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PREFACE




There are many local residents who pass by St. Elizabeth-St. Ignacious High (SESI) School daily on their Bay Area commute. For most, there is little thought attributed to my former worksite or the accompanying dramas framed within an average school day. 




Their own high school recollections have become an obscure part of their history. For some, high school represented little more than an adolescent penal colony, an island of insecurity that they are no longer conscripted to attend. They have substituted adolescence for a much larger navigating space and their own workplace issues.

	

Their new issues remarkably resemble their former. They are still judged and graded. They continue to socialize with their working peers. Perhaps during a typical morning drive, their thoughts anticipate an impending sales meeting, a scheduled performance review or even a planned luncheon date with the new Administrative Assistant in the Marketing department.




Teaching at the high school that I graduated from was a vocation that I never anticipated. My father was a career instructor who loathed his work towards the end. What was I doing replicating his experience? During my employment, there were innumerable moments when I felt that I was reversing course from my own personal forward progress.




For most observers, the SESI campus is unpretentious but generally well maintained. I liken it to a familiar pigeon-stained statue residing prominently in a public park…noticeable but not necessarily noteworthy. Four tile-crowned buildings, two of them multi-leveled are stretched out amidst thirty acres. The grounds incorporate a gymnasium, cafeteria with theatre and a football field. The building design aesthetics are consistent with the institutional architecture of the early 1970s when the school was constructed.




High school, however, is not about buildings, facilities or landscaping. The complexity of the experience is a unique cauldron of social formation that will shape many futures and destinies. A high school community is uniquely about people…those who manage, those who instruct and those who attend. The students are transients. A fresh class supplants the graduating group each new school year.




Nostalgia is typically reserved for those no longer integrated into the community. I am effectively forgotten by the school administration, teaching staff and students that currently occupy the institution.




This narrative is essentially my story and perceptions. I have written my account in the present tense as I originally recorded it. There remain spacious memory gaps about events and particularly dialogue exchanges. I leave their interpretation, judgment and even the evaluation of my professional competency to others. As a teacher, I was described alternatively as gifted, flawed, competent, unmotivated and often cynical. For many, I was a candid but acquired taste. Whether I was liked or not was irrelevant. I was respected and that was important.




Presently I am simply a former teacher with a fading memory and absolutely no interest in returning to the profession.




I navigated teaching by my own unique strategies, tactics and criteria. I often defied being a consummate team player. Teaching is about a singular individual expressing their point of view on subject matters as they visualize it. Your teammates are useless within the confines of your own classroom. As instructors, we are obliged to evaluate the receptiveness and memory of each participating student towards our unique interpretation. Perhaps this criterion is bias and unfair, but it is the reality that exists when it comes to grading.




In the synopsis of my tenure, would exhibiting a more endearing and cooperative attitude have changed anything?




The answer is relative. A teacher must ultimately maintain fidelity to whatever separates them apart from everyone else. Not every student will be receptive to our point of view, style or personality.




Some, however, will understand, accept us and profit by our instruction.


PEEKING THROUGH THE FACULTY ROOM KEYHOLE




The cosmos, which constitutes a Catholic high school, would seem a foreign and almost unworldly environment to most. Like any educational institution, it is transitory ground, where students complete their apprenticeship between adolescence and adulthood. 




It is also a world where diverse teachers ply their professional trade. Some practitioners are brilliant and dedicated. Many are mired in a vocational quagmire. Some should be employed elsewhere. Another group are barely removed from a university graduation ceremony. 




The majority of Catholic high school teachers share a common suspicion that they are grossly underpaid with respect to their responsibility of educating tomorrow’s leaders. They are certainly not overpaid in most instances.

	

Our own school’s management team consists of a Principal, generally of cleric background and two Vice-Principals who are increasingly lay people, just like us. But they are no longer just like us. They are management level now. Their professional promotion is sometimes merited and yet often a case of instructional mediocrity being elevated. Most importantly, they are team players committed to backing their Principal’s decision-making as a united front.




