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~ Work is life, you know, and without it, there’s nothing but fear and insecurity.
—John Lennon (1940-1980, English rock musician)

OText A
My Life

1 In the summer of 1957 I complete my degree courses at New York University, and
in the autumn I pass the Board of Education exam for teaching high school English.

2 An afternoon paper, the World-Telegram and Sun, has a school page where
teachers can find jobs. Most of the vacancies® are for vocational high schools, and
friends have already warned me: “Don’t go near those schools. The kids are killers.
They’ll chew you up and spit you out. ”

3 I want to work in one of the suburban schools where the boys and girls are bright,
cheerful, smiling, attentive—their pens poised as I discourse on swul fL

I'd be admired, and once the boys and girls had passed my

classes, their parents would surely invite me to dinner at the finest houses.

4 The teacher recruiters from suburban high schools tell me I seem intelligent and
enthusiastic, but really my thick Irish accent would be a problem. Nobody hires me and
I end up doing other jobs.

5 Then, in the middle of March of 1958, there’s a notice in the paper: Vacancy for
English teacher at Ralph Mckee Vocational and Technical High School on
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: . The assistant principal examines my license and takes me to see the
principal, who doesn’t move from his chair behind his desk where he squints® through a
cloud of smoke drifting from his nose and cigarette in his hand.

6 He says this is an emergency situation. The teacher I'd be replacing has made an
abrupt decision to retire in the middle of the term. He says he does not have a full
English program for me that I'd have to teach three classes in Social Studies every day.

7 “But I don’t know anything about Social Studies. ”

8 He puffs and squints and says, “Don’t worry about it. ”

9 I tell him I know nothing about economics or citizenship, and he says, “Just stay a
few pages ahead of the kids. Everything you tell them will be news. ”

10 T’ll have to forget the suburbs. I have here on my lap the book that will help me
through my first day of teaching, Your World and You. 1 flip through a short history of
the United States from an economic point of view, chapters on American government,
the banking system, how to read the stock-market pages, how to open a savings
account, how to keep household accounts, how to get loans and mortgages®. At the
end of each chapter are questions of fact and questions for discussion.

11 1 don’t know how I'll be able to stand before these American teenagers and talk to
them about the branches of government and preach the virtues of saving when I owe
money everywhere.

12 The principal tells me this is golden opportunity to jump right in and start my
teaching career. I'm young. T'll like the kids; they’ll like me.

13 Of course I say yes, I'll be in tomorrow.

14 On my first day at school, students jostle me in the hallway. They push and
Mg® and laugh. Don’t they know I'm a teacher? Can’t they see under my arm two
attendance books and Your World and You?

15 When I walk into the classroom and place my books on the teacher’s desk they’ll
surely stop throwing things. But they ignore me and I don’t know what to do till the
words come out of my mouth, the first words I ever utter as a teacher: “Stop throwing
sandwiches. ”

16 They look at me as if to say, Who is this guy?

17 The bell signals the start of class, and the students §i_cll_e<‘D into their seats. They
whisper to each other, they look at me, laugh, and whisper again. I am sorry I ever set

foot in Staten Island.
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18 What am I supposed to do with this class, the first in my whole career, &ingaj
each other with chalk, cheers, bologna® sandwiches? Some are leaning out the windows
calling to others across the schoolyard.

19 They don’t want to read and they don’t want to write. “Aw, Mr. McCourt,” they
say, “all these teachers want us to write about dumb things like our summer vacation or
the story of our life. Boring. Every year since first grade we write the story of our life
and teachers just give us a check mark and say, ‘Very nice. ””

20 1 soon learn in the English class they're cawed by the midterm test with its
multiple-choice questions. When I hand out the tests in Economic Citizenship, there is
muttering. I tell them, “Do your best, and I'll be reasonable with report-card grade.”
But there is coldness and resentment in the room, as if I had betrayed them.

21 While the class is taking the test I explore the closets at the back of the room and
find them stuffed with old books, newspapers and hundreds of uncorrected student
compositions going back to 1942. I'm about to dump everything into the trash till I start
reading the old compositions.

