is a gift; you’re going to be in Oxford in July for a poetry class at Merton College anyway, and I’ll be teaching piano master classes in London. You could write to the head of Dragon and ask to meet with him,” Brady says.


“Yes, but, more to the point, how will we do this together next year?” I ask.


Cutting carrots and onions, Brady tells me he could request a sabbatical, but he’ll need time to develop and present his plans to the college. Slowly, he adds, “It’s too late to accomplish all this for next year, but I could probably take one in the 1998–’99 school year.”


Brady looks away. I haven’t considered the time limits he’s just described. We take a break. I rummage in the fridge for celery. Brady goes to the pantry and returns with some chicken broth. We chop and cook in calm silence for a bit; then he says, “Barb, living overseas for a year is a significant change for us both. Let’s not be in a hurry. If it’s meant to be, it’ll happen in its own good time.”


Glaring at Brady, I chop celery into smaller and smaller pieces and tell myself this opportunity doesn’t feel as urgent to him as it does to me. Yet I know he’s right. As we scrape our veggie bits into the pot of broth, I say, “I wasn’t the ‘right fit’ for Winsor, and I don’t seem to ‘fit’ at Fessenden. I need a change, and sooner would be better than later.”


Brady puts down his knife and takes my hand. “You’re selling yourself short by saying you don’t fit there. You’ve added something new to your Shakespeare productions. The school values that, so you must fit in some ways.” Then he arches his eyebrows to remind me that I’ve missed something.


For a few more minutes, we focus on soup. I drain and rinse two cans of cannellini beans and dump them in the pot. Brady rummages in the fridge for more leftovers to add to our ribollita.


As we finish cooking, Brady asks how going to England to teach will help me feel more comfortable at Fessenden. I take a seat at the small island in the middle of our kitchen and pour us each a glass of wine. He joins me with a bowl of chips. Feeling teary, I sip my wine and remind Brady of all the times parents, administrators, and even he suggested that I’m too much of a perfectionist. Then I admit something I’ve never really given voice to: “I am too demanding as a teacher. But I don’t know how to ease up on myself or my students. Teaching overseas might help me figure that out.”


“That’s an admirable goal, Barbara, but just how do you think teaching overseas will help you do this?” Brady wonders. I remind him of what John shared with me: that I’ll be teaching material I know nothing about, and I’ll have to teach differently from the way I teach here. Then I add, “But what really gives me hope is that I’d be unknown at the Dragon.”


I continue to share how my tendency to be a perfectionist has been a part of me since I was a child. Whenever something was hard, my dad wanted me to try harder. I can still hear his words: Barbara, try again. Keep trying until you get it all right. Dad never asked me to be impeccable, but something in me turned his words into the idea that to be good at something, I had to be superb at it. I watched how hard he worked to give our family a good life. For thirty years or more, he made it possible for us to live in a desirable part of our middle-class town. My brother and I attended private schools, and we always had summer vacations.


Brady smiles knowingly about my father’s type-A personality and then asks about my experience in school. I explain that I had some empathetic teachers who knew it was hard for me and supported me. They didn’t ask me to “get it all right.” Instead, they emphasized strong effort and perseverance. I also share something more difficult and describe how other teachers’ harsh words made me feel poorly about myself. Barbara, you failed this math class last year; you may fail again if you don’t work harder.


With sweet understanding, Brady says, “I see now why this exchange could be a life-changing experience for you.”


“I hope so. I’ve been trying to prove to myself and my teachers, long after I passed through their classes, that not only was I a good student, I was perfect.”


Brady picks up my train of thought. “As if to say, See, you were wrong!”


I nod in agreement. “I equate working hard with excellence and now impose this expectation on myself as a teacher and my students. I don’t want to do that, but I don’t know how to do things differently, so I hope that teaching in England will show me how to be more patient and less demanding of myself and others, not just in the classroom, but in life. Cultivating English friends and traveling to places associated with the literature I love will help too.”


“You have strong insight about yourself, Barb! I’m proud of you.”


