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FIRE. EARTH. WATER. AIR.
Elemental Memories of School Life

N

ever was I so confident and filled with certitude
as I was at the beginning of my trajectory as a
teacher. And while I had hoped that through the
successive years and decades, that trajectory would be a
lovely upward-pointing diagonal, marking my regular progress as a teacher and thinker, the contour I realize now is
much more ungainly: a series of irregular loops, not unlike
a first-grader’s cursive, that serve to underscore an infinite
set of improbable returns and beginnings again. Though the
bulk of my academic life was spent within the university, my
teaching career began at the secondary level and has once
again arced back to that world.
There is something elemental about this path, not only
in the sense of returning to fundamental things, but almost
Pythagorean in its organization according to those four
forces of the natural world: fire, earth, water and air and
the four schools whose worlds have become mine: Seirei
Gakuen in Hamamatsu, Japan; Deerfield Academy in Deerfield, Massachusetts; King’s Academy in Madaba, Jordan;
and The Ethel Walker School in Simsbury, Connecticut.

I sauntered into my first improbable post.
As one of the very few non-Japanese teachers, there was
the issue from the outset about where I would reside. But
the collective wisdom at the school decided that the obvious choice was the home filled with kindly retired men and
women, named “Eden no sono” or The Garden of Eden,
where the average age of Adam and Eve was about 75!
The wonderful head of the department, a passionate
teacher herself, assigned me to several junior and senior
classes of English in addition to my homeroom responsibilities. With respect to the latter, I recall being handed
a measuring tape and being told that we had to ensure in
homeroom that the hemlines of the uniforms worn by our
girls were at an appropriate length. How ironic, I thought,
that I who had been in school in the early 1970’s when we
had demanded the right to wear pants and very short skirts,
was now in the role of Grand Inquisitor. But in truth the
irony reverberated even further. It seems that the transgressive young women of the school flouted the school’s authority not by shortening their hemlines, as I had assumed, but
rather by lengthening them. The worst offenders had skirts
TRIAL BY FIRE:
nearly touching their shoes. So instead I found myself on
Seirei Gakuen
my hands and knees chastising teenage girls in Japanese
After graduating from college, I and telling them to take up their hems by 10 or 12 centimelooked for opportunities to go to ters, feeling certain that those “whom the gods would dress
Japan. My first assignment was down, they first would make teachers.”
as an English teacher and assisBut my greatest challenge was the class of advanced
tant homeroom teacher at a Japanese-medium school, students of English, a number of whom were regarded as
Seirei Gakuen. I went with fire in my
problematic and recalcitrant (including
belly, though utterly ill-prepared for
some hem malingerers!). One young
BY D R. M E E RA V I SWANATHAN
all that I was to encounter. Like many
man I recall was the prototypical “rebel
HEAD OF SCHOOL
without a cause” —cynical, loath to do
newly minted BAs, “flatulent with
T H E E T H E L WA L K E R S C H O O L
homework, looking bored and unimfumes of self-applause” in the words
pressed.
of the English poet Edward Young,
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Fortunately, I had brought a number of cassette tapes with me.
“Stairway to Heaven” turned out to be an unforeseen godsend,
many of whose lyrics were clearly enough enunciated for students to
listen to, transcribe, and take apart the grammar. Bless you, Jimmy
Page! Our Japanese James Dean too suddenly came alive, delighting
in the transgressive aspects of the musical group and revealing that
he too was a guitarist and singer, eager to do a cover of the song.
From then on, class became a place of engagement where the students spoke, listened to one another and debated. James Dean never
quite gave up his affect, always too cool to just be another student
in the class and always anxious to demonstrate his superior grasp of
English. In one of my early encounters with him in class in which
he had not done all his homework in a timely fashion, I chided him
whereupon he looked at me loftily and, under his breath, edgily muttered a Japanese adage. When I reminded him we only spoke English within the class, a little too casually, he drawled out the rather
Victorian translation, “Well, there’s no crying over spilt milk,” resulting in gales of laughter when I explained. Absurdity united us time
and again, teacher and students as we emerged from these trials by
fire, dissipating any coolness that we might have imagined we possessed and prodding us forward.

