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What People Are Saying About 
Chicken Soup for the Teacher’s Soul . . . 

“In a time when the stresses of teaching threaten to overwhelm—whether from challenging students, curricular mandates or the pressure for higher test scores—these stories offer comfort, reassurance and validation, reminding us that teachers are, every day, sharing their passion and commitment, and indeed touching lives and hearts of the young people in their care.”

Jane Bluestein, Ph.D. 
author, Mentors, Masters and Mrs. MacGregor: Stories of Teachers 
Making a Difference and Creating Emotionally Safe Schools 

“On a daily basis teachers strive to make a difference in the lives of their students, instill hope for their dreams and support for their worthiness. Chicken Soup for the Teacher’s Soul captures the spirit and heart of these true American heroes, its teachers.”

Dr. John Hart and Richard Revheim 
coauthors, The Personally Intelligent Teacher 

“I’ve been a high-school teacher of English, and as a professor and a consultant, I’ve worked with teachers, parents and students for my entire career. I must say that Chicken Soup for the Teacher’s Soul is the single most inspiring and affirming book about educators I’ve ever seen. The stories get to the heart of the daily business of education: the transaction between teacher and student and the incredible power that teachers have to help children discover their own talents and belief in themselves. This book brings hope and heart with every story!”

Hanoch McCarty, Ed.D. 
professor of education, Cleveland State University (retired),
author, Motivating Your Students: Before You Can Teach Them, 
You Have to Reach Them 

“As teachers we are often isolated in our own little classroom worlds and do not always get the positive feedback we would like. I decided to create a ‘Warm Fuzzy File’ filled with notes, letters and drawings from adults and children alike. I reflect on this file in those moments when I need something to remind me exactly why 

I am a teacher. Chicken Soup for the Teacher’s Soul is like a ‘Warm Fuzzy File’ for educators everywhere. Thank you for creating this wonderful book!”

Camie Worsham-Kelly 
teacher, Vieja Valley School, Santa Barbara, California 

“What a wonderful and touching group of stories I found in Chicken Soup for the Teacher’s Soul. Surely, every teacher is overworked and underpaid. We all know that. Yet, every teacher has stories like those in this book where gifts with profound depth are bestowed on teacher and pupil alike. Now, with the help of Chicken Soup for the Teacher’s Soul, those stories are here to be shared with the world to show the real reason teachers have selected their profession: THEY CARE! Bless you for sharing the joy, excitement, frustration and glory of what teachers do on a daily basis.”

Bradley L. Winch, Ph.D., J.D.
CEO and publisher, Jalmar Press/Innerchoice Publishing 

“I’ve often said that teachers are our unsung heroes and heroines. The stories in Chicken Soup for the Teacher’s Soul really bring that message home, and they serve to warm the hearts of those in one of our most noble professions. It is well done and deeply appreciated.”

William J. Cirone 
superintendent of schools, Santa Barbara County, California 

“Chicken Soup for the Teacher’s Soul is a moving tribute to the influence and inspiration teachers deliver to students every day.”

Jason Dorsey 
professional speaker and author, Graduate to Your Perfect Job 

“These beautiful accounts of real experiences provide insight into the joy of teaching, and why many teach in spite of incredible hardships and little recognition. It is a tribute to all who teach, whether they be parents, mentors or professionals. The stories illustrate the tremendous impact we can have on the lives of others and demonstrate that what we really teach is who we are. This book will be uplifting and an inspiration to anyone who reads it.” 

Robert W. Reasoner 
superintendent, author, presenter, president,
International Council for Self-Esteem 

“We’ve all been touched by one or more great teachers in our lives. The stories in Chicken Soup for the Teacher’s Soul reminded me of the gifts that I have received from remarkable teachers. One teacher spent countless hours teaching me to read, while another taught me to think about my values and the important decisions we make every day for the rest of our lives. When you read this book, you can’t help but give thanks to the teachers who added to your life and played an important role in who you are today.”

Michael Couch 
assistant superintendent, secondary education,
Santa Barbara High School District,
1986 Santa Barbara County Teacher of the Year 

“What teacher hasn’t helped a student at-risk in a special way, hasn’t found the courage to invite a parent to pay more attention to the special need of their child, or hasn’t felt despair at not reaching a student who is hurting? As teachers read these stories, they will see themselves, feel proud to be a teacher and be inspired to do more. I urge others to eavesdrop on the wonderful experiences of those who educate the next generation. This book will inspire readers’ generosity in their support of education, personally and financially.”

Dwight W. Allen 
eminent professor of educational reform, Old Dominion
University, coauthor with Bill Cosby of 
American Schools: The $100 Billion Challenge 

“Thank you to Chicken Soup for the Soul for writing a much-needed book that celebrates the profession that really can profoundly touch our future—teachers! Each and every priceless story will make you laugh and cry, but most importantly, affirm the limitless power teachers can have on our children’s hearts and minds. It is truly a testament to the tremendous responsibility teachers take on and the credit they do deserve.”