“Thanks, lovey. I’m a bit of a slow learner, but when I get it, I get it!”





Laying out my school clothes later that night, I ponder all this in the quiet beating of my heart. I’m taking a new road, one I’ve not yet traveled, but with God’s help I hope to become the teacher I’m meant to be. I haven’t talked much about my sense of perfect self, perhaps out of fear that I’d be judged or that someone will actually agree with me. Yet I hear Eleanor Roosevelt’s words in my head: No one can make you feel inferior without your consent. I determine in this moment that I will not continue to let the language of past teachers, or even my beloved father’s words, make me feel as if I have to be faultless in order to be good. My best effort, however flawed it may be, will be enough.





It’s mid-July 1997, and I’ve been in Oxford for the first week of the two-week poetry class I was scheduled to take months before John Donovan and I discussed the Dragon School possibility. Today, a rather hot Saturday for England, I walk a mile or more from my rooms at Merton College, one of the twenty-four colleges of Oxford University, to Gee’s Restaurant to meet with Robin Young, the Dragon School headmaster. As I make my way up the Banbury Road, Oxford’s main drag, I pass bed-and-breakfasts and academic buildings constructed from the famous golden Cotswold stone. Box-shaped buses and little lorries dodge cyclists on the road. Trees abundantly line both sides of the road, and gardens exist everywhere, even in tiny plots by the bus stops. Approaching the restaurant, I see Robin, a tall, slim man with graying temples, wearing tan linen trousers and a white polo shirt. He’s standing next to his bicycle. He puts down his bike helmet and strides toward me. Although this is our first meeting, somehow he recognizes me. I guess I don’t look English.


Robin steps up and extends his hand. “Barbara Kennard?”


“Yes! And you must be Robin Young?” We shake hands.


“Indeed! I am delighted to meet you. You must have walked here from the college. Let’s get inside,” Robin says, as he escorts me to the restaurant and opens the door for me.


Inside the restaurant’s glass conservatory, Robin confirms the reservation he made for a noon seating and the hostess shows us to a table set with white linens and china. Green plants of all kinds surround the small dining space. A ceiling fan provides some relief from the heat. After we order our meals, Robin gets right to the point. “Barbara, I am so pleased John inspired you to contact me. I remember him and my time at Fessy with much delight. We’ve not done an exchange between the two schools since, so I am glad you’ve resurrected it. I can’t offer you any campus housing, but I will suss out a reasonably priced flat for you to rent in Oxford, hopefully not too far from the school. And I also must tell you that we can’t possibly do the exchange until the 1998–’99 school year. Do these stipulations put you off, or may we continue to plan for it?”


I smile and reply, “We can certainly plan for the exchange in 1998–’99. Brady, my husband, most likely cannot take his sabbatical until that year anyway, and we’d be happy to rent a flat in Oxford.”


Robin raises his water glass and says, “Cheers! Then that’s settled! Now, tell me a bit about what you hope for from this experience.”


Oh! I wasn’t expecting to be asked this. But, of course, it makes sense. Surely, he can’t just take my word or John’s recommendation for doing an exchange, especially since it’s been out of use for years.


A server arrives with our grapefruit-and-avocado starters. I put my napkin in my lap and answer Robin’s question. “After sixteen years in the business, I feel the need to reinvent myself, to shed a few bad habits and learn new ways to teach. I’m not sure what that would look like here, but based on what John shared about his experience, I imagine it would involve teaching a different curriculum and adapting to the English educational system. Since I’d be here for only one year, I’d like to teach a variety of grades. In most of the schools where I’ve taught, it hasn’t been possible to move out of a particular grade level. I’ve been teaching fifth and sixth grades for ten years and would welcome the chance to teach older and younger children.”


After telling Robin I want to shed some “bad habits,” I worry if he’ll ask me to elaborate, but he doesn’t, and I’m not about to go on about my perfectionism.


Swallowing some of his salad, Robin replies, “You are quite right to learn as much as you can about our system. The best way to do that would be to teach ‘across the school,’ which many of our teachers do. We don’t group students into ‘grades,’ as you do in the States; we group them by age, and our student body is composed of boys and girls ages nine to thirteen. Now, what else can I tell you?”


