Dear Mr. Wilson

[OR A JOURNEY FROM THE FAMILIAR TO THE STRANGE ]|

BY DAVID MARCUS

Dear Wallace Wilsow :

ICs fifth period o September 8, 2003, v Monday. I should
be heading back to- work al a newspaper or magasgine,
interviewing people and tapping out the opening paro-
graphs of aw awticle. Instead, I'mv standing against the
chalkboard of o first-floor classroomy, facing 12 silent
high school juniors who- sit at four heavy woodewn tables
awranged: v av squawe. I'm their Englistv teacher, and
I will be for 150 dawy of dasses: Not that I'wv counting...

Editar's note: Jouenalisc David L. Marcus raught at Deerfield and advised the Seroll as che 2003-
2004 Wilson Fellow. Marcus also finished writing a nonfiction bock about a group of struggling
teenagers sent to a therapeutic program in western Massachuserrs, After keeping a journal of his rime

on campus, he used passages of it in a lecter to Wallace Wilson "47, who created the fellaowship.



Y GASE DIREETS 1O AN TIDWARD
Hopper poster on the fir wall and then
out il windows with a view of the old
brick church on Main Streer. 1 el the
juniors that we're going ro delve into
Hawthorne, Fitzgerald, Hemingway
and orher greass of American lerature:
we're zoing to study vocabulary and
etvinolagy, 1 don't tedl them that e
just spent the past month on a crash
reading pragram, carching up on works
[ haven't read since [ was in high scheol
in the 70s. I'm 1aking auendance—
Barkus, Ching, Conway, Hwang—bu
I'm thinking, Nine manths in this class-
room? In rwo decades as 4 reporter, [ve
never spent nine consecutive months in
the same place. When 1was younger, |

hirchhiked on 18-wheel rlgs to write a

S8

story about # wucker's sirike. In more re-

cent wears, | hopscowched from covering
car borbs in Colombia to war in Angola,

The dozen kids in Room 40, girls
in tresh-pressed dresses and bovs in
blue blazers, look at me, heping for
inspiration. All 1 can provide right now
is nervous blather. T say we're going
to ralk abour faulty paraflelism and
subject-verb agreement. We'll waork
on declamarions (wharever the heck
those arel. I'im rhinking something clse:
My bike is right ourside the doort it
[ sprine down the hatlway and down
the steps, | can make it wo my car at
the edge of campus. 1Us a siraighe shot
o 190, Tl be in New York in abour
four hours—jusr when evervone clse

is heading 1o sit-down dinner.

Fifth period ends before T can high-
tail i1, Somchow | muddle through
rwo classes of seniors in my cleciive in
magazine journalism. A tougher crowa,
they own this school: they can sense
a neophvee reacher the way a vuloure
senses carrion, The only saving rouch
is that I have a few post-grad students
who are as green as Tam to this place,
One is Dom Ugucdioni. a foorball
plaver who, like me, is o public school
kid. If the seniors turn on me. mayhe
Daom, out ot sympathy, will block them
while T retreat.

Then, suddenly, jc's 3:10, The class-
room s still, T'meoall @lone with myv
books and my syllabus and Hopper's
forlorn man in a diner. One dav down,

One bisndred forsp-nine w go.
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| lr the orientation for new faculty,

Drean of Faculty Rich Bonanno warned
us abour the “cravy hecric lifesivle”
I shrugged. I'd covered coups and
carthquukes. How hard could it be 1o
teach ar a college prep school? 1 envi-
stoned a year of swimming, hiking the
Rock and perusing great books in the
armchiass of the Caswell Library, Amid
all chis exercise and reflection, U'd have
a chance to see if seaching was for me.

or if journalism seill beckoned.