Michele Borba 
author, Building Moral Intelligence: The Seven Essential Virtues 
That Teach Kids to Do the Right Thing and Esteem Builders 

“If you are a teacher, know a teacher, love a teacher or hold one dear to your heart, Chicken Soup for the Teacher’s Soul is perfect! Today, that teacher probably faces ever-increasing challenges such as coping with huge enrollments of special-need students, as well as youngsters who have been ignored, abandoned and abused. They no doubt spend their own money on teaching supplies and struggle with increased demands for time. This helping of Chicken Soup is needed now more than ever to recall the reasons for entering this profession and why one still loves it.”

Kathy Megyeri 
high-school English teacher, Kensington, Maryland “Chicken Soup for the Teacher’s Soul is must reading for everyone. Children make up 25 percent of the population and 100 percent of our future. Now, through the stories in this book, millions of readers can experience the tremendous responsibility teachers accept and their role in shaping our world. What a wonderful ‘classic.’”

Sissy Grapes 
teacher and strategic coach,
Performance Dynamics, Inc., Carencro, Louisiana 

“Ever since I was very young, I knew that I wanted to be a teacher. As I now realize that dream and start my first teaching job, the stories in Chicken Soup for the Teacher’s Soul reaffirm that I have made the right career choice. I am full of excitement and inspiration to do all that I can to make positive changes in the lives of my students while impacting the future.”

Laura Bacon 
first-year teacher, Garden Grove, California 

“I am a strong advocate for using Chicken Soup for the Soul books in my classroom as teaching tools. Since using the books, my students’ writing skills have improved dramatically as well as their attitudes about writing. Chicken Soup for the Teacher’s Soul has been a long-awaited addition to the series as a way for teachers and students alike to share these motivating stories. I have always said that there is no better way to start the school day than with good old-fashioned Chicken Soup for the Soul!”

Barbara Robinson 
teacher, Denn John Middle School, Kissimmee, Florida 
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“We know you’re in there, Mrs. May—we can see you.
Open the door.”

Reprinted by permission of James R. Estes.



Introduction 

Having sat in the classrooms of many great teachers, having taught in the public schools, and having spent over twenty years training teachers, it is with great satisfaction and joy that we bring you this newest volume in the Chicken Soup for the Soul series.

Every day, along with a hundred million other parents, we entrust our children to you—the teachers. This book is our way of saying we appreciate your sacrifices, acknowledge your challenges and appreciate your contribution to our children. Faced with often overcrowded classrooms, ever-tightening budgets and increased expectations, you nevertheless continue to work your special magic with your students. You instruct them, discipline them, guide them, coach them and inspire them to fulfill their potential. You teach social skills as well as social studies, self-esteem as well as spelling, citizenship as well as science, tolerance as well as typing, and enthusiasm for learning as well as content mastery.

You have to be a counselor, mentor, friend, surrogate parent, disciplinarian, classroom control expert, group dynamics facilitator, learning disabilities specialist, motivational speaker, cultural torchbearer and coach, as well as a master of your subject matter. You are asked to package your lessons in creative and dynamic ways to hold the attention of a large group, as well as tailor your teaching to individual students with a myriad of different learning styles and learning disabilities.

You have chosen the most challenging and most rewarding profession there is or ever will be. While it doesn’t pay a lot in dollars, the psychological and emotional rewards are enormous—the light in the eyes of a newly motivated student; the smile on a face when a seemingly unfathomable concept is finally grasped; the delighted laughter of an estranged child who is finally included; the joy of watching a challenging student walk across the stage at graduation; the appreciative smiles, hugs and thank-yous from a grateful parent; a thank-you card from a potential dropout who decides to stay in school and goes on to succeed; and the internal satisfaction of knowing that you have made a difference, done something that matters and left an undeniable mark on the future.

Once again, please consider this book a giant thank-you card for all you have done for so many for so long.



1

A DAY IN
THE LIFE 

People are just as wonderful as sunsets if I can let them be. I don’t try to control a sunset. I watch it with awe as it unfolds, and I like myself best when appreciating the unfolding of a life.

Carl R. Rogers 



Once Upon a Time . . .

The kids in our classroom are infinitely more significant than the subject matter we’re teaching them.

Meladee McCarty 

Some parents just don’t want to hear any bad news about their children. Mr. Reardon* seemed to be one of them. Though I needed his help, I wasn’t getting anywhere with him. I’d spent my entire lunch period trying to convince him that his ten-year-old daughter was in serious emotional pain. I didn’t succeed; talking to him was like talking to a prosecutor.