The message behind Catholic education often seems conflictive. School administrators regularly convey the complaint of being underfinanced, understaffed and stretched to the extremes of resource and people management. At least this message is habitually reinforced to the paid staff to justify our mediocre salary scale.




Ambitious teaching credential graduates rarely gravitate towards the Catholic educational profession as their first preference. Somehow each September, enough leftovers from the previous regime, enthusiastic college graduates and professional retreads from the teaching career-recycling bin staff our functional faculty. Firings are infrequent and usually based on personality conflicts, rather than professional incompetence.




I’ve often asked myself what makes a Catholic high school unique from its publicly run competitor? The professionals are certainly not superior.




What seems to separate parochial schools from their public counterparts is that a standard of discipline and respect is still maintained and reinforced on our campuses. On-campus safety has become an imperative priority for a society that is fearful regarding issues of security.

	

Students wear standardized uniforms, address their instructors by their surnames (at least to their face) and expulsions may become permanent without tuition refunding. In return, parents feel more secure that their offspring are educated in a protected vacuum, absent of the harsh public school realities of drugs, promiscuous sex and gang violence. This sense of security may be illusionary, but it is sufficient. Catholic schools promote this vision aggressively. Both participating parties seem content to allow the assumption to remain uncontested. 

	

And why not? Why not hold on to a semblance of serenity? Why prick that fragile bubble when indeed the reality is closer rather than farther from the illusion? Is there truly any harm in reinforcing petty standards? Precisely how many adolescents have ever traumatically suffered from wearing a white polo shirt or plaid knee length skirt? The end objectives of Catholic school discipline do generally justify the manner of enforcement assuming the guidelines of moderation and common sense are maintained.

	

My personal incentive in penning these memoirs over a multi-year span was an attempt to dredge meaning from my own instructional experience. I have taught with reluctance for the past six years after an initial positive two in the profession. Of late, I have likened my situation to that of an individual marooned following a career shipwreck. 




I know I must leave teaching, but all I see surrounding me is vast open water. I have little inclination to swim away without land in sight. I long for a graceful exit but on my terms.




When I began this memoir my ninth year of teaching, I did so with a sense of urgency. My intent was to leave the profession in haste and never look back. My desire was to candidly record the more memorable exploits and events of a typical school year and at the same time, document some of our quirkier faculty members. The manuscript wrote itself simply by observation and recounting from voluminous material. The year concluded. I had not left the teaching profession. 




Being a high school teacher is by no means a wretched existence. There are desirable vacation stretches. The profession fluctuates between the mundane to the extraordinary with periodic injections of satisfaction, accomplishment and absurdity. 




As I glaze upon my reflection from my computer monitor, I still consider myself a young man. At thirty-four, I have arrived at a personal crossroad. I’m convinced that I’m destined elsewhere towards another profession. I’m convinced that I will find a suitable matrimonial partner.




For the moment, neither has occurred.

	

To the curious reader, allow me to provide some background. My full name is Michael Nathan McCaffrey. I was raised in the hometown where I currently teach. I graduated from St. Ignacious High when it was the local Catholic boys school. My family is of Irish extraction, three generations removed from the shores of Galloway Bay. Our religious heritage is several aborted marriages and divorces removed from the Catholic Church. 




I was groomed religiously in a Baptist church background by non-attending parents. They literally dropped my siblings and I off each Sunday morning. They retrieved us up after instructional classes. They presumed that Sunday School would shape our moral formation and character. Similarly, parents believe the discipline enforced in a Catholic high school will transform their students into lifelong learners.




It is never as simple as that.

	

I grew to ultimately conclude that religion is a work in progress and best practiced in the privacy of one’s own life. I’m not devout but would never bet against the afterlife. I subscribe in the essential principles of justice and fair play, unless of course the car in front of me insists in driving under the posted speed limit when I’m running late. 




My documented narrative began during Homecoming Week of my ninth year of teaching. There is nothing particularly unusual about the occasion. In fact, few things academically occur during Homecoming Week. 




