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When asked to reflect upon my experience as a learner I have to admit that I don’t really remember much of what was taught in the classroom during my elementary and secondary years. The greatest lessons that I learned during that time were not academic, but how to value friendship, how to survive the cruelty of fellow teen-agers and somehow, with all the stress of being a teen, maintain some self-esteem and earn a diploma. No one ever talked to me about going to College when I was young, but I would always tell people that I wanted to go. It’s funny that the most important things I’ve learned in College are still the same things that I learned as a child, only now do I realize how important teachers are to the success of the student.


My images of grade school were not ones of excitement. In fact, I remember knowing that I never wanted to be in trouble and was worried that if I looked the wrong way I would be brought to the front of the class and beaten by my teacher or worse sent to the Principal’s office. Everyone knew what happened if you were sent to his office; you would be beaten with a large paddle with holes cut out of it, so that there would be intense suction to your backside on impact. They would leave the doors open to the hallway and you could hear the whack of the paddle and kids screaming all the way down the hall. I distinctly remember my third grade teacher, Mrs. Lutz, using a boy named David Omstead as an example everyday. She would find some reason to call him up to the front of the class and whack him with her paddle. When I think about it now I wonder what sort of perverted person she had to have been to accost an eight year old child like that on a daily basis. He just happened to be one of those funny kids who always had a comment that made the rest of the class giggle, and she made sure that we knew that that sort of behavior would not go unpunished. 

Although there were horrible memories of grade school there were also some experiences that had an impact on my life. Memories that I think about almost everyday, and although it was not learning in the traditional way I believe it is one of those lessons of the schoolyard and worth sharing. I was in second grade, and at the time, I often played with a group of boys my age. On one particular day, there was a group of girls harassing the boys and chasing us all over the schoolyard. Finally we went to the secretary on recess duty and asked her to please make the girls leave us alone. She proceeded to round up the girls and with all of us present, she told the girls that they were not allowed to go anywhere near the boys. As the boys turned to run back out onto the field, I followed them and the secretary yelled my name. She didn’t just yell, she screamed at the top of her lungs so that they whole playground heard her (I always felt like she disliked me anyway). She screamed about how she had just told me not to go anywhere near the boys and here I was disobeying her direct orders, blah, blah, blah, when out of the blue, Jay Fuzzi turned around and said, “Oh, that’s just Leslie, she’s okay.” I will never forget how him saying that made me feel. I even gave my son ‘Jay’ as a middle name, because the experience meant so much to me. I learned that day that being accepted is one of the most important things to children and I try to pass it on to my students and the people around me everyday.

My parents got divorced at the beginning of my fourth grade year and we moved a lot, three times that first year. I remember kids being mean to the new kid, me, and I don’t remember any nice teachers until sixth grade. I had an amazing sixth grade year. Exactly why it was amazing?  All I can say, is that it was another year that I had a certain group of friends that remembered my birthday and we were just there for each other. I went to Willakenzie Grade School and was in Mr. Mandleblatt’s class. He was a funny guy with a furry face who let us do some amazing projects. That year we laid paths up the side of Spencer’s Butte, we built a bridge at the back of the property to better access our little bit of nature, we wrote and performed our own version of The Wizard of Oz and pre-sold sub sandwhiches for the show. We also wrote and video taped our own version of The Three Little Pigs, where the Big, Bad Wolf being the tax collector. We joined the other sixth grade class (Mrs. Huling’s class) and went to Camp Taramar in Coos Bay for a week. While we were there we stayed in dorms with camp counselors who were high school kids, while the adults stayed in their own cabins on the other side of the camp. We got to go crabbing, dissect squid, enjoy nature walks and visit Japanese gardens. Besides all the cool activities we were able to enjoy that year, we also had Mr. Herb, one of the greatest PE teachers around. He had a way of making physical education so much fun you didn’t even realize you were working up a sweat, and he made the best obstacle courses I’ve ever had the opportunity to enjoy. It was one of the most amazing years of my entire educational experience. Why? Most likely because we were given freedom to be kids, have fun and also be trusted to come up with our own ideas with support of all the adults around us. I’ll never forget it.