After twelve years of teaching, I considered myself a “pro.” Why was I doubting myself now, wondering if this father’s accusations were true? Were Rachel’s* problems my fault? Were my expectations unrealistic for this child described by her father as “supersensitive”? Was I putting more pressure on her than past teachers had? I honestly didn’t think so.

Slender, blue-eyed Rachel was among my most capable students when the school year began. She grasped ideas quickly, managed math problems and social-studies reports with ease, and had a passion for creative writing. Though a bit shy, she was quick to laugh and chat with me and her classmates.

Midyear, however, I began to see disturbing changes. Rachel seemed distracted much of the time and found even the simplest tasks frustrating. Some days she couldn’t put her name and date on a paper without tears or spurts of anger. She’d fold her arms across her chest, pinch her lips together and sit motionless for an hour or more. Except when I asked her to write a story, she rarely finished a single assignment by the end of the school day. 

But what prompted me to make the call home was her antisocial behavior. At recess, she stood off by herself while classmates played Frisbee or kickball. In the cafeteria, she sat in the custodian’s corner, often with no lunch or money to buy it. Even in the classroom, when I encouraged students to choose partners for informal projects, Rachel remained alone, staring out the window or sketching fantasy landscapes in her notebook.

Why had Rachel’s father reacted so negatively to my call? Why wasn’t he worried about the changes in his daughter’s behavior? Obviously, Rachel was troubled about something. What about her mother? Would she have seen things differently had she answered the phone? Maybe a new baby was on the way. Or a relocation. I was sure Rachel’s anxiety was home-related, but home was off-limits to me. Her father had made that very clear. I should concern myself only with Rachel’s school environment, he’d said.

One morning, a few days after the phone call, Rachel came to school in a soiled, crumpled dress. Her hair was dirty and uncombed; her eyes were little more than slits in her pale face. She dropped into her chair, put a book on her desk as a pillow and fell asleep in minutes.

Three hours later, my class went to lunch, and I gently roused her, determined to find out what was going on. “Sometimes I stay awake at night so I don’t have bad dreams,” she said softly, rubbing her eyes.

“Want some fruit salad?” I asked, opening my lunch bag.

She looked away. “My mother used to make that for me,” she said in almost a reverent whisper.

“Used to?” I knew I was in forbidden territory, but it was the first time in months Rachel had mentioned her mother.

She twisted her belt with one hand and tried to cover a quivering chin with the other. “Mom can’t do anything now. She’s . . . she’s . . .”

“Away? Or sick, perhaps?” I probed.

“Yes. I mean, no!” she began to sob. “I can’t tell you. I want to. But Dad made me promise never to tell anyone at school. I can’t break my promise, can I?” Her eyes begged me to say “yes.”

Forcing myself to stay calm, I handed Rachel a tissue and began spooning fruit onto a paper plate. I wondered how I could help lift her awful burdens of anxiety and isolation.

I leaned forward, facing Rachel squarely and, as I often did to start students writing, began a sentence, “Once upon a promise. . . .”

Instantly, Rachel’s back straightened. She shot me a knowing look. “Once upon a promise . . .” she repeated, scrambling for her pencil.

Less than half an hour later, I held Rachel’s creative-writing “assignment” in my hands.

Once upon a promise, in the Kingdom of Misery, a young princess lived alone with her father-the-king. Although their palace was beautiful and they had many riches, the king and princess were sad. This is because they missed (very very much) the queen who could not live with them. You see, she was terribly sick and the court doctor had put her in the hospital for a royal rest. But the queen’s sickness was in her mind. Rest did not make her any better.

One day the doctor let her return to the palace for a visit. He thought she would feel better if she saw her daughter and husband. But this only made a royal mess because when the queen was home she swallowed too many pills (on purpose) and almost died!!!

The queen went back to the hospital (of course), and the king was sadder than ever. He was so sad that he stopped caring about the princess who was now SCARED OF EVERYTHING (even of going to the dungeons if she told anyone about her mother’s sickness).

Mostly the princess was scared because she knew she would never live happily ever after. THE END!!!

Rachel’s story didn’t astonish me. But I was amazed at how easily she had unburdened herself now that she knew she could. Of course, I needed to verify the “facts,” but I was sure I’d found the key to some very real dungeons in Rachel’s world. Her mother’s mental illness and suicide attempt were serious enough threats to Rachel’s security and peace of mind. But her father’s inability to support her emotionally and his insistence that she keep all the pain to herself were even more devastating.

Reluctantly, Rachel’s father agreed to a private meeting with me and the school psychologist. When I handed him the lined yellow paper filled with his child’s handwriting, he stiffened. As he read his daughter’s story, he nodded with tears in his eyes.

He didn’t have to insist anymore that their home situation wasn’t affecting Rachel’s behavior at school. And he didn’t have to blame me, or anyone, for her academic and social problems. He was finally seeing his daughter’s problems for what they really were: cries for help.