It is a late October, Thursday lunch period. The setting was the entrance door to the faculty room, the hallowed penthouse escape of the salaried staff. 

	

Ducking into the sanctuary of the faculty room, I noticed a freshly scrawled sign reading NO STUDENTS ALLOWED posted menacingly above the doorway in red ink. I nodded to Al McKirken and Gretta Muldowney feverishly preparing that week’s Top Ten list. Their creative genesis was an idea pilfered from a late night talk show long ago isolated to viewing pasture. Each week, the challenge of composing humor offers them a creative, yet harmless outlet to lampoon campus life.

	

"What's the topic this week?" I asked as I sank into a mauve corduroy couch. The cushions submerged me slightly below sea level.

	

In unison they responded, "Ten Reasons Why We Love Parent-Teacher Conferences!"

	

"Hmmm...I've got a few ideas on that subject. Let me fix a cup of tea first and then I’ll help you out."

	

"Should we start bottling up our breath now while we wait for you?"




Passing a table nearest the hot water dispenser, I overheard Rowena Nathan, our Student Activities Director and Jackie Garabaldi, the Senior Class Advisor, grumbling into their drip coffees. 




"It's always the same teachers doing everything," moaned Nathan.

	

"I'm tired of it!” flashed back Garabaldi. “Only two teachers signed up to chaperone this weekend’s dance. Imagine that…Homecoming Week. Isn't there any school spirit left? I must have easily worked ten hours designing the Senior Class Float this year. Only six students bothered to help. I'm certain I spent at least that much time last year when they were juniors. "




"I tell you, this has got to change. I'm going to talk to Brother Moody."

	

"Ha, if you can find him."




"This time I will. I'm going to convince him to announce that at the next faculty meeting that either every teacher must sign up to participate in at least two events, or we will sign them up ourselves." 

	

Excitedly Garabaldi added, "Make it part of each teacher’s job description..."




"Add it as part of their contract!"




I couldn't resist entering the conversation, "You are so right. Let me champion your cause..."




Briskly Nathan and Garabaldi raised their respective necks ostrichlike towards the source. Astonished, they looked in my direction and added, "Someone agrees with us?"




Once their glances honed into the actual source, their enthusiasm deflated. During my eight-year internment, it had become a source of personal pride that: 1) I've never chaperoned a school dance, 2) organized a sports rally, or 3) endured the ultimate loss of time…supervised a student council session. Jackie and her comrade Rowena shared a mutual disrespect towards my lack of contribution towards school activities. They resented my evasion of what they considered duty.




“McCaffrey, you are a symbol of the cancer of noninvolvement amongst this faculty. You inspire others to do nothing like yourself. How do you keep your job?”




“By the slimmest of thread I’m certain,” I answered back. Both swished their heads away from me in unison. They had more important complaints to grumble about.




That same afternoon, two remaining teaching periods were scheduled. The first would be a Consumer Mathematics course. These students were far removed from the school’s academic elite.




My last course would be an Introduction to Marketing class designed primarily for students who'd exhausted most of the school's limited number of offered elective courses. A sizable percentage of these enrollees assumed that Marketing might be their last shot at getting required units for their graduation requirements. Many had already failed Introduction to Art and Choral courses, which seemed almost inconceivable.




After floating my tea bag for the required minute, I strolled over to Al and Gretta. They appeared to be breathing normally.




Without looking up from their shared terminal screen, they growled in tandem, "Still stuck on number seven."




"What are your first six?” I asked. “Al, what was your subject matter again?"




"Why We Love Parent-Teacher Conferences," they responded testily. "Okay, Number one, ponder the question: Nature or Nurture?"




"Good start." I noted.




"Two, Learn 100 Ways to Say Study More!"




"Too dry."




"Three, Practice Keeping A Straight Face. Four, It Beats The Singles Bar Scene. Five, An Opportunity To Brush Up On Marital Counseling. Six, Acres of Free Parking. After that, we're frozen in thought. We can't seem to get past number six."