After that amazing year, things seemed to go downhill for me. My mom moved at the end of the year every year since my parents had gotten divorced and we ended up moving to Springfield. Not only did I lose all the friends that I had made at Willakenzie, I hated my new school, Hamlin Jr. High. My first week was spent being kicked in the butt, (with white pants on), by eighth grade Mexican girls, who were much bigger than I was. I was so scared that I would hide in a classroom where I didn’t even know the teacher’s name and went home almost everyday for a couple of weeks. After that blew over, there was a boy who couldn’t help but make remarks about my breasts, so I refused to take my jacket off. Some of the staff were so worried about me not taking off my coat that they actually called home. The saddest part is that I don’t think anyone really knew why I refused to take off my coat. 
Things got progressively worse and I decided that if I could go to Monroe, where all my grade school friends had gone, that things would be better, they weren’t. The kids that had made my life so much fun in sixth grade acted as if they didn’t know me and even made fun of me. I couldn’t believe that they wouldn’t even say, “Hi” to me. It was so bad that I didn’t even last two nine week periods and I was back to Hamlin. The only good news was that 4J offered different curriculum to their eighth graders and I was able to take typing at Hamlin, when it was only offered to ninth graders. And because I had been in a talent show at the end of seventh grade the drama teacher let me join her drama class which was also only being offered to ninth graders. The fact that a teacher had taken notice of my talent and requested my presence in Drama, gave me something to look forward to everyday. 

On to High School, where the major drama and heartache was about to begin. That year our class was unlucky enough to be the first freshman in the High School and the district had not thought far enough ahead to foresee the problems that shared athletic teams would have on the incoming freshman. We were forced to try-out for cheer-leading, gymnastics, volleyball, football, and basketball and with the incoming sophomores. It was a disaster waiting to happen. The only thing we had for our own was student council. I ran for class president and had just been made an alternate on the cheerleading team. When I got onto the stage to give my speech people started yelling “Narc.” I had no idea what was going on. Later I found out that some boys had been kicked off of the football team for going to a party and the cheerleaders who told on them, spread a rumor that I had been the one who had ‘narced’ on the boys. Then to top off a lovely beginning, one of our cheerleaders was in a terrible car accident and was paralyzed from the waist down and being the alternate meant that I could be part of the team now. All I heard around school was how I was happy that Laura had been paralyzed, because now I could be on the team. I was so devastated that I declined the position. I think back now and wonder where were the counselors and why didn’t any adults care about what was happening. No one talked to me and they had to have heard what was being said. The fact that the Cheerleading coach didn’t make an alternate part of the team from the beginning and just waited for someone to get kicked off of the team was a recipe for strife among students.


The only thing that kept me from quitting school was drama. Mr. Milisich was my drama teacher and he was one of the coolest people I knew. He made going to school worth it. Drama wasn’t easy and it was at the end of the day, so I had to make it through the whole day just to get to my favorite class. I was missing a lot of school at the time, because it was so hard for me to get up in the morning and I had cramps so bad every month that I was on percodan. I was never unexcused, because my mother would call me in, but I would always wish that I’d gone to school by ten o’clock, so I often missed my morning classes, but would never miss Drama. I was told halfway through my sophomore year that I wouldn’t be able to be in the after school plays or Drama class if I didn’t start attending school the entire day. This was pretty good motivation and I tried my best. It’s amazing how extra-curricular activity can be such a useful tool when a student doesn’t want to go to school for educational purposes. 