Rachel’s mother remained hospitalized, with little hope for recovery. But her father now recognized that Rachel shouldn’t have to cope with that reality on her own.

I couldn’t help wondering: If Rachel had written a fairy tale just after that, how might she have begun? Perhaps with “Once upon a promise, in the Kingdom of Hope . . .”

Joan Gozzi Campbell 

*Names have been changed to ensure privacy.



A Random Harvest 

Setting: A school in rural Arkansas. The students consisted mainly of poor, underachieving African-American children. Thanks to a Rockefeller Foundation grant, “Chapter 1” first-graders would participate in a different kind of reading program. The brainchild of Dr. Marie Carbo, it is based on the notion that the important thing about learning to read has far less to do with how smart students are than with how they are smart.

After children had successfully completed a book, they were rewarded by being allowed to take books, tapes and a Walkman home over the weekend.

The thinking was that this would provide additional reinforcement of learning. When Friday rolled around, Nicole left the school, clutching a book, tapes and Walkman. The understanding was that children would return on Monday with the items they took home.

On Monday, Nicole failed to bring the book and tapes back to school. Every day, she either said she forgot or didn’t offer any excuse at all. The teacher knew this wasn’t at all like Nicole. Something was wrong.

Three weeks passed. Still no book or tapes were returned! 

Then one day, Nicole’s astonishingly young mother— dressed in a fast-food worker’s uniform—came to the school. She told the school secretary she wanted to talk outside with the remedial reading teacher!

With understandable apprehension, the teacher walked out of the school to meet with Nicole’s mother. The mother, clutching the book, tapes and Walkman, told the teacher that she wanted to explain why Nicole hadn’t brought the books and tapes back as promised. Nicole was not to be blamed; she was.

It soon became clear to the teacher that Nicole’s mother wasn’t having an easy time telling her exactly why it had taken so long to bring the reading materials back.

In what seemed a long and uncomfortable silence, the teacher waited.

The mother’s first words came haltingly. Then suddenly, the mother, seeming to have found her comfort zone, started to tell a remarkable story:

“When Nicole came home and told me she was learning to read, I didn’t believe her. Nobody in my family can read. My daddy and momma can’t read. My other brothers and sisters can’t read. And I couldn’t read!

“I was in sixth grade when I had Nicole. I had to quit school. I just gave up any hope of ever learning how to read.

“When Nicole brought this book home and read to me, I asked her, ‘How’d you learn to do that?’ Nicole said, ‘It’s easy, Momma. I just listened to the tape and followed along in the book with whatever the teacher reads. If I need to, I just keep listening to and reading along with the teacher until I can read all by myself. You can do it, too, Momma!’

“I didn’t believe Nicole. But I just knew I had to try. . . . The reason Nicole didn’t bring her reading stuff back to school was because I just couldn’t let go of it! I had to find out if I could learn to read like my little girl.”

There was a short pause, then, “Can I read to you?”

There on the steps of her child’s school, this very young mother, a child who herself had a child, began to read the book to the teacher. All the while, tears streamed down the mother’s cheeks. In this intense moment, the teacher also began to cry. Anyone seeing the two would surely have thought something tragic had happened. How could anyone know that their tears were actually being shed over the birth of unrealized, God-given potentiality?

Nicole’s mother went on to explain that with the help of this book—which she now clutched lovingly to her chest—she had learned to read!

There was no need for exclaiming hallelujahs. They abounded in the mother’s every word. They were expressed through the transformed countenance of a newly acquired confidence.

For Nicole’s teacher, this seemed a holy moment; no words could possibly express it. Awed, she sat enveloped by an unforeseen, unintended effect of the reading program. This served as a confirmation of what she had been taught about teaching, that so many wondrous things seemed to come about by accident. She couldn’t help but reflect that, ironically, all the benefits that had accrued to this young mother were not part of her lesson plan. Was what had happened part of a cosmic joke, with the punch line being unintended consequences? Was what had happened to this mother really some kind of cosmic gift that she would never be able to understand, explain or control?

Shattering her reflections, the mother, who seemed to be sitting a bit taller, announced that she—who had come to accept, beyond all doubt, that she was just too dumb to learn to read—had actually done the impossible:

She had read to her mother!

From the Bible!

On Christmas morning!

James Elwood Conner, Ed.D. 



Any Kid Can Be a Superstar!

Blessed is the influence of one true, loving human soul on another.

George Eliot 

David was a fifth-grader, but his behavior was so aggressive they placed him in my special-education class. The first day of school, David arrived in an agitated and angry state. He hit every child in the class, screaming, “Get out of my way!” He then turned his wrath on me with a quick, “I hate you!” even though this was our first meeting. David flopped into his seat and began to disrupt the class by cussing and fussing. This behavior went on for the entire week.