"How about...Seven, Hear Helpful Ideas for Effective Teaching From Experts!"




"That'll work. Now get out of here before you start demanding a shared byline."

	

As our lunch break wound down and my Consumer Math class loomed, I scanned the lunchroom crowd. Teachers often employ segregationist seating policies. Physical Education teachers and coaches were sprawled around one table, Mathematics teachers huddled together at another and Foreign Language instructors chirped heatedly in Spanish in one far corner. 




I spotted Rich Ringer, my closest peer acquaintance in conflict with this seating configuration. He was the Varsity Basketball coach, a math teacher and Puerto Rican. He qualified for entry into each of the three cliques. Instead, he sat alone with only a soft drink, nurturing a devious smile.




"So Rich, you look like you've just been given the winning lottery numbers three hours in advance."




"Better than that, I gotten out of having to moderate the Mathletes program."

	

"Mathletes?"

	

"You know that students have to get involved in some activity at this school. For those who aren't sports, drama or racially inclined, Brother Moody set up the Mathletes Club."




"For the studiously inclined?"




"Exactly."




"So how did you get out of it?"




"It wasn't easy. At our initial meeting after school back in September over forty-five students showed up.




“I thought to myself, Holy shit, what am I going to have this many students do for an hour each week? So to get rid of some, I scheduled our meetings during lunchtime. That tactic added six additional members to the group.” 




He continued, “I concluded that I would have to make this club as absolutely dull and stale as possible. Otherwise I'd be stuck all year, once a week with over fifty students, no lunch for myself and no clue as to what to do with these kids. Most of them have no visible means for making friends, even with each other. At least they’re polite. When I addressed our first meeting regarding the groups planned activities, they evaluated every syllable of mine in silence."

	

"Scary. What are you paid for this moderator position?"




"Unimportant. Anyway I figured the only constructive thing I could offer them were tests or exams during our hour."




"Tests?"




"Yeah, Math tests, English tests, Science tests. I even found a Mensa entrance exam."

	

"And?"




"Initially they loved it. Attendance remained steady for the first two or three meetings and then it ultimately petered out. Eventually, most just stopped attending. I think the exam that may have initiated the decline was our fifth meeting when I gave them a sports aptitude test. I also suggested that maybe we could incorporate some networking online games to help liven up the meetings.




"One of the final kids to drop out suggested...nothing rude in his tone mind you, that he felt the video games might be a waste of his time because he already invested three hours each evening after homework."




"So no more Mathletes?"




"Praise God. Besides, I only received an extra $300 in my contract to be their moderator."




"Jesus, and to have to spend all that time correcting more tests?"




"Who corrected tests? I just threw them away after each meeting. Odd thing was that no one ever bothered to ask me about their scores."




"So you still got the $300?"




"Of course. I did my part of the deal."




"Scandalous."

	 

The next period buzzer sounded. Out of the room dashed eleven teachers, most balancing half-filled coffee cups and sloshing the contents errantly en route to their next class. A few conscientious teachers had already exited five minutes before the buzzer to await entrance into their classrooms, which were in use. They were forced to lean against the hallway walls or pace the carpet outside. I saw little purpose in hurrying since the students couldn't do anything until I arrived anyway. 




As nearly the last teacher to exit the faculty room, I had a full profile glimpse of our faculty centerfold, the eligible Suzzi Issacs. Suzy was a physical education and aerobics instructor, who was simultaneously entering the doorway. Due to the split class schedule adopted for this school year, Thursdays during this time slot was her free period. Like two ocean-bound ships on the open sea, we passed through the same doorframe. 




She greeted me with a breathy: "Hello, everything going okay with you? We'll have to get together and talk during one of these free periods sometime."




The promise of such an unlikely conversation seemed distant. Even when we occupied the same faculty room, she would be surrounded by at least three of the male coaching fraternity. During the five years she'd that been on our faculty, we’d hardly spoken and usually only in passing. More than once, she’d concluded our brief exchange with We'll have to sometime..."




