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Thank you.   This is very different from being on the Warner stage in front of 1700 people – its scarier!!!!   

How lucky am I!!  For the last 30 years- to go to work each day loving what I do and the people with whom I work and getting paid for it too!  How many people can say that of their lives?

 

Mr. Cavagnero,thank you for being here this morning.  Thank you Dr. O’Brien, Dr. Campbell, Dr. Lambour and Mrs. Babbock.  I also just have to say how very thrilled I am to be sharing the stage today with our two new leaders – Dr. O’Brien and Dr. Campbell.  We all look to you with such hope and promise for high expectations and involvement - tempered with gentleness, humor, caring and a touch of class.   So I am honored to be here with you for your first convocation.

 

Before I say anything more, I would like to embarrass a few people in the room. So will all my colleagues, at Southwest School, both current and recently retired, who are in the room, please stand for a moment!

 

These are my wonderful colleagues.  We are small in number but mighty.  No person is an island – and this is my team.  And when, as a teacher, you are out there feeling as if you are stranded on that island at times – these are the people who will send out the rescue boats – these are the people who will even swim out to be with you – these are my dear friends from Southwest School.  

 

Among these colleagues, and others who are not here right now from my school, are those who have lost a child to SIDS, one who lost a parent to an auto accident, one who underwent breast cancer treatment while her mother’s life was being removed from a machine.  Some of these people with whom I work have had to live through the horror of a child’s loss of a limb; more than one has hung on when a spouse or fiancée was diagnosed with cancer; one is raising children while dealing with the Alzheimer’s of a parent; others have had miscarriages, bouts with childhood cancer and others are raising children on their own.  All this they have done, as many others have, I’m sure, in this room, while they have been educating and caring for the needs of children in our community.  I have done none of these things and yet I am the one standing here – it is very humbling.  So I honor you today.

 

When I was thinking of what to talk about, I thought – well – what has been memorable for me from this stage on the first day of school?  Well, there was Sue Pelchat, who when TOY, gave one of the best stand-up comedy routines that I’ve ever heard.  Then there was Mary McVery, who represented the arts, which are so near and dear to my heart, by singing her sentiments to you.  Talk about being upstaged on that one! 

 

So – I will tell you that my thoughts kept coming back to one thing – making lists.  Now those of you who know me well, know that I make them as readily as I breathe.  LISTS - Our lives are full of them:  grocery lists, shopping lists, Christmas lists, a list of children in your class, a list of books to read, top- ten lists, waiting lists, and then you never want to get on somebody’s proverbial ______ list- that, you want to avoid at all costs.  There are lists of words to read and spelling lists.  There are donor lists and lists of the wounded and the dead each day on the news.

 

So I was thinking that teachers should each have their own special list. And the title of this list should be:  Because I knew you, I have been changed for good.   If you were at John Pelchat’s retirement party, you have heard this phrase from me before  - Because I knew you, I have been changed for good.  This will be a very interesting list because it will consist of people who have changed you for “good” – meaning once and for all.  And there are people on this list who have changed you for “the good” which means irrevocably for the better.   

 

If you made such a list for yourselves, who would be on it?  Who, in your own life, because you knew them, changed you for good?  Who has made you who you are?  Who has helped you learn lessons – good or bad - on your journey?  Now on your list as well as my own, there will not only be family and friends, colleagues and students who love you, support you and admire you - but also on this list will be those who have hurt you, challenged you, prodded you, tried you, exasperated you, left you, and yes, those for whom you have not done your best, whom you have hurt or left or challenged or tried.  

 

For all of us here today, I have a question: on how many children’s lists would YOUR name be?  How many children can count you as someone who has changed his or her life for the good - by a simple experience you gave them, by an extra minute that you spent listening to their little trivia of the day. Though we always try for excellence of instruction, children will not remember who taught them their multiplication facts or long division.  They will not remember that you taught them to read words or gave them the skills to write stories.  They will however, remember the elements of a fairy tale because after reading Cinderella you took them to see the musical version at a theatre.  They will remember that you taught them etiquette by having a formal dinner for 9-year-olds and teaching them the waltz.   They will remember that you trudged through a pond and brought in pollywogs and tadpoles in clear dishes for them to see rather than merely in the pages of a book.  They will remember that you brought your dog to school for them to read to.  They will remember that you shared some of who you are:  an actress, a singer, a poet, a llama owner, a gardener, a writer, a golfer, a sewer, a boater, a cook, a dog owner.  They will remember that you didn’t just share your instructional good but that you shared yourselves with them to change their lives for good.  