I like Robin’s direct but respectful tone. I can tell by this point in our conversation that he’s easy to talk to. “I’m curious about how teachers and parents work together at the Dragon,” I say. Hearing bits of other diners’ conversations, I am reminded that English people can be quite discreet when discussing business matters in public, and I wonder, Is my question too direct? It would be at Fessenden, but I’m not at Fessenden, and Robin has asked me in all sincerity to tell him what I hope to experience here.


Robin looks directly at me and explains, “Form takers—at Fessenden you call them advisors—have age-level meetings twice a year in the evenings with parents. You’ll have fifteen students in your form, and each parent meeting lasts about twenty minutes.” Robin also explains how teachers gather student information from colleagues during designated meeting times. I won’t have to collect this material from colleagues on my own time, as I would at Fessenden, between classes, in the hallways, or on the phone at night.


More diners arrive for lunch, and the noise level increases to just below bedlam, so Robin scooches his chair closer to mine. Then he stresses another important point: “Dragon parents leave matters to the school. They understand it’s our job to discipline pupils and expect all of us to have very high standards for good behavior and strong effort. A Dragon teacher addresses problematic children on the spot and gets on with teaching the class.”


How different from Fessenden! It would be considered an invasion of a boy’s privacy and could cause him to feel humiliated if a teacher spoke to him about his behavior in front of his peers.


Our server returns with our entrées, and we pause while he places them in front of us.


“Robin, you are most gracious. All this sounds wonderful. So much of what you describe is what I hope for with this exchange. I’m very excited. Thank you,” I say, and take a bite of my chicken-salad croissant.


Robin gestures to a server for more water and remarks, “I’m pleased too. ’Twill be good fun to have a Fessy teacher here after all these years since my exchange with John.”





Returning to Fessenden in the fall of 1997, I present the idea of an exchange between the two schools to Fred Post, our headmaster, who says, “Barbara, I’m so pleased! This will be a wonderful experience for you, and by doing this exchange, you’re creating opportunities for your colleagues to do the same in the future.” He contacts Robin and makes the arrangement official. In September 1998, Dragon teacher Jim Cameron will come to Fessenden to teach my classes, and I will go to the Dragon to teach his. Once we’ve confirmed the arrangement, Brady applies for and is granted his sabbatical. But there’s a hitch. He has too many varied responsibilities in the music department for one person to be able to fulfill them for a whole year. The faculty dean offers Brady a half-year sabbatical, from December 1998 to June 1999.


We discuss Brady’s offer when he comes home on a snowy January day in 1998 with this news. While he practices some Bach, I make hot chocolate and wish he’d play some jazz or something from a Broadway musical. Sure, we’ve been apart when he’s gone on concert tours, but those separations were for only two to three weeks, and I stayed here in my own home, in my own country. How will I cope by myself in a foreign land for four months? Well, for starters, I tell myself, I’m going to remember the trip I took to England by myself in 1988, after getting my master’s degree. Ten years on, I think I’ll still be able to draw on that experience.


The next day, Brady comes in the back door and shakes snow off. After I help him remove all the accoutrements of winter, I slump into the chair in our back hallway. He tries to cheer me up: “Barb, this isn’t what we hoped for, but it’s what we have. Besides, we each have a history of being on our own. When we married, you were thirty-seven, I forty-three. We’d each lived alone for many years. We can do this again for four months. We’ll be okay.”


Brady always sees the glass as half full. I could grouse about it, I could let my fears of going alone stop me, but I want this exchange so much that for once in my life I take his cue and do the same. This is how it has to be.


Soaking in my nightly bath, I muse about my fortunes. My school has created this exchange. My husband supports me 100 percent. And I have goals that I hope and pray will make me a better teacher and enrich my life beyond what I can envision right now. Indeed, the creator of the universe gives us far more than we can ask for or imagine.