On this particular Thursday, she wore my favorite peach-tinted form-fitting sweater dress, sculpted lovingly around her aesthetic frame. She looked edible. Worse, she knew it. Here I was within inches of this desirable creature, but ill-prepared. 




My mouth was corn chip breathed from my hastily swallowed lunch. I was still wearing a tea-stained powder blue denim shirt. I probably couldn't have made a worse impression unless I'd belched directly into her face. 




Caught off guard and seeking a witty retort, I responded to her casual invitation: "Great! How does the month of December look?"




It was the kind of idiotically timed remark one makes to ensure that the listener will continue moving in the opposite direction. She didn’t acknowledge my clumsiness and hopefully didn’t hear it.




Thankfully, I had a class to catch and could avoid further humiliation. I was premature with that evaluation. Still lingering in admiration five steps away from the faculty room, I stumbled over a waist-high green plastic garbage container. The receptacle served as one of the recycling bins for aluminum cans. 




Both the container and I teetered, but neither fell. With the collision, I had dislodged six yellow jacket bees feasting on the liquid remnants within the tossed cans. A few students were still sprinting to class behind me. Instinctively, they ducked, bobbed and weaved through the buzzing obstacles. 




Fortunately, Ms. Issacs missed the spectacle. I knew she was probably devouring the coconut-frosted donut she’d strategically stashed behind a row of elevated coffee mugs. She assumed that no one else knew. I knew. I had observed her once when she assumed that no one else was inside.

  	 

I arrived at my classroom simultaneously with the buzzer. Bells were long ago replaced by an amplified version of my morning digital alarm clock. Classes at a Catholic school are customarily begun with a prayer, Hail Mary or respectful moment of silence. I rarely bothered. This was a class of senior students. They were beyond redemption. Plus, there was the delicate matter of maintaining classroom control.




Let me explain.




The Principal who originally hired me, Brother Daniel Carty, offered one of the choicest pieces of advice I ever received as a teacher. Brother Carty confided that in a classroom setting, a teacher should concentrate on battles that they can consistently win and avoid lost causes that deflate a student's regard and respect for you. 




"Don't try to enforce what you can't back up," was his prophetic advice. His words proved an enduring nugget.




It took me my entire first three teaching days to understand that the student-teacher relationship is a tenuous struggle between tolerance and control. If students recognize that a teacher will enforce clear discipline expectations, establish a reasonable grading system and exhibit an enthusiasm for the subject material, they will generally concede a teacher's right to try and educate them. A few boisterous students testing the tolerance level of their respective instructor(s) typically put class discipline on trial within the first week of each new semester.




As a teacher, it is preferable to be strict the first three weeks of a new class and gradually soften as the semester evolves. Otherwise, once discipline enforcement becomes suspect, any attempt at education is fruitless. At SESI, students knew that the administration would back up any discipline action I felt appropriate to maintain control in my class. But it is always preferable to only employ an extreme tactic under emergency conditions.




This assurance is often absent for teachers within the public school system. Many are left unprotected and vulnerable.




To control a class, I would not provide students with an early incentive towards class disruption. With the example of an opening class prayer, I always felt that if a class failed to take that reverent time seriously or disrupted the intention, it was a test to measure how I would react. I might start at a marked disadvantage towards regaining their attention for the balance of the period. My preferred strategy was to plunge immediately into the day’s lesson until their attention span wilted.




I began. "Pass up last night’s homework and turn to page 136." 




Only two-thirds of the class forwarded work. Of the thirty-two members, less than ten probably completed the work themselves. The others either turned in hastily calculated guesses or had hurriedly copied theirs during the previous lunch period. 




My fifteen-minute introductory instructions for that day’s homework were concise. I suspect most of what I said passed through their ears and out through the rear window ventilation slats. I had uttered perhaps two hundred nouns, seventy verbs, two questions and five puns. As I climaxed to my summary, eight heads were cradled in a sleeping posture. Most of the silhouettes masking as students had blank, expressionless gazes directed towards the window.