 

So my message to you is:  bring to the children you teach your special talents/interests; your personal and community connections; the people and things that have enriched YOU. Bring your music, poetry, art, your gardens, and natural wonders, even your pet. Bring your photos, literature, friends, and colors.  Make your classrooms places of peace, beauty, wonder and order, where you enjoy teaching and children enjoy learning. Having first committed to excellence in discipline, instruction and high expectations of performance- this will be the place where you nurture these markers of good teaching/learning. Create the desire for the journey, not just the destination.  In this way, while retaining our personal identities and lives, we will be able to reach our students like never before. They will turn in their homework to a person who is firm, fair, and fun.   It may be a Monet print, a rock collection, a piece of sculpture or a gurgling table fountain that motivates them to comprehend what they read, to read more fluently for you and ultimately for themselves; or it may be that they will learn to calculate and average because of your favorite sport. They will observe things about their own goals and futures when they see your family and travel photos. Your medium is not your message – YOU are your message.   If YOU value and enjoy it they will learn - and despite stress, political pressures and societal declines, your 35 years will fly by and you WILL make a difference.  You WILL be changed for good and you will change young lives for good.

 

I hope I would be on a few children’s lists in these last 30 years, both in school and at the Warner Theatre, but I will never really know.  I wasn’t meant to.  But there is one thing I do know.  I know who is on my list – some of them are here today – John & Kristi, Mary Ann& Ed, John Pelchat and, of course, my colleagues.  There are many more who are not here and those who are especially missed are my mom and dad, who look on this today, from a different place.  And of course, I must add to this list, Southwest’s literacy dog, my Tibi who has left me more “for good” than anyone I can think of – she is my best life’s teacher.  

 

In closing, I would ask the indulgence of those who have heard this recently from me, at Mr. Pelchat’s retirement party in June, but I feel it is worth repeating and acknowledging as my inspiration. This is a song lyric entitled “For Good” and it is from the Broadway show WICKED.  It is a beautiful duet for the two witches from the Wizard of Oz – the good witch, young Glinda, and the young Wicked Witch, Elphaba, as they realize why they were brought into each other’s lives.  Hopefully its poetry will inspire you, as it has me, to make your list of those who have changed you for good and place it where you can see it every day.  Hopefully it will inspire you to get on as many lists of children as you can.  

 

 For Good – by Stephen Schwartz

 

I’ve heard it said

That people come into our lives

For a reason

Bringing something we must learn

And we are led

To those who help us most to grow

If we let them

And we help the in return

Well, I don’t if I believe that’s true

But I know who I am today

Because I knew you.

 

Like a comet pulled from orbit

As it passes a sun

Like a stream that meets a boulder

Halfway through the wood

Who can say how I’ve been changed for the better?

But because I knew you

I have been changed for good.

 

It may well be

That we will seldom meet again

In this lifetime

So let me say before we part

So much of me 

Is made of what I learned from you

You’ll be with me

Like a handprint on my heart

And now whatever way our stories end

I know you have re-written mine

By being my friend

Like a ship blown from its mooring

By the wind of the sea

Like a seed dropped by a skybird

In a distant wood

I do believe I have been changed

For the better

Because I knew you-

Because I knew YOU

I have been changed for good

 

 

Hopefully this poetry will remind you, of those people on your own journey who have changed you for good. Hopefully, it will remind us all that we always have the awesome responsibility of trying to be on the lists of others- of children – “because they knew US, they have been changed for good.” When you return to your classroom, this poem will be on your e-mail. Print it, tack it up and reflect on its message often.  For it is truly why we are all here. Thank you all here today, for changing me for good.
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