EARTH AND THE
FUNDAMENT:
Deerfield Academy
It is impossible to enter the village of Deerfield
in the Pioneer Valley for the first time without
one’s nostrils twitching at the hitherto unfamiliar fragrance of lactating corn on which
cows are fed, an odor of decomposition slightly sweeter than that
of raw manure, but equally pungent and arresting. When my spouse
assumed the role of headmaster, I decided that it would behoove me
to take a year’s leave of absence from my professorship in order to
get ‘the lay of the land.’ I taught English, spoke to alumni, served on
committees including the Co-educational Transition committee, and
became something of Mother Deerfield that first year.
One of the earliest concerns brought to me was by a freshman
girl, who complained at length about the allocation of bathrooms
in the building where English and History were taught. She noted
the unfairness that boys were given the spacious, multi-stalled bathrooms on both the first and second floors while girls were relegated
to the dark, rather dank, basement bathroom with only two stalls.
Promising her I would look into the situation, I took it to my fellow members on the Co-educational Transition committee. They
patiently explained to me that the reason for the unfairness was the
lack of money in their current budget for infrastructure changes
related to co-education: because of the presence of urinals in the first
and second-floor bathrooms, the girls were given the less than ideal
basement bathroom, which only had toilets and presumably would

not give visual offense to girls. Feeling a little frustrated, I remembered just then that a similar situation had taken place at Stanford
during my era as an undergraduate that was inventively resolved by a
group of resolute female undergraduates. Accordingly, I questioned
whether the budget could cover the costs of half a dozen pots of
ferns. They responded in the affirmative, we purchased them, the
girls were allocated the large bathroom on the main floor, which soon
became something of an
It was once again brought
oasis, thanks to the preshome to me that these
ence of much greenery that
students, whether abiding by
was regularly misted and
the rules or gainsaying them,
watered. And the young
are children, our children, and girl who raised the alarm
to be cherished and watched
became a recognized leader
over by all of us.
throughout her time at
Deerfield.
One of the things I was somewhat unprepared for was the way
in which discipline was handled at a boarding school. In our first
half-year at the school, we were informed by the Dean of Students
that a new ninth-grade boarding student from the West Coast had
been suspended for three days from school for smoking a cigarette.
In these cases, students were typically sent to the headmaster’s house
where two rooms over the kitchen with a bathroom attached were
reserved for the purpose. The student, looking both chastened and
a little truculent, came over in the afternoon and we showed him
to his room, imagining that all had been explained to him. Around
9 p.m., I heard a mouse-like scratching and looked to see the student
standing nervously in the hallway. When I asked what he needed,
he swallowed hard and then asked if suspensions meant he would
not be given any food. Horrified, we sprang into action and realized he had not understood that he was still to go to the dining hall
for meals. Since we had so little in the house at that moment, my
husband drove him to nearby Greenfield for dinner. When they
returned, he looked restored and content and happily climbed the
stairs to bed. When I asked what this young transgressor had chosen
to eat, the answer was a McDonald’s Happy Meal with the special
toy included. It was once again brought home to me that these students, whether abiding by the rules or gainsaying them, are children,
our children, and to be cherished and watched over by all of us.
One of the last classes I had the pleasure to teach at Deerfield
was a new senior elective course in the Philosophy/Religion department that I titled “The Meaning of Life.” Here I should confess that
timeliness has been one of my lifelong struggles and as the Dean of
Studies was hurrying to put the course book together to be ready for
distribution, I was remiss in getting my course outline to him in a
timely fashion. Hence, the description for the course ultimately read
“ ‘The Meaning of Life’—To be announced.” Needless to say,
we’re all still waiting.
At the end of the course, I asked the students where on that
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beautiful campus they would like to have us conduct our final class
recapping “The Meaning of Life,” imagining that they might say,
“The Rock,” a favorite climb up the nearby steep hill, or perhaps
the Millstone Garden or the banks of the Deerfield River. Instead
with the confidence that his view coincided with those of his classmates, one international student chimed in immediately, “The Greer
Store,” our snackbar for hamburgers and French fries, which for the
student body was the place of ultimate repose. And so we did.
It was at Deerfield that I learned about the landscapes of boarding
school life, both external and internal, landscapes of the mind, the
heart and the stomach.

