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and an understanding of how knowledge can allow them to achieve 22
their dreams. I also want them to leave the classroom with good Ch apt ar
memories because, since teachers are life-touchers, we Wapt to be

a part of students’ childhood memories. Other teachers might not

b ad
admit this, but I will: Even if I might never hear it fromI thex; lips, i Ve we Sha” ”a e to
want my former students to recall thefr time in my class. I wan . . -
them to remember something worthwhile, great or small, that hap- Beg’” wlth th e Ch ' dl‘ e"
pened there. I hope that my students will remember my class not
because it was perfect, but because of its unique flaws. Hopefully,

they also will remember that I was a teacher wh(? truly cared and Manry COWHEY
strived to reach them. This is my definition of a life-toucher.

ary Cowhey was a community or-
ganizer for 14 years. ft was g life
of commitment, hard work, and un-
ending struggle, Mary was used to these
things, and she valued them. But after many
years of fighting all the time, 7 days a week,

365 days a year, she falt she was losing her
humanity. She decided she needed to do
something more hopeful with her life, some-
thing less combative, and more constructive.
She became a teacher

Going back to finish college as an adult,
firstas asingle parent and then married with
children, was not easy, but Mary excelled.
She became an Ada Comstack Scholar

el a Master’s Degree

and multicultural edudation, Currertly a 15

rade teacher in the Northampton, Massach setts, public schools

ept up the pace with breakneck speed: Betides a full-time teg

Job, which she does with great talent and dedication, Mary facilitates
shops, gives guest lectures, and collaborates with her colleagues to help ¢
a learning environment that Is joyful, nurturing, and demanding. She als
written an innovative curriculurmon teaching philosophy to young childrer
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filmed teaching lessons challenging gender stereotyping for the documen-
tary “Oliver Button Is a Star,” and served as a consuitarit for the project,
among other activities. Mary is particularly proud of having been a delegate
to the United Nations World Conference Against Racism in 20071 .in South
Africa, where she visited and established contact with four schools. Her
young students maintain pen pal relationships with the students in those
schools.

In 2002, after having been a teacher for just 6 years, Mary was pre-
sented with the Milken National Education Award, one of only 100 teachers
nationwide so honored. At the awards ceremony at the Massachusetts State
House, she explained what she hopes her students learn in her classroom:
“ think it is essential for all students to connect with what they're reading,
write persuasively, question authority, think critically about history and cur-
rent events, and consider issues from multiple perspectives. | want my stu-
dents to speak well, to listen to and hear other voices: | want them 1o take
risks to learn and be problem solvers.” In her essay, she describes why she
is guided by the words of Gandhi, also the title of her essay.

Sometimes T hear teachers say, “I just love children!” More
power to them. Honestly, I do not love all children. (Doesn’t that
sound awful for a teacher to say?) Surely, I do not love all people.
Perhaps because I have witnessed and survived much violence, I
guard my vulnerability a bit. [ am not mean, but I believe in being
honest, being clear about one’s biases. I can say honestly that T.am
intrigued by all people. Many people are interesting, friendly, and
helpful, and they share common interests andother things that help
us connect and grow to like one another. Some people are less ap-
pealing, because they are depressed or self-centered, cranky or
angry. While I may not like them, T am intrigued by them, won-
dering what would make them happy. ‘What-else might they care
about? Are they in pain now? Did someone hurt them before? If
this person is unstable or sometimes violent; how can I develop a
relationship while keeping myself safe?

Needless to say, 1 am not automatically in love with my students
when they walk in the door on the first day of school. My goalis to
love them and nurture them all, so I give myself a head start. L visit
all of them at home before the first day of school. I spend some time
just visiting, listening, getting to know the parents and guardians
who love them, the siblings, grandparents, and others who live with
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Ot near them. Often the children sho
like a pet or a fort, a special picture, t v;.or book: Sametimes they
}hould know. Ond little girl

ink I'm ready for 1st grade ~

himed, this morning. He Sai(:l
ed the way and then hoppeé
porite,” he said, and showeg
ind thick black hair like hig

tell me something they really think I
told me, “I can read one word, ‘the” It

Ivisited one of my new stude
) : udents, Al
Would you like to see my room?” He'§

up on the very tall bed. “This is my fa
me a baby boy doll, with' brown skin
“What’s his name?” I asked.

“I call him Baby Daniel, because T

my name,” he answered:

:il’uzzled, I asked, “How is Daniel like Ahmed?”
I have-another name, a middle nafié.” he explained.

ily calls me Samuel.”

We went into the kitchen to visit wi

and aunt. Sure enough, I heard each o

therm call or refer

v me something i

191

portant;

aniel sounds like the eng of

‘My fam-

th his mother; granidmother

toh'nnas

Samuel. T asked his mother why everyome at school calls hirh Ahmed

when they call him Samuel at homie. Sh

two names.”
Lasked him, “What name would y

2 years, politely allowing himself to be
unable or unwilling to challenge kind
who called him the name that came oj

about him, he was able to use his pred
this very important lesson.