ram the start, reaching was more
difticult chan I'd imagined—cspecially
when it cune amid sit-down mueals.
dorm dury, weekend dury and meetings
(plus. in myv case, revising a 100.600-
word book). Doing well ar my subur-
ban Now York high school meanc #or
doing cerrain things: not gerung sus-
pended. not bearing up someone, not
gerting bear up, Bur Decrficld’s sean-
dards were higher than many colleges
I've visited. The students stumped me
with questions about comnia splices
and other arcane points. Evervthing
ahour Deerfield was different. even the
language. It took me weeks o figure
out when APs were bad (accounubility
points) or good (advanced placemens).
The simplest things befuddled me. Dur-
ing brief reaching stints ¢lsewhere, 1 got
accustomed 1o giving letrer grades, T reied
to adjust o Decrfield’s number grades.
Whar made one essay worthy of an §7
and another an 887 Darned iF 1 knew.
How do vou teach writing? ['ve
probably written 4,000 ardcles in mv
fite, but I had only a couple of teachers
who could clearly explain grammar and
the mechanics of writing. And I never

had a reacher who could communicare

the arr of writing—voice, style, point of

view. 1 observed several of Deerbicld’s in-

credible teachers, but [ couldn't parrot

them. Then I had an ephipany during,
of all things. a faculty meeting.
Philesophy reacher Michac] O'Don-
nell brought in Amherst College profes-
sor Austin Sarat 1o give a guest leciure,
A dynamic speaker, Sarat managed o
weave strands of law, cthics, history,
the media and campus pelitics in an
hour-long discourse on reaching. |
scribbled one of Sarat’s memorable
lines—"T want o take my students on
a journey from the familiar to the
strange.” ve covered dozens of school
board meetings in which elected ofhi-
cials and administrators pracled on
abaut standardized resting rubrics and
“pertormance-hased meties.” Nor one
ol thase pcnplc ever uttercd something
so insightful and succinet abour the

purpose of schoals,

UTtimn[c]_\'. I decided to blend my

own assignments with those frem “real”
taculty Creachers don’ plagiarize assign-
ments, someone explained o me, they
borrow), 1 asked the juniors ro become
21st century Mark Twains, wrinag
what would have happened if Huck
Finn and Jim had flowed down the
Deerfield River, I asked my seniors to
write detailed deseriptions of landmarks
they knew well—the dining hall. che
Greer, the gvm lobby-—and then o go
soak in the sights and write again, |
made studencs revise, rovise, revise, just
as cditors had done o me, [ despised
those editors at the time now [ chank
them.

[ tried ro help students see what was
strange and wonderful amid the every
dav, even among their 600 peers. One
senior, Alex Cushman, wrore 4 beauri-
ful story about a resident of his dorm
whose father was killed in the bombing
of Pan Am Flight 103 over Lackerbee

15 vears before, when the boyv was just

one vear old. Several of the kids who
read Cushman's article said they had no
wea that the boy had lost s Farher (dhe
boy cooperaied with the article because
he wanred others 1o know abour the
terrorist act). | ried 1o bring those same
lessons o the Sevsf/, asking the edi-
wors 1o take a fresh look ar evervrhing
around chem. Karl Moats, a senior,
wrote a story abour Deesficld’s first

Lthiopian student. Melako Teka '03,

"I realized what fruly et
prep sohool apart frowe public
soehoel,” Dot weete, “IE wogn't
the jrckety mnd ties or the
nendrer of kids who- got€ into-
Havvard: and Yale, It way the
frculty, They arve not samply
teachery youl see forr o howr
a day. They dve alio conches,
dovrm residenty and, more

impovtontly, friends”

who came from a village that didn’t
have elecericity for davs on end. Betore
arriving on campus, Melaku had never
used the Taterner. He was stunned
when nwo roommates from Greenwich,
CL, surfed dhe Web for g misure and
came up with picrures and blographices
of Ethiopian runners,

[, oo, tried ro look ar the Familiar
in a new wav. While researching @ book
about so-called “troubled reens.” I'd
hecame evnical abourt the stare af Amert-
can adolescents, My worries eased in
School Meedngs, warching Anne Parker
Hammond 06 stir che audicnce as she
plaved dhe fiddle, And hearing Muji
Mashal 07 from Afghanivan, ik about
the Seeds of Peace program chat brings
rorether students from Israel and Avab
countries and others 1n conflict, And

seeing Lou and Jack Kinder, vwin sister



and brocher, pur on roller skares and
tutus for a hilarious skit to publicize
the figure skaring club (although the
highlight might have been warching
Enplish reacher Perer Nilsson in A
turw). My worries cased as | stood on
the quad with my young daughter and
son, secing Woody Fravers 05 jugpling
flaming batons for the Deerfield stu-
denes and the local kids from rhe Big
Brothers and Big Sisters program who