I continued on enduring the back-stabbing, two-faced, cruel antics of the “in” crowd through another year and at the beginning of my Junior year I took a severe blow to my self-esteem. I had tried out for cheerleading for the third year in a row, and for the third year in a row, I was made alternate again! I’ll tell you, when that phone call came from the cheerleading coach I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I was devastated! I truly believe that the reason that they wouldn’t put me on was because of my attendance, when in all reality it would have given me something to get to school for. Alternates were never part of the team unless someone got kicked off before basketball season began. So, if any one of your friends made the team, they were instantly not your friend, because they thought that you would do anything to be on the team. That meant that while your friends were at all the parties every weekend you were never invited. When this happened to me I couldn’t believe it, not again. I will never forget what Mr. Milisich told me when he found me crying in a corner of the stage during drama class and he learned what had happened. He told me that I had something that those other girls would never have. He said that once High School was over those girls wouldn’t have anyone to perform for and that I would be still be me. He will probably never know how much that meant to me, but I use it at least three times a year when a similar situation happens to one of my students. Kids are cruel and sometimes I wonder how any of us made it through Jr. High/High School with an ounce of self-esteem left in our back pocket. 


I ended up missing so much of the second semester my junior year that I quit school before anyone could give me a bad grade. I had never had anyone that cared what my grades were, everyone just thought that I was so together because I got good grades that they didn’t really know what was going on in my life. I couldn’t let myself get a “B”, so I quit. In order to graduate the next year I had to go to school zero through seventh period. And because I had always been on the college track, I had completed upper level classes and they switched me to the career track and my schedule consisted of main office zero period, English and electives my whole senior year. I was still missing a lot of school and they didn’t want to give me my diploma because I had only attended forty percent of the year, but I had a 3.15 GPA. The principal said that Springfield High School was not a correspondence school, but I pleaded my case, good grades and valid written excuses from my mother, and they gave me my diploma. 


Seventeen years later I decided to go back to school. I had always wanted to go to college, but no one in my life or at school, had ever talked to me about the possibility until I met a practicum student at work who told me about how his own mother had gone to school with three kids in tow, and now was a successful teacher who owned her own home. He told me that if she could do it then I could too. That summer I began my journey toward a teaching degree. It hasn’t been easy and along the way I feel like I’ve missed out on a lot of quality time with my kids, but I’m also aware that I’m setting a good example for them and I know that eventually it will all be worth it. The relationships that I developed with teachers and students at LCC are ones that I will carry with me for the rest of my life. My UO experience was not as rewarding. Sure I met some great teachers and I took some life-changing courses, like Women’s Self-Defense, but I really felt like I wasn’t part of the whole college experience while I was there.


My entire college life has been spent taking what fit into the schedule. I have been working at Cal Young Middle School the entire time and refused to compromise my position at work while I tried to gain a degree. I was lucky enough to take a class called effective learning my first term back to school and it taught me how the brain stores information and how best to study for myself. I learned that I love the Renaissance period, and my first exposure to Art History wound me around its little finger. I also found that I learned History better when I was able to learn about the artwork of that period (visual imagery). After this revelation, every History class I took I tried to pick an artist of the era to do my projects about and it helped me survive the often times boring lecture materials I was expected to learn. Learning this about myself will help me related history to my students through more than just reading and filling out worksheets.

Besides realizing how I learn best, it was the connections with the teachers that made me feel successful. Their way of teaching made learning fun. Bill Woolum was my writing teacher and he had a way of making the assignments interesting and about our own opinions. He brought our class together as a whole and from the beginning, we were able to share our works in front of the entire class without feeling judged. He always said, “The only thing you can do wrong is not do the assignment.” I have been using this line with my students for the last six years. 

As I write about my experiences in education it makes me realize that what was important to me in my early years was how teachers made me feel about myself. Interestingly enough in our Schools & Society class we took a survey, and one of the points that the entire class agreed was most important was building a child’s self-esteem.  In my college experience I was able to figure out how I learned best and mold my class projects into something that would help me remember and feel like I was successful, a skill that must come with age. 

There were many teachers in college that gave me bits of information that I will take with me wherever I go, but the one thing that made them all so wonderful was their enthusiasm for teaching. They were excited to be there and they made me feel glad to be part of their class. They let me know that it was okay to ask questions and if they couldn’t help they had suggestions of where to get the help I needed. This paper has made me realize why my students like me so much, because I see the things I value most about my teachers in myself.
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