By the first day of school, I know W
whom, and how they get to and fron
they call themselves. Most important,
on that first day of school, a new stu
theface; or throws a chair or refuses

the parents or guardians who love 'h

her safe. I probably do not love that ¢

hur}ing or scaring other children and flisrupting my teac
un:al .I grow to love that child, I borropv the family’s love
I dip into the well that I have visited, yvithout hesitatiorn.

teachers and admi
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I know. who loved
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hild yet, especially

here my students |
school: T-know th
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le names
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sad cases where there is no one loving a certain child; I'must find
a way to start loving that child more quickly.

1 teach because teaching is‘a job where you get paid to learn
with other people. How cool is that? There are so.many things I
would love to learn more about, from astronomy to:history, phys-
i¢s to geometry, statistics to botany, agriculture to ornithology,
anthropology to geography. I could read books every day until I die
and still not be done learning. I could read many more books at
home than I can going to school every day, but it would be less
exciting. There would be no one to share with, no opportunity to
engage experts, no one with whom I could-experiment and observe.
If I read a book alore, without sharing or using the idea; I'will for-
get it quickly. When I learn somethinig with my students’and in
communication with their famiilies, 1 know we will revisit the topic
many times over the coming months and years as news articles,
magazine photos, poems, songs, treasures, books, visitors, names
of experts, and field trip opportunities keep flowing in.

When you are passionate about learning yourself, it is conta-
gious. The learners around you do not necessarily become passion-
ate about all that you are passionate about, but they learn to value
learning with a passion. My third vear of teaching I decided that it
didn’t make sense to start talkirig about civil rights history with Rosa
Parks and the Montgomery bus boycott. That story really begs the
question, “Wait-a minute: Why-did they have segregation? Who
made up this idea that Whites were better than Blacks and why did
anyone believe it?” So we started to investigate the history of rac-
ism in this country. We went all the way back to Columbus and
learmed how he brought hundreds:of Tainos to.Europe as slaves,
and how the Spanish plantation owners in the Caribbearn began
importing African slaves after their Taino slaves essentially were
worked to death. We had read about the Middle Passage and looked
at a painting by Rod Brown in From Slave Ship to Freedom Road by
Julius Lester.! Tt showed rows of heads stacked above rows of shack-
led feet above rows of heads, slaves stacked in the hold of a: ship.

I had one student, Jimmy, who was very taken with this story
of early slavery. Jimmy had a learning disability that made reading
and writing very difficult for him, but he was a bright' boy with a
curious mind. He developed an effective strategy to help him learn.
He would approach strong readers-and ask them if they wanted to
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help him with his research. He would pofnt out certain pictd
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Ires and

ask them to read the captions. Jimmy Ii.)ved science and had vol-

unteered for the job of keeping our beld

him excitedly talking to astudent who re
Next I saw him very purposely scoop al

was doing, I heard him say, “They did the
himself up and squeezed his body ontg
b‘elieve it?” he continued, “They did th|
Junmy grasped, and was outraged by, t
slavery to work, it had to dehumanize
people like objects. Jimmy understood t
ery required racism in order to function
On-the first day of school the next ye
excitedly. “Ms. Cowhey, I went to Puer
and look at what I got!” He opened.up
tissue paper to show me an old-looking si

Fently had joined o

e like they was |
his essenitial idea, |

i carefully folded g
ver coin: “I.got this

Spanish ships used to come in and sell
solemnly. “I think this coin might've bee
was a boy fiercely captivated by history,
dreds of years old that were as real an
happened to him.

Of:course, we move on to magnetis
life cycles of plants or whatever, but we
and keep learning. A parent of a student I
to rearranige her work schedule to come o
field trips I make to a nearby marsh ea
birds. My students call her “Mary; Our Bir
notes whenever they have questions or obs
like her and some of them want to be sci
thologists in specific when they grow up;
about birds and that part of our class. You j
of a learning community. I hope as my st
be lifelong learners and surround themsels
asking and learning, inspiring others to dd
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slaves.” He looked
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ur class,
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the bookshelf. “dan you
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for the pain, which had become unbearable. She had always been
the better correspondent. She apologized that she could not write
me letters anymore, because the morphine clouded her mind too
much. I said that I would write to her more often and she said no,
that she couldn’t read for any length of time anymore either. She
said she was so bored, lying on the couch, just staring at the walls
all day. 1 had read her a couple of poems that I had in my pocket
and asked her if she would like me tosend her a short poem on a
postcard each day I wasn't there. She said she’d like that. While
driving to and from New York each weekend, I would compose
poems. I also started walking more often, as a way to fend off de-
pression and sort out my- feelings.