WATER: King’s Academy
Wherever one goes in Jordan outside of
cities, one has the uncanny sense of being
present in biblical times—nomadic Bedouin
tent encampments still spring up seasonally with shepherds herding and separating
the sheep and goats. The essential element
as underscored in the sacred texts of the three monotheistic faiths
of the region, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, remains water in the
form of rivers, springs, wells and rain. The famed national flower, the
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black iris, only comes into bloom after the spring rains in March, an
ephemeral that pays tribute to that most precious of resources.
When His Majesty King Abdullah II of the Hashemite Kingdom
of Jordan, a proud graduate of Deerfield Academy, came to his alma
mater to give the commencement address in 2000, he announced
his plan to build a co-educational boarding school with financial
aid on the model of Deerfield. He would comment that he wanted
the students, including his son who became Crown Prince, to have
the opportunity to interact with students from varied backgrounds
including children from the rural hinterlands and those from refugee camps. Some years later, his dream became a reality and my
husband Eric Widmer became the founding headmaster of King’s
Academy. The challenge for me as the architect of the curriculum
was to construct an English-medium school that was not colonialist,
nor even international in orientation. It would be a national school
that faced outward towards the world whose founding principles
were respect, love of learning, responsibility, a global outlook; and
an integrated life.
As we planned the school with a wonderful cadre of teachers,
administrators, teaching fellows, many of whom were recent college graduates and junior fellows doing a gap year before college, we
realized that the children who had the necessary English proficiency
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to succeed at the school would probably not need financial aid and
those who needed aid would probably not have sufficient English
training to study various subjects in English. Hence, we planned a
summer bridging program for the middle school years for children
in the sixth through the eighth grades to introduce them to English,
computer skills, sports and
boarding campus life.
Never had it occurred to us
That first summer of
what that abundance of clean
2006, a year before the
water might mean to someone
school began, we had a
from a refugee camp where
cohort of about fifty chilevery cup of water is carefully
dren, all selected by their
allotted and used.
school districts in disadvantaged areas as intellectually
talented, motivated and
emotionally ready, who had passed an additional battery of tests as
well as a rigorous interview process at the school. They ranged in
age from about eleven to fourteen; almost none of them had spent
a night away from their families and few had ever interacted with
non-Arabs.
In the very first day or so, we experienced a crisis. Suddenly that
night we could not find one of our girls, one of the very youngest and
smallest, who hailed from a refugee camp. On a campus that was
largely finished but as yet uninhabited and spread over 153 acres,
we willed ourselves not to panic. Suddenly one of the leaders of the
Summer Enrichment Program heard a noise in the dorm and followed the sound of water to the bathroom shower area. There she
discovered our runaway, who had used the shower curtain to cover
the drain and had created a mini-pool for herself about five inches
deep in which she was splashing delightedly. Never had it occurred
to us what that abundance of clean water might mean to someone
from a refugee camp where every cup of water is carefully allotted
and used.
Later that week, we took all of the children, boys and girls separately, to see our new Olympic-style swimming pool, a feature
insisted on by the king who hoped that as many children as possible would learn to use it. As my husband stood with the boys, fully
clothed in jeans, T-shirts and sneakers, admiring the pool, he asked
if any of them knew yet how to swim. As if it were some kind of synchronized signal, they all, to our collective amazement and later horror, leapt in just as they were. And in equally synchronized fashion,
they all proceeded to sink to the bottom. As it dawned on the adults
standing around the pool that a catastrophe was about to happen,
everyone sprang into the water and began fishing out the children.
Fortunately, the crisis was averted and all emerged, sopping and a
little stunned, but hale and hearty. My husband asked them why they
acted as if they could swim, they protested mightily saying, “That’s
the way we always swam in the Dead Sea and we never sank.”
The mysteries of water in the desert so saline that it was veritably
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impossible to do anything other than bob like a cork.
As a product of Deerfield Academy, Sandhurst Military Academy
and Georgetown, His Majesty is both Jordanian and and a world
cosmopolite. Fierce in his determination for Jordan and its people
to flourish and succeed despite many obstacles, the king built the
school as a vehicle for training a group of nascent leaders in Jordan in various fields, as a means of utilizing one of Jordan’s greatest
resources, its human capital. It was the king who insisted that rather
than simply telling students to obtain a blue blazer on which they
would sew the school logo patch, that we would have a tailor who
would produce all of the blazers for the entire school. He explained
that otherwise some children would have beautifully fitting cashmere
jackets and others would have synthetic ones from a local store; this
way, he insisted, all of the students would be clad at the same level
and thus class differences would not be underscored yet again.
One evening at dinner, His Majesty began to talk about the school
snack bar and his worry that not all students would be able to enjoy
it. He noted that giving students on aid some more money for the
snack bar would not succeed—were we to do that, the students
on aid already feeling guilty about eating their fill three times a day
with meat at every meal, would simply save the money to give to
their families, some of whom ate meat only a few times a month.