At first, I suspected it was a reaction to being placed in the special-education class. Most kids would rather be labeled “class clown” or “bully” by peers than labeled stupid. After careful observation, I suspected there was more to the story. Every teacher who had previously taught David told me he was a handful. I heard, “It’s a good thing you have no sense of smell because David literally stinks. The other children complain about sitting next to David so he has his own cubicle. Almost every child calls him Stinky David.”

Knowing that the first experience of the day is the most significant, I decided to observe what David experienced each day as he came to school. As the buses arrived, I heard the bus driver screaming at David before he got off the bus. Then the two teachers on bus duty yelled, “Slow down, David. Walk, young man!”

Next, David raced to the lunchroom for his “free” breakfast. As David went down the line, he gobbled up everything in his path. The lunchroom staff hollered at him, “Don’t eat like a little pig; wait until you sit down!” David had the breakfast gone before he sat down and started begging the other kids for their leftovers.

David had three more unpleasant encounters with administrators and teachers before he finally arrived in our wing. As if on cue, all the children began to taunt him. “Here comes Stinky David!” “I smell something; it must be Stinky David.”

From all my observations, I concluded David’s anger was a way to lash out because of the treatment he received every day at school. College Psychology 101 explained that children cannot learn when they are hungry, smelly or teased. I figured the reason for David’s school problems were his parents, of course. If they only fed him and sent him to school clean, he wouldn’t be tormented. I further concluded that his parents obviously did not care about him, and I should enlighten them immediately.

In the faculty lounge, I told the other teachers of my concerns and asked how to contact his parents. “Good luck. They’ve never once come to school even though they’ve had eight children go here. We have sent note after note, and they will not come in.” It seemed my only recourse was to make a “home visit.” The other teachers exclaimed, “Are you crazy? You can’t do that. Let the social-services people take care of the problem.” Nothing could dissuade me from going. David needed help, and his parents seemed to be the problem.

In class, I informed David I would be out to visit his family that afternoon. Because they had no phone, I asked if he would please tell his father I was coming. David said, “You come out to my house, Ms. Mulvaney, and our dogs will eat your chicken legs right off.”

I replied, “Please tell your daddy I’ll be out there, and I’ll bring my chicken legs with me.”

David lived in a very rural part of town. After many wrong turns, I was finally instructed to keep going until I heard the dogs. When I spotted David’s house, my mouth fell open. It was about to tip over, or so it appeared. I’d heard there was neither running water nor bathroom facilities. Yet there stood David and all his siblings lined up on the porch, quiet and well-behaved. A grandmotherly woman was standing in the doorway, and David’s father stood at the bottom of the stairs waiting for me.

Instantly, I was humbled. I had come ready to do battle with David’s family, yet somehow I knew this man was trying to do the best he could. Immediately, I changed my attitude and asked permission to bring my chicken legs on his property. The speech I had prepared for this man suddenly didn’t seem to fit. I quickly revised my words and blurted out, “Sir, I would like to tell you about your son David. I believe he is one of the most unique students I have ever had.” Now, that was not a lie—he was unique. I continued, “I believe your son is very smart, but it seems he is receiving very poor customer service at our school. I would like to help him if I may.”

“Ms. Mulvaney,” said the father, “you do anything you want to help my David. No teacher ever come out to tell me they wanted to help. They send me these papers, but I don’t read so good. I tries, as best I can. I don’t got any help ’cept my mother, and she ain’t doin’ too good herself.”

“Sir, I understand you do not have running water. We do at the school. Would it be all right if I let your son David take a shower every day?”

“Yes, Ma’am, that be okay.”

“We have a washing machine at school. Would it be all right if I let David wash his clothes every day?”

“Yes, Ma’am, that be okay. Whatever you want to do with my David, you do.”

“Sir, I am proud and honored you took the time out of your busy schedule to talk to me today. I hope I did not keep you from your work. I will do everything I can to help your child.”

“Nobody ever been that kind. My son David is a super kid. With a little help from you, I knows he can be a superstar!”

That meeting changed my life. A man with a third-grade education seemed to have more insight than all of us supposedly educated teachers. David had been in the school for five years, and not one person had ever dared to find out about him. He was passed from teacher to teacher and class to class like a bad rumor. No one ever got close enough to see the superstar under all the dirt, except his father, who I foolishly thought didn’t care.

The next day, David bypassed the teachers at the bus. He even bypassed the free breakfast, which he so loved, and bypassed the children who taunted him. He came racing into my classroom, screaming, “You better watch out or Ms. Mulvaney will find your house. She’ll find your house and tell your daddy you is a superstar. I ain’t stinky no more. I am a superstar!”

From that moment on, David was a different child, and I became a different teacher. I taught him how to take a shower, wash his clothes and take care of his personal cleansing. Next, I taught the school staff to see David as a superstar. I went to the lunchroom and asked them to send home extra food for the children and to change the way they addressed him and the rest of my class. “From now on, when my students come to the cafeteria, I would like you to say, ‘Here come the superstars!’” They agreed.