I composed poems as I walked. I kept my promise, writing poems
every day and mailing them faithfully, even after Joanne was un-
able to speak, even after she seemed comatose. Her sister, who was
her primary caregiver, told me how much she liked the poems. 1
couldn’t help asking, “How can you tell?” She said, “Oh, I can see
it in her eyes. And you know that one you wrote about spring snow,
the two different ways? I liked the first way better.” I kept writing
the poems and driving down to visit every weeKkend.

At first, I didn’t tell my students that my friend was dying, but
I started to bring in the little poems. I wrote them on the easel and
would read them with the children. They were so interested in the
poermns, sitting on'the rug; closing their eyes as they listened, then
sharing the images they saw in their minds. Inevitably, one would
raise his hand and then rise, speaking with the urgency of a child
needing to use the toilet, saying, “Can I go write a poem now?"

When the call finally came that Joanne had died, her sister said
that she had just read her one of my poems that had come in the
mail and looked up to show her an enclosed drawing from my
daughter when she saw that Joanne was dead. I gathered the chil-
dren together on the rug around the easel, on which I had written
a short poem by Langston Hughes.

Poer

| toved my friend.
He went-away from me.
There's nothing more to say.
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This poem ends
soft as it began
Hoved my friend.

I told them about my friend, and thanked them for

tience with my cranky.weariness and

weeks. The poem gave us a way to tal{ about friends and

them Joanne had asked me to read 1
theirfavorites, at her funeral. The whq
to teach the children about reading ar
cope with and communicate abotit so

I'teach because teaching lets me
thing, starting with the things I though
of teachers who teach the same exad
year, I take advantage of the cyclical
rethink as Trevisit. Since I teach Ist an
my:students whenever I can; Ilike to H
class history from one year to the next
Ist grade, but now I am returning to
visit simple machines; states of matter
nies, explorers, and so forth; consideri
focus on-aspects of those units T wou
more about.

I'teach because I was-a kid onice; ani
and everyone who makes it to adult
my son was about 2 years old, my fat
demolition. I went there and found a
myself as a little girl, about 2 years ol
and asked if she wanted it. She said, *
it. This way, whenever you start to losd
canlook at it ‘and remember you werg
such a simple pearl of wisdom, but as 3
frustration, one can lose sight of why

teachers throughout elementary schoo
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and very difficult to wash my long hair. I worried that my clothing
smelled of mildew and was ashamed that my face would get flushed
in the heat of the classroom. I wondered whether my teachers no-
ticed and worried what they thought of me. What I remember about
elementary school was mostly being silent.

I remember that my teachers talked about the Mets winning the
World Series and about astronauts going to the moon, but we never
talked about why there was fighting in Vietnam and Northern Ire-
land, why there were riots in American cities, why Martin Luther
King was killed, what possible reason there could have been for
inventing napalm, why the National Guard shot the students at Kent
State, why Patty Hearst decided to join the Symbionese Liberation
Army. I wondered terribly about all these things by myself. Finally
in 7th grade I had a teacher, Rita Rappaport Rowan, who was will-
ing to talk about the world and who asked me to write about my
life, from mud pies to mildew to napalm. She read what I wrote,
and wrote back, asking me to write more and more. She was the
teacher I needed. She helped me find ways to make sense of the
world and encouraged me to question everything, not just so that
I could learn the 7th-grade English curriculum, but so that I could
learn and learn and learn. I know I am not Rita to all of iny stu-
dents, but I know that I am Rita to some of my students. That alone
is reason enough to teach.

My mother often tells a story about herself as a‘5%-year-old in .

1st grade. She was very skinny, painfuily shy, with crossed eyesand
thick glasses. Her 1st-grade class had 86 students. One day, early in
the school year, her teacher thought she heard my mother using
swear words. My mother did not know any swear words and never
spoke in class at all. The teacher told her to stand up, marched her
over to the coat closet, and shut her inside, saying, “That will teach
you to use swear words in my classt” With 85 otherstudents to think
about, the teacher forgot about my mother in the coat closet, and
she stayed in there, terrified, all day. Not surprisingly, my mother
did not learn to read in 1st grade. She thought she was stupid. Only
later, after eye surgery, when she was 9 years old, when her aunt
asked her mother if she could teach her to read, did my mother
succeed. Every Friday night, she went to Aunt Mixie’s house for a
sleepover. Bach week, they made a cake together. Aunt Mixie taught
my mother fractions by having her measure ingredients and cut gum
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drops %n small equal pieces to decorate those cakes. Then
a reading lf:sson, and ate some cake. My mother did lear
and loved it, and at 75 she still reads thore books in a we

read in 2 months.