No, he reasoned, we needed both to alleviate their guilt and ensure
that they frequented the snack bar along with their peers. His brilliant solution was both to set up student cards with students on aid
given a balance every semester that they could only spend at school
and the same time, he confided to me, he planned to send a small
sum of money every month to their families. Thus, the students
knew that by being at the school, their families would benefit materially and hence their guilt could be dissipated somewhat. One of
the well-known penchants of the king was to disguise himself and
mingle among different groups of people in the country. Perhaps
this was why he came to understand so well the subtle sensibilities of
our students.
One of my last memories during my time in Jordan was during
the ritual senior trip to the desert of Wadi Rum organized by the
king. Filled with charming tents, scenic hikes among the rock formations, camel rides, a shooting range, a huge movie screen set up in
the desert, not to mention wonderfully savory food, the experience
enthralled all of us. But the most magical moment came as all of the
students sat cross-legged in the sand around His Majesty late into
the night, earnestly asking questions in English and Arabic about the
world, Jordan, the future and their lives and his spirited responses
to each of them in turn. The king asked them to focus on the issues
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and problems confronting Jordan and how the expertise and knowledge they gained in their education might be devoted to building
Jordan economically, politically, socially and environmentally. A long
discussion about water ensued: the problem of scarcity, the political
questions surrounding the Jordan River, which by the time it reached
the Dead Sea was barely a trickle, hence contributing to its decreased
size and increased salinity, and finally whether the projected ‘Red to
Dead’ (Red Sea to Dead Sea) project to pump water both to sustain
and protect the Dead Sea as well as to generate power would achieve
its goals.
Eric and I went to bed that night in our tent with students still
discussing issues with the king sitting on the sand outside. We
awoke the next morning to his voice still speaking gently and passionately about all the future offered the students, wondering if he
had ever slept.

AIR:
The Ethel Walker School
As I have sought to explain to myself how
I ended up as the head of The Ethel Walker
School, I often joke that it was because I was
born in the city of Madras (now Chennai), a
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short distance across the Palk Strait from the island nation of Sri
Lanka. In the early modern period, Sri Lanka used to be called
the isle of Serendip, hence it was no wonder that my life was
a series of improbable zigs and zags, exemplifying serendipity
itself. In truth, it was inspiration, literally breath blown into me
that gave me new direction.
During the interview process, many thoughtful and compelling
questions were posed to me by the search committee, faculty, and
parents. It was only when I sat down with the student leadership
of the school, the so-called Big Seven that I found myself at a dead
loss for words. The first question, posed by the head of the student
body, was this: If you were a superhero Head of School, what would
be your secret superpower and why? In a word, I was flummoxed.
I was prepared to discuss the state of the world, the state of the
nation, the state of education, even twelfth-century Japanese poetry,
but superhero powers?
Struggling to maintain composure, I gamely began, “Well, I certainly can tell what superpower I would not want, either for myself
or for any girl at this school.” What would that be? they asked.
It would be the cloak of invisibility. While it is viewed as a superpower in comics, for women it is a historical and cultural curse
that precludes their being seen, acknowledged or credited for their
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actions. Instead they seem relegated to a twilight realm of grey
shapes vaguely undertaking activity, which seems understood by
those in power, i.e. usually male, as having occurred “naturally” or
“effortlessly.” What women want and need is visibility, presence
and recognition of agency.
They nodded in agreement, digesting my response and still
awaiting my answer. Finally, I responded with “I guess the power
of flight would be my chosen superpower as Head of School. It
would allow me and all those with me to soar upward, untethered
by any constraints not of our own choosing, to scale any heights we
chose.” I looked expectantly at the group for approbation or at least
some sign that I had passed their test. But I had not counted on the
robustness of voice and insight at an all-girls school. One student
sighed at my shortsightedness and observed that what I should have
selected was a magical assistant imbued with the power to grant my
every wish, thereby ensuring an infinite number of superpowers.
(Ironically I, in fact, possess such an assistant!). I had to laugh, noting that she indeed would make a superior Head of School one day,
far eclipsing anything I might manage.
Midway through this year, our superb Director of Music came
to me, brimming over with excitement about a transcendent
teaching/learning moment in her music composition/theory class.