"Is everything clear about the assignment?" I asked.




There was absolutely zero response or feedback. Had I been in the medical corps, I would be examining each of them respectively for a pulse.




"Okay, the work is due tomorrow. If you have questions, you know where I am."




Twelve additional heads were now added to the ranks of the comfortably cradled. I had stumbled on to a cure for insomnia. The only thing missing was a massage table, soothing music and scented oil.




I returned to my desk at the rear of the classroom to sort and record the previous evening’s homework assignment. One distinctive paper was scented with Poppytree, an adolescently marketed perfume. Handwritten but unnamed was a passionate poem centered on the backside of the homework. It read:




NOTICE ME




I know I sit back shy and you don't notice my tears

My smile doesn't catch your eye, maybe you share my fears

Cause I've been lovin' you so long and its time for you to see

That my kisses are for you only if you'll just notice me

I think of the passion we could share some night if only you would care...




It was an awkward moment. I didn’t want to embarrass anyone, but was curious as to who was the author and also whom the work was intended for.




I addressed the last remaining awake students, "Umm, I think someone turned in something to me that they didn't mean to..."

	

No one responded. A few students were barely stifling a snore. Even as class ended, no one claimed the work or the accompanying homework credit. 




Whether it was actually intended for me or another student in the class remained a mystery. I tossed the poetic inspiration into the round file and felt an immediate urge to lather my hands to remove the pungent traces of Poppytree. To conclude the period, I had my most raucous and laziest student, Ralphie Houwser, return the now recorded homework back to each student.




Glancing at his paper, he remarked angrily, "This really sucks, Mr. M! You only gave me half-credit."

	

"Next time you copy Althea's homework, Ralphie, at least have the courtesy to draft it yourself in your own handwriting."

	

Five students roared.




"Oh yeah.” He blinked. “Well, it still sucks."

	

"As the saying goes Ralphie…poor grades suck, school sucks, your job sucks, life sucks and then you become old and nostalgic. By that time, all you can do is suck your food."

	

"Who's responsible for these sayings of yours anyway? Hey Mr. M, are teachers allowed to say suck in class? Isn't that prohibited somewhere in your contract"

	

"Yep, in the same clause that says I get extra pay for baby-sitting deadbeat seniors."

	

"Right, well this grade still sucks. Can’t you change it?"




“Once you start actually doing your homework Ralphie.”

	

During the last six minutes of a receding class, a meek but buoyant Koko Meeson, strolled towards my desk and whispered: "Uh Mr. M, could you help me with a couple of these problems. See, I don't know exactly how to add fractions?"

	

"A senior in high school and you can't do fractions? Didn't you have this originally around fourth grade? "




"Well, I guess but I never learned. I have this learning disability. My teacher then didn’t have much patience and gave up on me."

	

"But surely you've had this in at least one other Math class before?"

	

"I don't remember."

	

"Okay, well let me try to explain fractions to you." 

	

"Great!"

	

For the next four minutes, I attempted to unveil the simplistic mysteries of nominators and denominators augmented by simple addition to a barren but hopeful intellect. Koko smiled sweetly throughout my explanations, never interrupted and when asked at the end if she understood, responded: "I really think so. Thanks Mr. M."

	

“By the way Koko, what are you planning to do after graduation?”

	

“I’m moving down to LA with some friends. I’m going to study accounting. Gonna make boatloads of money.”

	

I looked directly at Koko and offered a resigned smile. I knew that she still didn't understand how to add fractions. Her best option with accounting would be to marry an accountant.




My final period of the day required a change of classroom. Introduction to Marketing was composed of a mixture of additional junior and senior students including several from the previous group. This contingent was normally more animated. It wasn't the elite strata of the Senior Class, but most were intellectually capable.

	

I began, "Today we're going to extend our discussion from yesterday’s on demographic targeting in visual media outlets."




Two quick hands rocketed up.




"Jessie?"