One day 1 brought my mother to visit her friend, Bett
84. My mother‘ was telling Betty whatlit was like to visit
room. Mom said, “I just wanted to stay. I wished that cq

been my Ist-grade classroom. She as
thought about things and then listened

.can"t- imagine that. All I remember o
invisible. All'T'wanted was to be unn

As Betty told her story, I'thought of w

be her, abandoned and abused, raised [between an orpha
her alcoholic father’s place, not knowihg what a sofa or a

party was, a girl without a doll or a's
with teachers who never noticed she
teachers had noticed those little wanti

made them feel happy, smart, listened {o, appreciated, capl

loved. Now I pretend that my mother a
are in. my class.

In honor of Aunt Mixie too, we bal
on-maternity leave, one student in parti

ter home the summer before had cause
2nd-grade to preprimer level at the st
had earned his trust and developed a
and he was making good progress. Altl]
was warm, wonderful, understanding;
at-her because she was not me. He beg

her, by taking her coat off the hook where I used to hat

taking her lunch bag off my desk, and
rupted her lesson; shouting, “I don’t v
You are not like Ms, Cowhey!” She sig|
I'miss her too. Let’s all take a minute t(
She began writing a list of the character]
This boy looked over the list and cried;
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in my absence my baking exploits had multiplied and become so

memorable.

I teach because teaching lets me fully be the person I am: a
poet, a storyteller, an activist, a gardener, a bakgr, a na}turalx.st, an
amnateur astronomer, a scientist, a historian, a philosophical thu&er.
Not only can I pursue all these passiogs, but T can wor_k in the
company. of others who share their passions tl{rough .thelr t.each-
ing: dancing, singing, language, traveling, music, raising animals,

i igeons.
rac1i1§£ Fgebruary, I got the flu and was out sick for a week. I wz;ls
still sick on Valentine’s Day, but I got up early and typec.l a poem I'd
just written, “Blue Jay Valentine,” on the computer, printing it out
on a little card for each student.

BLuE JAY VALENTINE

Because you remind me
1o slow down and just breathe
| am stopped short

by the fluttering blue

in the bare branches

of a small tree

between snowy ground

and looming hernlocks.

Then falling like blue meteors
more jays streak down

from the hemlocks

to fill the fragite branches
like animated ornaments.
Above

the sky aches

to be as blue

as just one feather.

I went to school to deliver the cards, and wrote the poem on tl.le
easel for the children. I was moving slowly, and they came m.whﬂe
I was still there. The substitute teacher asked me to stay while we
read the poem together. As I watched and listeneq to my studer}ts
pointing out their favorite phrases, describing the images they pic-
tured, just loving up this poem they’d been given like it was better
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than chocolate, I felt much better. Thi

thought. This is why 1 come into schogl on my sick day t

students how much I love them. This i

I'teach because it is a positive way
starting in ‘my community, but reachit
Iteach the children how and why to co
we practice it daily. On every nature
and shopping bags to collect trash. W
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clothing in two small gym bags.
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ons, carts, and old baby strollers in cold
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even if that means delivering pies on a
Thanksgiving dinner and volunteering t4
in the hall. I remember Jack, carrying
snow, saying, “You know what the Dalai

to be compassionate; You must act,’” afd skinny little Sad
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this place up so fast because we are pow
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to protest, to-be truthful and reliable; t
no matter how much is wrong and br
hope in these children.

I teach for all these reasons: so that|
in-the world, so that I can live and wor
that I am, because I can think critically
that I 'can be there for a child who need
care.
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because 1 would be selfish not to share what I have had the privi-
lege to learn from elders, from books, from teachers, frfnn nature,
from experience. I teach because 1 am part of a community, a coun-
try, and a world that could be better. I teach because I agree with
Gandhi, “If we are to reach real peace in this world, we shall have

to begin with the children.”

Conclusion

T eachers teach for many and. varied

you have read in this book, in spitd
vations to teach, hold important lessons
chapter; I explore what it means to be a
teacher of 4ll students, and especially sty
grounds who attend schools in poor com
dents who are most in jeopardy in our nl
new teachers, but also veteran teachers,
families, policymakers, and the general g
reflections of these teachers.
I have chosen to focus in the final ch
that bring teachers to the work they do.
essence of why peoplé teach, and what i

themselves defined through their essays

First, however, T offer a word of cau
the maiin problems in education is our te
bandwagon of the latest quick fix. Often
attractively packaged are spoon-fed to tg
tors—through articles, programs, kits, c}
courses; or inservice workshops—as if tH
we'd all been waiting for.. Some of these

and with:heart, I describe some of the anlities that the tea

they often do. But quick fixes never wotk. All of us in edug

should know by now that it is only thro
the ethical use of power, collaborative a
ships, and hard work that any idea reall

Hence, any attempt to capture some
intangible as teaching, is fraught with d
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