It all, she noted, had to do with Paganini and the birds in the
air, as if I would immediately understand the allusion. Admitting
my ignorance, I asked her to explain. She narrated the story of
how the brilliant composer and musician Paganini was discovered
face down in the meadow sobbing piteously. His friends tried to
determine if he had been injured or wounded in any way, which
he denied as he kept repeating, “the birds, the birds” as the reason for his sorrow. Our music director decided to send her students outside to listen and record birdsong in order to understand
why Paganini was so overcome. One of her students came back,
looking rather unenlightened, claiming it was just birds chirping.
The teacher had her consult Cornell’s wonderful online ornithological resources and determine what kind of bird it was and then
suggested that, human hearing being rather cruder than that of
many in the animal kingdom, she slow down her recording of the
birdsong. Suddenly, as she did so, many interstitial notes began
to emerge and a new haunting melody could be heard that was
nothing like anything she had heard before. “That’s it,” the student exclaimed, “that’s what he was able to hear and that’s why he
wept—it’s about life itself where change is constant and nothing
lasts.” Rushing out the door to her next class, she called out over
her shoulder, “that’s going to be the melodic theme of my next
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symphony, my second.” These girls and the voices just waiting
to be heard…
Just a few weeks ago, I was in class team-teaching a text from
our tenth grade World Literature course. The chair of the English
department with whom I taught (she did 85 percent of the heavy
lifting and I came in for the glory) had devised a wonderful exercise using the Harkness Method in which students explicated the
text and we as teachers merely observed the table and duly noted
in our books the crisscross pattern of conversations between and
among students as they eagerly asserted points, cited page numbers and quotations and argued for different interpretations of the
text. It was an extraordinary class in which everyone spoke and
epiphanies seemed to be occurring every few minutes. Suddenly
crisis loomed in the form of an incipient nosebleed for a student
who had been among the most thoughtful and vociferous even as
she contended with some kind of sinus issue or allergy. Typically,
a nosebleed has the effect of, if not arresting the class in a hubbub of flurried excitement, at least creating a disruptive pause as
all scramble for tissues, paper towels as droplets of blood dot the
desk and floor.
I wondered how this student, who always seemed to possess a
preternatural kind of calmness and deliberation, would handle
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the inevitable. In a manner reminiscent of the old television
series MacGyver in which the eponymous hero would produce
with a match, a shoelace and a paperclip some extraordinary
electronic device that would defeat his foes and save the day,
the student with the nosebleed calmly opened her purse and
removed two tampons, proceeding to unwrap them, and dexterously inserted them into her nostrils. Whereupon she reentered the fray, challenging her classmates, opining her reading
of the passage in question, as if two blood-engorged tampons
were not protruding from her nose. While some of us in the
class stared for a moment at this intrepid display of ingenuity,
there was not a snicker, no rolling of the eyes, nothing after
the momentary surprise, but silent applause for this bravura
performance in which learning came first and foremost with
no cessation for the class or for herself. Surely, only at a girls’
school would such a thing be possible, surely the breath of
inspiration itself. In the Indian Hindu tradition, “prana” or
breath is understood as the animating impulse of life. Breath is
what makes voice possible.
Fire, earth, water and air, these elements collude to create
the world around us and within us, just as schools and education conspire in our formation as human beings. •