	

"Mr. M, can I go to the bathroom?"




"Yes, go ahead. Annie?"




"I need to go to the bathroom too, but I'll wait for Jessie to finish. I have another question though. Some of the class and I were talking amongst ourselves the past few days..."




"And?"




"We were curious what kind of money you make as a teacher?"

	

"What? Are you trying to depress me?"

	

"No, no seriously...we read that teachers are really underpaid, earning less than waitresses or assistant retail store managers. My dad says he spends the equivalent of your salary just on car payments every year. So like, how are you able to live? Are you homeless? Or does the Brother’s monastery next to the school serve as one big teacher’s dormitory?"

	

"A co-ed monastery of adults?"

	

"Don't get me wrong. Maybe it's some kind of secret you don't want to talk about."




"Well, your salary assumptions are probably a slight exaggeration. I don’t know what kind of car your father drives. I do have another source of income during the summer. But there is some truth that teachers’ salaries are lower compared to other white-collar industries."




Jack Proust, a tight end on the varsity football team and reputed party keg guzzling champion awakened upon the discussion of money. "What kind of a supplemental business could a teacher have? Do you deal some drugs on the side?"




"Mr. M, do you do drugs?" came a chorus from the third row.




"Why Jack? Are you investigating new suppliers to buy from?”




“Mr. M…sorry.”




No, I don't deal nor use drugs. I generally say no to temptation unless I like what she's wearing. I have more money than I could possibly spend. I'm only teaching as part of the conditions of my parole. So are we ready to learn now?"




"Are you being serious?"




Three hands rose.




"Jack?"




"Mr. M, can I go take a leak?"




"I'd prefer you to sit through the lecture now."




"Yeah, but Mrs. Hinkle wouldn't let me go last period."




"Why not?"




"She has this policy that if you have to go to the head during her class, you have to return to her room after school for a fifteen-minute detention."

	

"Be serious."




"No shit!" The class nodded their agreement.




Proust continued, "Her husband, you know…Winkle, has the identical policy. I feel kind of nervous around her, like she’s watching my private parts or something. I don't really trust being alone with her or him for fifteen minutes. Before Winky and her got married..."




"Their names are Mr. and Mrs. Hinkle."




"Right. Anyway, before Mr. Hinkle got married, I was certain he was gay."




Ralphie Houwser barked out: "Mr. M…is Winkle gay?"




I smiled. "Would you expect me to confess something like that to you if he was?" Coincidentally, I had wondered the same thing. 




Another hand rose.




"Lucie?"




"Mr. M, I just have to go to the bathroom, right now!" Lowering her tone, "Female problems, you know."




Twenty minutes were left in this already decimated forty-five minute class.  On a good day twenty-five minutes might be the cumulative length I could hold their attention spans. It was Homecoming Week however and expectations were at ground level.




I assigned a writing lesson for their workbook. That day’s lecture would be postponed until tomorrow or indefinitely. The buzzer sounded on cue and the classroom emptied. Another school day was history for that Thursday. I felt like I had cheated the system once again.


THE GOOD, THE BAD AND THE TENURED


I popped into the faculty room before heading home and offered my accented version of a salutation to the foreign language teacher's table where three lounging teachers were swearing at each other in French.


"Liberte, Egalite et Fraternite!" I tossed in their direction.


They collectively responded by flipping me off.


Dennis Greeley, a junior class religion teacher was in the process of lecturing a freshman student near the west entrance. He was writing her a detention notice at the same time. He harshly chided: "You know, the student handbook says your dress must reach at least the kneecap or lower. Is it necessary to measure yours?"


Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a measuring tape, which he stretched out three inches from the bottom fringe of her uniform skirt to the center of her kneecap. "Three inches? Did you really think no one would notice? The next infraction is a three-day dismissal! Today you'll receive a note home to your parents and a one-hour detention. Do you understand?"


Humiliated and fighting back tears, the young waif responded, "But I've worn it at this length all year. Besides Mr. Greeley, we don't have any thread at home and pom pom tryouts are in two weeks."