In a faculty meeting, I instructed the other staff members to please help me increase the self-esteem of my students by addressing them as superstars for one solid month. They balked at first, but I promised if they would help me, the behavior of my students would change dramatically in a positive way. Since they had noticed the change in David, they agreed to help.

David’s father taught me to see all the parents as superstars, too. He was doing the best he could with the tools and skills he possessed. When I stopped blaming and started partnering to find solutions, everyone won—children, parents and teachers.

Maureen G. Mulvaney (M.G.M.)
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“You must be Timmy’s dad. I’m Timmy’s teacher.”

Reprinted by permission of James K. Warren.



Encouraging Kelly 

One mark of a great educator is the ability to lead students out to new places where even the educator has never been.

Thomas Groome 

It was my very first teaching job, and I was anxious to make an excellent first impression. I had been hired to lead a vibrant group of four-year-olds. As the parents escorted children into the room, I attempted to deal with crying kids, teary-eyed moms and tense dads. Finally, I managed to seat the kids on the carpet and we were ready to start our “morning circle time.”

We were in the middle of a rousing rendition of “Old McDonald” when the door opened and a mysterious woman entered the room. She stood next to the door quietly observing the children and me. My voice and smile never faltered, but quite frankly I was very nervous. Who is this woman? Why is she here? What exactly is she observing? When I looked up again she was gone.

The day went relatively smoothly, but by the time the last child was picked up, I was physically and emotionally drained. I longed for a nonfat latte, some Chopin and a bubble bath. Then my director came in and asked to meet with me before I left for the day.

My heart raced. Did this have anything to do with the woman who had observed my class? Did I choose the wrong songs? Was the circle time too long? Too short? By the time I reached the office, I was an emotional wreck. I sat perched on the edge of my seat and waited for the axe to fall. My director told me the woman who had visited my room earlier was a potential parent to the school and was concerned about how her daughter would function in a regular classroom. Her little girl was born with a birth defect that required she wear leg braces from the knees down. The child was ambulatory but walked very slowly with a lopsided gait. She would need to be carried out to the yard and back to the classroom. Her balance was poor, and she had a tendency to topple over if she was jostled, even slightly. We would need to remind the other children to be careful when walking near her so they wouldn’t accidentally cause her to fall.

The director asked me how I felt about her becoming a member of my group. I was speechless. Here I was wondering if I could possibly survive a school year with fifteen of the liveliest four-year-olds in North America, and now I was being asked to take on a child with special needs? I replied that I would accept the child on a trial basis.

That night I couldn’t fall asleep. I tossed and turned until morning, then drove to work with my stomach in knots. We were all gathered on the carpet for our morning circle when the door opened and the woman walked in carrying her daughter. She introduced herself as Kelly’s mommy and she gingerly sat her daughter down on the edge of the carpet. Most of the children knew Kelly from synagogue and greeted her with warm, affectionate hugs. I looked at Kelly and she looked at me. “Welcome to our room, Kelly. We are so excited that you will be a member of our group.” 

The first day went really well; Kelly only fell over twice. After several days of carrying her to and from the yard, I thought, Why not encourage her to walk down the hallway a little by herself? I asked Kelly if she would like to try it, and she became very excited. The next day I sent the class out to the yard with my two assistants, and Kelly began her first journey down the hallway. She walked all the way to the next classroom, a total of ten feet. We were both thrilled! But my assistants were aghast that I was encouraging this poor child to walk. They pleaded with me to carry her outside and seat her on the bench so she could watch the other children run and play. “It would be so much easier,” they murmured. But Kelly was persistent and eager to give it her best shot.

And so we began the strenuous task of walking daily down the hall. I winced when Kelly teetered precariously too far to the right, but she just giggled and told me not to worry, she was perfectly fine. I began to cherish our quiet moments alone in the hallway, my arms outstretched to help her regain her balance. Kelly always grinned and told me she had never felt better.

Each day Kelly and I continued our slow walk down the corridor. I charted her progress with little pencil marks on the wall. Every few days the pencil marks got farther and farther apart. Kelly’s classmates started to notice and began cheering for her as she plodded along. After several weeks, Kelly made it all the way to the yard! She positively glowed as the children congratulated her with gentle pats on the back and warm hugs. My assistants were astonished and prepared a special snack in honor of Kelly’s tremendous accomplishment.

Weeks passed and Kelly continued to walk out to the yard every single day. We rarely carried her as she became more independent.

One week in mid-December, Kelly was absent for several days. When I called her home I was told she was in Manhattan getting her annual checkup with her doctors. On Monday morning, when her mom brought her back to school, she inquired if I had been doing anything differently with Kelly. I wasn’t quite sure what she meant. Then came the dreaded question: “Have you been forcing Kelly to walk?”

