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Unit One

TEXT

In Praise of Teachers (adapted)

by Mark Medoff

I find myself regretful that the more I write, the less time
I have for my students. Though I am in my 21st year as a
professor, I wonder: have I stopped thinking of myself as a
teacher ?

This crisis of faith has me remembering in turn my-teach-
ers, hoping that two decades after I was last officially a
student I can learn from them once again. It is not the actual
teaching of a subject I recall, but surprisingly one thing—
a moment, some words, a single seminal (4)%i{g) idea.

. . L forget the name of my first-grade teacher in Grayville,
I1l. I must have begun to learn from her to read and write,
to add and subtract — starting a lifetime of joy in language
and misery in numbers.

. . That’s not my primary memory, though: she teaches me
left. from right. I am left-handed. “Many first-grade teach-
ers,” she whispers into my six-year-old ear, ‘‘force left-handed
children to become right-handed, so they can be like every-
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body else.” She isn’t going to do that to meé. This teacher
will always live in my memory for that one remarkable gesture.

In 1948 we move to Miami Beach. There Mrs. Rosen
awaits ime, raven-haired (1% ) and beautiful, reminiscent
(i A48 1) somehow of Esther in the Bible. Her husband
shows up one day, and she tells us he is going to teach us to
draw a star. But her husband doesn’t teach us to draw just
any star. He teaches us to draw a four-pointed, three-dimen-
sional (37{kf) star that appears to rise out of a flat piece of
paper. This is something called an optical illusion (REEHE).
Magic ! '

Into Mrs. Rosen’s class one day enters a thin lady with
ray-gun eyes and skin like polished glass. Miss Barnette is
director of the Marching Unit, a group of 20 boys in white
ducks and white shirts who do close-order drill for fancy school
occasions. Miss Barnette also heads the Safety Patrol, made
up of select students who wear the most extraordinary white
bandoliers (F#i#) acioss their chests and are charged with
managing the safe‘conduct of children from one side of the
busy street in front of the school to the other. To a boy’s
mind these are the two most prestigious enterprises in Biscayne
Elementary School.

Mrs. Rosen announces that Miss Barnette is about to
do something she has never done before: choose a fourth-grader
for the Marching Unit, an organization heretofore (2] # M ik)
made up solely of fifth-and sixth-graders — Big Kids. Un-
believable ! More unbelievable is that — while I’m glancing
around enviously at the likely candidates — she picks me,

¢ 2



Tn the fifth-and sixth-grades, I am a Patrolboy and the
leader of the Marching Unit. Miss Barnette repeatedly.
preaches with religious Fgr;vf);r'(mﬁ) an idea I still well believe:
me going to do something, do it as well as you can and

with all your heart, and if you’re going to lead, stand forward,
be proud.” My own variation on her preachment is that
you can’t ever fully succeed unless you’re willing to risk terrible
failure. :
In the sixth grade, Mrs. Ruth Waller, auburn-haired (4
WL % i) and freckled (EREY), so tough and so attractive,
makes me feel, for the first time, that I not only can be a mem-
ber of the Marching Units and Safety Patrols of the world,
but also a good student.

She and Miss Barnette are wise, stern, loving. And 1
am unwilling now, a middle - aged man, to think what I might
be if fate had not conspired (I} %HE) to place them in my
life so they could see in me what I did not.

At Miami Beach High School, my English teachers tor:
mepnt me to read, to consume vocabulary and to write con-
stantly. Pat Samuelson, tenth grade, is a handsome guy. He
makes us write a short story.

To my astonishment, he tells the class that he’s giving the
first “A +7-he’s ever given, and he asks me if I'd read my
story aloud.

DP’mterrified ! Part of my terror is simple stage fright (#:4%) ;
part, fear of having my secret self publicly judged. But Mr.
Samuelson motions me forward and his entire behavior says:
don’t be afraid of anything. So I take my story from him and, in
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the space of 20 minutes of glory and confusion, write a sentence
across my life: Mark Medoff, you are hereby (4%)i,) condemned,
for the rest of your days, to expose your secret self publicly.

In 1972, I return to Miami Beach High School to speak
to the drama class. Afterward I ask the drama teacher if any
of my English teachers are still there. Irene Roberts, he
tells me, is in class just down the hall,

I was no one special in Miss Roberts’s class — just an-
other boy who did okay work. I don’t recall any oue special
bit of wisdom she passed on. Yet I cannot forget her respect
for language, for ideas and for her students. I realize now,
many years later, that she is the perfect selfless teacher. I'd
like to say something to her, I say, but I don’t want to pull
her from a class. Nonsense, he says, she’ll be delighted to see
me.

The drama teacher brings Miss Roberts into the hallway
where stands this 32-year-old man she last saw at 18. “I'm
Mark Medoff,” I tell her. ““You were my 12th-grade English
teacher in 1958.” She cocks (§f#2) her head at me, as if this
angle might conjure (FM:) me in her memory. And then,
though armed with a message I want to deliver in some perfect
torrent of words, I can’t think up anything more memorable
than this: “I want you to know,”’ I say, ‘‘you were important
to me.”

And there in the hallway, this slight and lovely woman,
now nearing retirement age, this teacher who doesn’t remem-
ber me, begins to weep; and she encircles me in her arms.

Remembering this moment, I begin to sense that every-
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