roam the campus every Friday evening,
; ) g

Inu-.'cr had 2 chance ro relax in the

Caswell, Just when ] was getring the
hang of it—sit-down meals, Seredl lay-
out, even grading—rthe end came. My
lase assignment for my juniors was Lo
imagine chat L. Frederic Henry in 4
Farewel! tg Arns s a Deorfield alumnus
who returns L) campus o gi\'c i .\‘_pcc‘(.‘h.
What does he sav? The kids rook o it
quickly, “Love doesn't last long, so take
it like fine wine” Julia Conway wrore,
“Drink as much as vou can and savor
the taste,”

On the lase day of classes, Tasked my
senfors o weite about their most sig-
nificant moment oo Deerficld. Luke
Patterson wrote abour his first Schoel

Meeting at Deerfield—Seprember 11

2001, Ths parents were traveling out off

the country and he couldn’t reach other
relacives, 71 was bhrimming with emo-
tions and ver [ had nebody o ralk to,”
he wrote. 1 had never {elr so alone,”
Then English reacher Jamie Kaprevn
79 invired Luke to his family's apart-
ment. Luke swrote about the din of con-
versation that made him feel ar home
cven as the tragic news unfolded. 1
arrived ar Deerfield while America was in
astate of prosperity and 1 will graduaze in
a period of uncertaingy.” he conctuded.
Mr. Wilson, if I'm proud of any-

thing, it’s my wark with the posigradu-

ate students from public high schools.
Mavbe [ could identify wich them, One
of those PGs was Dom Uguecion], the
faotball plaver. Dam would be the firse
to admit that his writing was convo-
lured back in Seprember. But he kepr
writing and rewrniting, finding active
verbs and pruning unnecessarv clauses.
When [ gave the final assignment, Dom
wrate abour the day his Spanish class
had done oral exams; they'd run our of
time betore Dom’s tumn came. Teacher
Cherl Karbon invited him ro stop
by her apartment 1n a dorm. Dom
couldn’t ger over thar: it didn’t happen
at Mohawk High. suill, notonly did he
take the oral exam ar his reacher's
kitchen rable, but he found himself
babbling in Spanish abour the book
Like Warer for Chorolate. When he
finished, Ms, Karbon said he'd done
better than anyone clse. “Iv was ar thac
moment I realized whar truly sec prep
school apart from public school,” Dom
wrote, It wasn't the jackers and ties
or the number of kids who got into
Harvard and Yale. It was the facaloy.
They are not simply reachers you see for
an heur a dav, They are also the stu-
denes” coaches, dorm residents and.
mare importantdy, friends.”

As T considered the grade (857 867
8771 1 paused and reflecred: this was
the same Dom whose run-on sentences
and ronghshod grammar I had merci-
lessly correcred a few months carlier,
[ decided then thar I'd done my best,

This vear has been humbling and
fascipating. I realived that although |
wint to teach part time in che furure,
my first love is writing about education.
My vear av Deerfield made me bereer
cquipped to guide readers on that jour-

ney from the familiar wo the strange.

Sincerely,
Dave Mavcuy

David L. Marcus is a visiting

scholar at fthaca College’s Park
School of Communications and a
contributing editor ro U.S. News
& World Report. During a 20-
year jonrnalism caveer, be served as
as a foreign corvespondent, educa-
tion reporter and colwmnist. He
was a staff writer for U.S. News,
the Boston Globe, Miami Her-
ald, and Dallas Morning News,
where be shaved a Pulitzer Prize
Sfor a series of articles on vielence
against women arotnd the world.

In January, Houghton Mifflin
will publish fis book, Whar It
Takes to Pull Me Through: Why
Teenagers Ger in Trouble and
How Four Gar Our. Fhe book
fncludes lessons be learned at Deer-
freld about how schools can matke
stidents feel wmore connected to
each ather and their cominunity.
He can be reached at Dape@
DaveMarcus.com. For more infor-
uration, se¢ Bis website, www.

DaveMareus.com.
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