Her cryptic response was too much for him, "What does pom pom tryouts have to do with not having thread or a too short dress?"


"Don't you understand, I'm only a freshman this year. How do you expect me to attract any notice if the guys can't see my legs? Honestly."


"How does a note home, three hours detention and a bible assignment appeal to you? Honestly."


For those unfamiliar with most Catholic high school dress mores, standard policy leans towards the unimaginative. For young men, the required attire is typically a white-collared shirt, solid colored cotton or polyester blended pants and brown or black leather shoes. Socks of varying color or pattern are allowed, but must be worn. Sanctioned short pants are acceptable during the early fall and spring months when the temperature warrants them.


Young women are obliged to wear white shirts coupled with plaid or patterned uniform skirts. Their rules for outerwear permit cardigan or v-neck sweaters of the following color varieties: forest green, navy or powder blue, maroon or black. Students often initiated minor deviations from this general code. However, the infractions were less frequently noticed. 


As for our zealous Greeley, I had lost my respect for him and his teaching methods the initial year he'd arrived at SESI, four years before. In my eyes, he had committed the fundamental sin of stimulating classroom anarchy. He'd stupidly solicited the comments of his students as to what they honestly thought of his teaching performance.


A common malady amongst first-year teachers is an overenthusiasm to relate on congenial terms with their high school students. They attempt to cultivate friendships rather than perform their paid objective, which is to teach. Adolescents of fifteen and sixteen do not need adult pals any more than the latter require student-aged social companionship off campus. 


New teachers understandably share an immense anxiety towards having their classroom performance evaluated. In Greeley's case, his doubts were well founded because he was incapable of curbing his classes’ excessive noise. He felt it irreligious to raise the volume of his voice or even feign anger in an attempt to maintain control. Teacher outrage is often exaggerated for effect by experienced practitioners. 


Greeley’s appearance did not command respect. He often appeared anemic and in immediate need of a flu shot or Kleenex. He appeared to have caught a severe cold during his childhood and never quite recovered. He was sickly and pale with watery eyes and a pinkish tingle to his nostrils. In the classroom, he always seemed on the verge of tears.


In his previous career, he had joined a Franciscan Order. He quit after three years once he realized he felt no spiritual calling towards the vocation. He exhibited few commercially employable traits beyond the ability to enforce petty standards and scrupulously follow rules.


Like many severed ex-clergy I’ve encountered, his integration into normal society was labored. He continued to teach ineptly as he formerly did as a Franciscan. His detached insight from monastic life into real life, made him a perfect candidate for instructing and ultimately heading the religion department at SESI.


Due to his inability to maintain class calm, he scheduled lesson plans heavily dominated by thematic films. Series documentaries became particular specialties because he could extend them over a two-week instructional stretch. Occasionally he lectured, but did so reluctantly and erratically. He dreaded the probability of a rumor that might circulate amongst the administration that he wasn't actually teaching. For a first-year and even veteran teacher, such a reputation might be hazardous during contract renewal discussions.


Greeley felt extreme anxiety to at least resemble competency. He modified his lesson plans away from films briefly and shifted tactics. Daily he inundated his students with massive reading handouts, insisting that each class digest them, answer accompanying questions and then submit to testing. His classes calmly ignored him and worked on homework from other classes instead.


Quickly they caught on to his tactics. He neither recorded the returned homework not graded the tests. All of them were earning excellent grades provided that they didn’t disrupt the classroom quiet. Greeley earned the dreaded reputation as a soft grader. 


He had established a nonverbal pact with his students, tantamount to extortion: their silence in return for an easy A. All parties appeared in accord with the arrangement. Greeley became flush with confidence that he'd actually made some major discipline inroads. He foolishly prepared a three-page survey for each of his classes to evaluate and document his prowess.


He'd anticipated glowing praise from his underlings seduced by the delusion he was a progressive educator. The noise volume had been effectively toned down to a manageable level.


He imagined using these constructive comments to develop
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