Brady and I use nicknames, usually to tease each other, to make a point, or to show tenderness. We made these up not long after we became engaged, in 1989. I started it by calling him Bear, and he soon came up with Bearess, his idea of a kind of feminization of Bear.


“Bearess, you’ve been packing and repacking two suitcases for weeks! Your flight to Gatwick leaves in three hours; we should leave for the airport before you decide to unpack them again!” Brady calls to me from the front hall of our home in Quincy on the last day of August 1998.


“I’m coming, Bear! Just closing my suitcases!”


Down in the front hall, I take a long look around this wonderful house the two of us have called home since 1990. So many gatherings we have had here: dinner parties, holiday celebrations, neighborhood meetings, house concerts with Brady’s musician friends. I look out the window at our beloved garden and across the road to Quincy Bay and the playground by the beach. Here, all of Victoria Road gathers for picnics in the summer and decoration of the neighborhood at Christmas. I will miss all the times we neighbors have celebrated and mourned the events in our lives together over the years.


My reverie is interrupted by soft fur around my ankles. Stanley, our orange cat, meows. I pick him up and coo, “Be a good boy, Stanley. Take care of your daddy. I love you.” Now, Stanley will look after Brady until he comes to England in December, at which time our house sitters will move in.


Brady calls out from the driveway, where he waits with my suitcases, “Bearess! Let’s go.”


I hustle out the door and climb into the car. As we drive down Quincy Shore Road, I watch the bay on my right curve and disappear as we head onto the Southeast Expressway. I will miss the bay, my walks along the sea wall, and the water’s colors, which change depending on the weather and the time of year. What a blessing to live across the street from water. Even in hurricanes, it is beautiful. It will still be here when I return next July, but I have miles to go and unknown experiences waiting for me.


At Boston’s Logan International Airport, we settle in for a bit. As we often do when we are in any kind of transition together, Brady and I don’t speak for a few minutes; we just sit and hold hands in silence.


Despite people scurrying to and fro, babies fussing and teenagers chattering, we manage to hold this silence between us for a few precious minutes. But flight attendants soon arrive at the gate, and Brady says quietly, “So, Barb, this is it. You’re going to England to teach at the Dragon School. I am so thrilled for you! I know this will be a life-changing experience for you, and one I hope you will really embrace with your whole self. Are you ready?”


“I think so! I’m pretty excited but also a little scared. It’s been a long process putting this all together, yet I still don’t know a lot of what lies ahead. But I guess that’s to be expected. When I think about the unknown—”


“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Virgin Atlantic is delighted to welcome all passengers on flight VA 1772 nonstop to Gatwick, London. We ask all those who are not on this flight to now leave the boarding area, so we can board everyone in an orderly fashion and depart on time. Thank you,” a gate agent announces.


Oh, gosh, it’s here—this moment that I’ve wondered and worried about for the past few weeks as I’ve packed and unpacked and packed again. How often have I asked myself how I will handle this moment when I have to say goodbye to the man I love, my best friend? Now I don’t have time to think about it. That’s probably a good thing. I’m not good at goodbyes; I tend to string them out.


Brady takes my hand. “I love you and will miss you and will pray for you. Remember why you are doing this and be strong. I will see you on December nineteenth. And don’t forget to call me when you get to Oxford.”


“Love you too. Thank you for all your help and for believing in me. I’ll miss you very much. Take care of yourself and Stanley. I promise to call when I get to Oxford.”


“It’s time for me to go,” Brady whispers. Not people for public displays of affection, we hug and kiss lightly. We have no more words to say. He waves as he walks out of the boarding area. I watch him go and wave as he disappears into the crowd hurrying here and there. For a nanosecond I want to run to him, to stay here with him, but I know better. That is not what I want. What I want with every fiber of my being is to learn how to teach in a whole new way. This is a chance to discover a balance between thinking something should be perfect and knowing when I have done something to the best of my ability.


The flight agent calls out again: “Ladies and gentlemen, we are now boarding rows twenty-nine through thirty-nine. Please have your tickets in hand.”


Row twenty-nine? That’s me.
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