I was dumbfounded. Maybe I shouldn’t have encouraged Kelly to walk to the yard every day. Maybe I had caused permanent damage to her weakened legs. Maybe Kelly would need to be in a wheelchair for the rest of her life.

I very softly told Kelly’s mom that I had encouraged her to walk outside to the yard by herself. I explained that she seemed to enjoy walking independently. The mother gently lifted Kelly’s dress to show me that Kelly’s knee braces had been replaced with ankle braces.

“Her legs have gotten more exercise in the past few months than in the past four years of her life.” She looked at me with tears in her eyes. “I don’t know how to thank you for everything you have done for my daughter.”

I hugged her. “Having Kelly as a member of my group has been a privilege.”

Seventeen years later, I still think back to the first time Kelly made it down the long hallway. Whenever I have a bad day teaching and life seems too overwhelming, I think of Kelly and her exuberant smile as she painstakingly walked down that hallway. She taught me that no obstacle in life is too big to overcome. You just need to keep working at it—one step at a time.

Seema Renee Gersten 



Am I Close?

She had followed me around all week, either literally or with her eyes. Melissa was one of the brightest children in my first grade. She always watched and listened very carefully to my teaching, but this was different. I felt like she was trying to catch me doing something secretive.

I had enough problems of my own without worrying over Melissa’s atypical behavior. It was only early afternoon and already I felt really tired. And my lower back hurt. I guess I should expect that, I thought. After all, I am seven months pregnant.

I was surprised that none of my pupils had asked me about my pregnancy. It was May now, and most of the children had reached the age of six. Many six-year-olds knew the signs. Someone in a friend’s first grade had asked her portly principal, “Are you pregnant?” and the poor man had been so shocked he went on a diet! But no one had asked me.

The bell rang. Good, it was recess and soon I’d have a few minutes to put my feet up and rest. But what was Melissa doing? She didn’t leave the room with the others. She was at my “teacher closet,” a very sacred place. All the children knew they could never open the doors to this closet unless specifically requested to do so by me. The only glimpse any of them ever got of the inside was when I asked someone to bring out the scissors or the crayons.

But now Melissa was rummaging around in my closet. She had opened the doors without permission and was actually moving things around, albeit carefully, to see what was behind them. I couldn’t believe it! Not this child. This pupil never disobeyed the rules. What could be motivating such strange behavior?

“Melissa,” I asked. “Why are you looking in my closet?” 

Melissa turned and looked at me. Tears started to run down her cheeks.

Tears of guilt, I thought at first. But I was wrong. No apology ventured forth from the little girl’s mouth. Instead I heard a tiny, frustrated voice.

“Mrs. Peppler, where do you hide it? I heard my mother tell my father that you were carrying a baby, and I watch you all the time, but I never see you carry it. I thought maybe you hid it in your closet.”

I stood, dumbfounded, wondering if I should be the one to answer this child’s first question about the birds and the bees. Melissa walked over to me, put her arms around my big tummy, and looked up at me.

“Where is it, Mrs. Peppler? Where’s the baby? Am I close?”

Alice Stolper Peppler 



The Girl in the Fifth Row 

I’ve come to a frightening conclusion that I am the decisive element in the classroom. It’s my personal approach that creates the climate. It’s my daily mood that makes the weather. As a teacher, I possess a tremendous power to make a person’s life miserable or joyous. I can be a tool of torture or an instrument of inspiration. I can humiliate or humor, hurt or heal. In all situations, it is my response that decides whether a crisis will be escalated or de-escalated and a person humanized or de-humanized.

Haim Ginott 

On my first day as an assistant professor of education at the University of Southern California, I entered the classroom with a great deal of anxiety. My large class responded to my awkward smile and brief greeting with silence. For a few moments I fussed with my notes. Then I started my lecture, stammering; no one seemed to be listening. At that moment of panic I noticed in the fifth row a poised, attentive young woman in a summer dress. Her skin was tanned, her brown eyes were clear and alert, and her hair was golden. Her animated expression and warm smile were an invitation for me to go on. When I’d say something, she would nod, or say, “Oh, yes!” and write it down. She emanated the comforting feeling that she cared about what I was trying so haltingly to say.

I began to speak directly to her, and my confidence and enthusiasm returned. After a while I risked looking about. The other students had begun listening and taking notes. This stunning young woman had pulled me through.

After class, I scanned the roll to find her name: Liani.* Her papers, which I read over the subsequent weeks, were written with creativity, sensitivity and a delicate sense of humor.

I had asked all my students to visit my office during the semester, and I awaited Liani’s visit with special interest: I wanted to tell her how she had saved my first day, and encourage her to develop her qualities of caring and awareness.