22 The boys back then yearned to fight, to avenge the deaths of brothers, friends,
neighbors. One wrote, “I don’t want to go in the Army if they tell me to kill Italians
because I'm Italian. I could be killing my own cousins. ”

23 The girls would wait. “When Joey comes home he and I are gonna get married and

> wrote one.

move to Jersey and get away from his crazy mother,’
24 I pile the crumbing papers on my desk, and in the weeks that follow I begin reading
them to the class. They sit up. There are familiar names. “Hey, that was my father,”
someone would say. “He was wounded in Africa. ” Another would say, “Hey, that was

my uncle Sal that was killed in Guam®. ”

—

25 Dozens of Staten Island and 1

families are named in these papers so
brltl_E@D we worry they’ll fall apart. We want to save them and the only way is to copy
them by hand, the hundreds still stacked in the closets.

26 No one objects. We are saving the immediate past of immediate families. Everyone
has a pen, and all through the rest of the term they decipher and write. Tears flow and
there are outbursts. “This is my aunt and she dies having a baby. ”

27 They are suddenly interested in composition with the title, “my life”, and I want to
say to them, “See what you can learn about your fathers and uncles and aunts? Don’t

you want to write about your own lives for the next generation?”
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28 But I let it pass. I don’t want to interfere with a room so quiet the principal has to
come and investigate. He walks in, looks at what the class is doing, and says nothing.
I think he is grateful for the silence.

29 In June I give everyone a passing grade, thankful for the crumbing compositions

that helped me in my first months of teaching.

Notes

1. Beowulf: an old English heroic epic poem of unknown authorship, dating as
recorded in the Nowell Codex manuscript from between the 8th to the early 11th
century, and relates events described as having occurred in what is now Denmark and
Sweden. Commonly cited as one of the most important works of Anglo-Saxon
literature, Beowul f has been the subject of much scholarly study, theory, speculation,
discourse, and, at 3,182 lines, has been noted for its length.

2. The Canterbury Tales : a collection of stories written by Geoffrey Chaucer in the
14th century. The tales are told by a group of pilgrims on a pilgrimage from LLondon to
the shrine of Saint Thomas Becket at Canterbury Cathedral. The Canterbury Tales are
written in Middle English.

3. Staten Island: a borough of New York City, situated almost entirely on the
island of the same name in the extreme southwest part of the city., With a population of
477,377, Staten Island is the least populated of the five boroughs but is the third largest
in area at 59 square miles (153 km?).

4. Brooklyn: one of the five boroughs of New York City, located at the western
end of Long Island. An independent city until its consolidation with New York in 1898,
Brooklyn is New York City’s most populous borough, with 2. 5 million residents, and

the second largest in area.

- Reading Comprehension
I . Understanding details:

Why do the author’s friends warn him against vocational high schools?

2.  Why can’t the author find a job in his ideal schools?

w

What kind of job does the author find in the end, and which subjects does he have
to teach?

How do his students behave on the author’s first day at school?

How does the author feel? How can you tell that?

Why don’t the students like reading and writing?

N o Ol

What does the author do to arouse the students’ interest in writing?
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II . Exploring structure and ideas:

1. How does the story begin? What do you think of such a beginning?

2.  What do you think of the author as a teacher? Give evidence to support your
opinion.
What’s your impression of the principal? Give evidence to support your opinion.
In the text we can find some detailed description about persons or things. What
kind of effect do they bring about?

5.  What do you think of the teacher’s method to arouse his students’ interest in

writing? Could you make any other suggestions for the same purpose?

__Cultural Links

Find information about the following:

® vocational high schools in America

® American school subjects such as Social Studies and Economic Citizenship

O Text B

The New Job

1 The first hint that my new job would be different from any I had had before was the
problem with lunch.

2 It was close to one o’clock in the afternoon on my first day. No one had mentioned
anything about a break, and so I knocked on my boss’s door and asked if I could go out
for a bite to eat.

3 “No,” he said. “I don’t buy into the lunch myth. ” He turned back to his desk. In

my nervousness over my first day at work—which had proven to be well-founded—1I had



skipped breakfast. I lied to my boss and told him I was hypoglycemic® and had to eat.
He rolled his eyes and sent me off to the copy room. When I got back to my office a
large grape, a pale yellow banana, and a white-tinged strawberry were arranged in a
row on the edge of my desk. I was hungry, and I ate the fruit quickly, even though I
suspected it had been grown somewhere in the building; it tasted like fluorescent®
lighting and recycled air. Every day after that I would be sent to the copy room
sometime between twelve and one, often with nothing to copy, and when I came back to
my desk a grape, a banana, and a strawberry would be waiting. It wasn’t enough, so I
took to hiding bags of mini rice cakes in a cabinet under the sink in the ladies’ room.
Other girls in the office, I suspected, were hungry, too; the rice cakes disappeared
quickly and soon I was buying the economy size.

4 The work itself was, or should have been, easy. 1 was supposed to be working
with the department on writing proposals, meeting goals, and filing reports on our
progress. This was fine, and in my previous job I had done quite well. Many of the
ideas 1 proposed had been implemented and the managers had raved over my
meticulous® reports. But here at the new job, nothing I did was right. For example,
when I filed my first progress report it was sent back to me with an unsigned note:
“Please check your predecessor’s reports—follow her form!” I was surprised, because I
had followed standard procedure to the letter and proofed my report twice. That
afternoon I looked through the department records until I found my predecessor’s files.
Like me, she had included progress notes, short-term goals, and a table of contents.
But hers was written in calligraphy®, on aged cream parchment paper.

5 Curious, I looked through the rest of the department files—some, I admit, I
probably should not have been looking at. Everyone in the department did their reports

this way. Some even had intricate scroll work drawn around the edges and illuminated

first letters, crafted from mythical beasts in the

6 Another mistake I made at the new job was the recycling. At first I was told that
all paper was to be used on both sides, a request I was happy to comply with. But when
I took a handful of used paper to the recycling bin the office manager snatched it out of
my hands and reprimanded® me for not following company policy. Then the other girls
explained to me that when a sheet was used on both sides, I was to cut out any usable

words and string them together with tape for my next project. I was to do this until
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nothing of the original sheet was left. It was time-consuming, but with this system a
sheet of single-spaced typed paper could last several weeks—although we did use quite a
bit of tape—and I told myself it was probably for the best.

7 And there were the proposals. The first time I turned in a proposal to my boss, he
asked me to wait while he looked it over. I had put a lot of thought into my proposal,
and I was proud of my work; I stood by his desk and waited eagerly for his response.
Ten minutes went by. An hour went by. Five o’clock came and went, and he was only
on the third page. It was after midnight when he finally read the last line.

8 “Well,” he said without emotion, “I guess it'll do.”

9 The second time I turned in a proposal, this one strung together from available
recycled words, I prepared ahead of time. In the ladies’ room I fully emptied my
bladder®, put cotton in the toes of my shoes, and ate a large handful of rice cakes. But
there was no wait this time. My boss read the first few lines and then closed his eyes
and leaned back in his leather chair, sighing deeply.

10 “I'm not sure what your thinking was here,” he said. “I want you to see the
company priest. ”

11 I lied again and told my boss I was Jewish. He said that was all the more reason I
should go.

12 The company chapel was high on the 21st floor, in between the executive dining
room and the president’s office. It was a room similar in design and decor to my boss’s
office; the only difference was that the ceiling was arched, and one of the windows had
been replaced with a colorful stained-glass depiction of Jesus and the disciples® around a
conference table. Each disciple—and Christ—had a pad, a pen, and a glass of water in

front of him. At a small table off to the side, Mary NMage ' took notes on a

stenography® machine.

13 An elderly priest and a fresh-faced young nun sat at the desk, deeply engrossed in a

discussion about ps fallibility'!. When they saw me the nun smiled and excused
herself. She walked out through a back door into a room I couldn’t see. A strong smell
of incense and wax wafted through before she shut the door behind her. The priest
gestured for me to sit in her chair. T explained that my boss had sent me up to speak
with him about my report. The priest smiled with fatherly compassion and read aloud
from a leather-bound edition of the company manual: “God is in the details,” he read.

He recommended 1 meditate® on this passage by repeating it one hundred and fifty
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times. I told him I would do so that evening.