Liani never came. About five weeks into the semester, she missed two weeks of classes. I asked the students seated around her if they knew why. I was shocked to learn that they did not even know her name. I thought of Albert Schweitzer’s poignant statement: “We are all so much together and yet we are all dying of loneliness.”

I went to our dean of women. The moment I mentioned Liani’s name, she winced. “Oh, I’m sorry, Leo,” she said. “I thought you’d been told. . . .”

Liani had driven to Pacific Palisades, a lovely community near downtown Los Angeles where cliffs fall abruptly into the sea. There, shocked picnickers later reported, she jumped to her death.

Liani was twenty-two years old! And her God-given uniqueness was gone forever.

I called her parents. From the tenderness with which Liani’s mother spoke of her, I knew that she had been loved. But it was obvious to me that Liani had not felt loved.

“What are we doing?” I asked a colleague. “We’re so busy teaching things. What’s the value of teaching Liani to read, write, do arithmetic, if we taught her nothing of what she truly needed to know: how to live in joy, how to have a sense of personal worth and dignity?”

I decided to do something to help others who needed to feel loved. I would teach a course on love.

I spent months in library research but found little help. Almost all the books on love dealt with sex or romantic love. There was virtually nothing on love in general. But perhaps if I offered myself only as a facilitator, the students and I could teach one another and learn together. I called the course Love Class.

It took only one announcement to fill this noncredit course. I gave each student a reading list, but there were no assigned texts, no attendance requirements, no exams. We just shared our reading, our ideas, our experiences.

My premise is that love is learned. Our “teachers” are the loving people we encounter. If we find no models of love, then we grow up love-starved and unloving. The happy possibility, I told my students, is that love can be learned at any moment of our lives if we are willing to put in the time, the energy and the practice.

Few missed even one session of Love Class. I had to crowd the students closer together as they brought mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, friends, husbands, wives—even grandparents. Scheduled to start at 7 P.M. and end at 10, the class often continued until well past midnight.

One of the first things I tried to get across was the importance of touching. “How many of you have hugged someone—other than a girlfriend, boyfriend or your spouse—within the past week?” Few hands went up. One student said, “I’m always afraid that my motives will be misinterpreted.” From the nervous laughter, I could tell that many shared the young woman’s feeling.

“Love has a need to be expressed physically,” I responded. “I feel fortunate to have grown up in a passionate, hugging Italian family. I associate hugging with a more universal kind of love.

“But if you are afraid of being misunderstood, verbalize your feelings to the person you’re hugging. And for people who are really uncomfortable about being embraced, a warm, two-handed handshake will satisfy the need to be touched.”

We began to hug one another after each class. Eventually, hugging became a common greeting among class members on campus.

We never left Love Class without a plan to share love. One night we decided we should thank our parents. This produced unforgettable responses.

One student, a varsity football player, was especially uncomfortable with the assignment. He felt love strongly, but he had difficulty expressing it. It took a great deal of courage and determination for him to walk into the living room, raise his dad from the chair and hug him warmly. He said, “I love you, Dad,” and kissed him. His father’s eyes welled up with tears as he muttered, “I know. And I love you, too, son.” His father called me the next morning to say this had been one of the happiest moments of his life.

For another Love Class assignment we agreed to share something of ourselves, without expectation of reward. Some students helped disabled children. Others assisted derelicts on Skid Row. Many volunteered to work on suicide hot lines, hoping to find the Lianis before it was too late.

I went with one of my students, Joel, to a nursing home not far from U.S.C. A number of aged people were lying in beds in old cotton gowns, staring at the ceiling. Joel looked around and then asked, “What’ll I do?” I said, “You see that woman over there? Go say hello.”

He went over and said, “Uh, hello.”

She looked at him suspiciously for a minute. “Are you a relative?”

“No.”

“Good! Sit down, young man.”

Oh, the things she told him! This woman knew so much about love, pain, suffering. Even about approaching death, with which she had to make some kind of peace. But no one had cared about listening—until Joel. He started visiting her once a week. Soon, that day began to be known as “Joel’s Day.” He would come and all the old people would gather.

Then the elderly woman asked her daughter to bring her in a glamorous dressing gown. When Joel came for his visit, he found her sitting up in bed in a beautiful satin gown, her hair done up stylishly. She hadn’t had her hair fixed in ages: Why have your hair done if nobody really sees you? Before long, others in the ward were dressing up for Joel.

The years since I began Love Class have been the most exciting of my life. While attempting to open doors to love for others, I found that the doors were opening for me.

I ate in a greasy spoon in Arizona not long ago. When I ordered pork chops, somebody said, “You’re crazy. Nobody eats pork chops in a place like this.” But the chops were magnificent.

“I’d like to meet the chef,” I said to the waitress.

We walked back to the kitchen, and there he was, a big, sweaty man. “What’s the matter?” he demanded.

“Nothing. Those pork chops were just fantastic.”
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