14 “Now,” he said, a smile still on his face. I started to recite, and he stopped me
with a wave of his hand. He pointed down at the thinly carpeted floor, and after a
moment I understood. I crawled down to my knees and put my hands in the prayer
position. In this way I finished my one hundred and fifty repetitions. When I was done

. Thankfully, it was quarter after five by then, so after

the priest gave me gommunion
eating the body of Chrlst and drinking his blood I could go home.

15 My career at the company wasn’t progressing as I had planned, but I still hoped I
could fit in. After all, each company has its own culture, and there’s always a period of
adjustment when starting a new job. Then one day I had an interesting phone call: it
was a headhunter who recruited for the top firms in my field. He said he had heard I
was doing a bang-up® job here, and he wanted to talk to me about moving to a higher-
paying position at a different company right across the street. When I looked out the
window I could see this other company through two sets of gray-tinted windows, and
they seemed to be doing pretty much the same work over there as we were doing over
here. But I didn’t want to mislead the headhunter or get myself into some kind of
trouble, so I told him he must be mistaken—1I was barely treading water in this job.

16 “That's not what I hear,” he said. “I hear you're shaking things up in your
department. Your proposals are excellent, your reports are killer, you're setting goals
and looking forward. You're exactly what we’'re looking for. ”

17 Despite my protests, the headhunter assured me he had this all on the most reliable
sources. After a few days of consideration I took the offer, to start in immediately. My
boss had instituted a fitness program whereby we were required to clean off our desks,
lie on top of them, and do sixty-five sit-ups first thing every morning. My abdominal
muscles ached, and the headhunter swore to me that the new job offered only the
regular, optional, type of health plan.

18 1 was sure this new position could only be an improvement, and I snuck out of the
building at lunchtime to rush across the street, a hat shadowing my face. I wasn’t sure
what, exactly, the official resignation process entailed, but I knew it could take several

weeks, and I wanted to start at the new company as quickly as possible. Rumor had it

that at one point before leaving you were required to receive Lz jtes’ from the priest;
at another point your supervisor was expected to tear his shirt above the left breast and
wail,

19 The headhunter had promised me that at the new company, I would be able to use
my professional skills to their best advantage. My first assignment, however, was to

groom the horses in the company stable. As a rule I liked animals, but I suspected these
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horses had been mistreated in the past. They kicked and sometimes bit, and it was not
the fun I had imagined it to be. And in the long run I was never sure if I had made the

right decision, to leave the last job for this.

Notes

1. Sara Gran: American author who wrote the novels Dope, Come Closer , and
Saturn’s Return to New York. Her work has been published in nine languages and
fourteen countries. Her essays have appeared in The New York Times and New Orleans
Times Picayune.

2. Celtic style: art style associated with people known as Celts, those who spoke
the Celtic languages in Europe from pre-history through to the modern period.
Typically, Celtic art is ornamental, avoiding straight lines and only occasionally using
symmetry, and it often involves complex symbolism. Celtic art has used a variety of
styles and has shown influences from other cultures.

3. Mary Magdalene: described as a devoted disciple of Jesus in the New Testament.
She is considered by the Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox (% 1IE #{), and Anglican
churches(ZEE X /A4) to be a saint, with a feast day of July 22nd.

4. papal infallibility. beliefl of the Roman Catholic Church that God protects the
pope from error when he speaks about faith or morality.

5. communion( 3% %) : also called Holy Communion or The Lord’s Supper, is a
Christian ceremony in which people eat a small piece of bread and drink a small amount
of wine as signs of Jesus Christ’s body and blood. It is considered by many to be, by
consecrating bread and wine, a commemoration of the LLast Supper, the final meal that
Jesus Christ shared with his disciples before his arrest, and eventual crucifixion, when

9y

he gave them bread saying, “This is my body,” and wine saying, “This is my blood. ”

6. Last Rites(IfiZX % %) : the ceremony performed in some religions, especially the
Catholic religion, for people who are dying. The normal order of administration is; first
is Penance, then Anointing, and then Viaticum, a word whose original meaning in

Latin was “provision for the journey”.

Reading Comprehension

=

. Read the following statements and decide whether they are true or false
according to the text:

1.  The author made some mistakes on her first day with the new job because she
didn’t have any office-work experience.
2. There was no lunch hour in that company.

3. The boss sent back her first report and asked her to check the content.
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