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Peters Middle School By: Allen K. Phillippe
Peters Middle School
Allen asked me to read his book, while also asking if I knew anyone who could format it and type the words, as he had written the work in pencil. I didn’t tell him I would digitize the work, as I knew what a task that would be, and didn’t want to fully commit my time.
Allen also asked me to critique his work, to render an opinion as to the commercial nature of the work.
So, I approached the book Peters Middle School much like we all approached the beginning of this work, with an attitude of trying to do the impossible, trying to discover the best way to fulfill what seemed to all us teachers as an impossible mandate.
The art of teaching all students individually, according to their own rate, was the process we all tried to discover in the beginning years of Peters Middle School. None of the teachers involved had been trained in this method, and few had the raw passion to learn, but all made a mighty effort to find some way to achieve cohesiveness in the faculty that could be translated to better teaching for all students.
This book presents the beginning faculty in the raw, with all warts and blemishes of character and personality we all have and try to conceal. Allen did not hold back in his presentation of our frustrations at the challenges we found while ‘tilting at our windmills’, trying to find the best way to reach the most students, with little history to look back at while building our own concepts of teaching individuals in the best way they could be reached. Most of us were trained in classic educational styles which were aimed at reaching the students in the middle of the bell curve, and we often felt the realization that we were sometimes leaving the upper and lower level students behind as we lectured and worked on worksheets. When we were chosen to discover a better way, a way of teaching in teams with an individualized approach, we were all both thrilled at possibly improving the quality of education of the children in our charge, and distressed with finding the best way of achieving that goal without losing some students in the process. All good teachers take their own private form of the doctor’s Hippocratic Oath, and strive to: ‘Do thy students no harm’ while finding where they are in the educational process, and trying to take them to higher levels before passing them on to a higher grade.
The ordeal we, as a group of teachers, went through was a test of fire. We were challenged on every front, asked to do things that we sometimes had no faith in successfully completing. To a teacher, I know of none that backed down from that challenge, we tried things we had no confidence in being successful, and found many of them, to our surprise, to be quite successful. We tried things that were successful under previous teaching environments, and found them impossible in this new situation. Slowly, we began to find the way; slowly we learned what worked and what did not work.
It is interesting today for me to look at the picture of the first faculty of Peters Middle School. I look over the faces, and think of the varied personalities that were manifested in the group. Some were complete opposites of my personal philosophy; some could never be close friends, according to the idea that you look for people that think like you, when choosing friends. However, the strange thing that developed during those years is the strong bond I think we all feel for each other yet today. Many of us travel in different social circles, and seldom see each other. Yet, when we do meet, there is a look in the eye, a meeting of the minds, a strong bond that reaches out to each other. That bond was forged in the fire of conflict that fueled those first few years.
Please allow me a personal example. The art teacher, who Allen calls Leo Mikeworth, was a strong willed individual, who cared fiercely for his students. He was ruthless in his attack at anything that would compromise his art program, which suffered under the structure of this school, and the sheer magnitude of numbers of students he had dumped upon him. None of us had enough tables and chairs in our area; we were told students could sit on the floor, and upon logs (No Kidding! We were actually told that!) as they were learning. The students did not understand the concept any more than their teachers, yet we needed to provide these basic tools to make our individual programs work. Imagine, if you will, trying to work on an art project without having a table to lay it out! So, in an attempt to make his program successful, Leo would steal tables and chairs from individual areas, leaving core program teachers without those facilities. I fought about this every day for months, while trying to provide basic necessities for my own students. Leo and I had strong words many times over this simple matter that should have been resolved before the school opened. Yet, we both knew that each other were trying to provide for our students. We both knew that there was nothing personal in this issue, as we gained respect for each other for trying to work out one of the simple problems of this school and this concept of education.
Today, Leo has retired, a very successful businessman in Dickerson. Our social and business paths seldom cross. But that bond still exists between us, just as it exists between all others in the group, and is recognized each time our eyes meet. We both know any differences we had was due to the desire to do our best for each student, which was the very spirit that was instilled in us with the creation of the school concept.
Allen’s book is 85% pure history as it happened at the time. It is about 10% fiction, which is good, as the reader will never know what was actually said, and what was made up for dramatic effect. It was 15%….Oh, where is Frank Rich, the math teacher, when we need him!
Several of the beginning teachers have passed away since the beginning of the school. In fact, I just attended the Memorial Service of the character Allen called Bill Townsend on the day this is being written.
Frank Rich did not enjoy a long retirement before he passed away as did Bill Townsend; he ‘died with his boots on’ in his last year of teaching at Peters Middle School, just a few months before his announced retirement. Some of the original faculty moved to other schools, and several found work in other occupations. But, all shared a special part of their lives during the beginning years of this school.
Allen has written a work that has been polished over many years. I had the fortune to read an early draft a few years after I left Peters Middle School, and this draft has improved considerably from the beginning. During the reading and typing of this book, I found parts of it to be pure genius, achieving literary excellence as he paints his picture of various events. His inscriptions are inspired and accurate, according to my recollection of the years I personally shared with him on the 7th grade team. He has a different style of humor, bringing recollections back to life (even though a few never happened, or were actually attributed to a different individual) and it was a natural to center those humorous recollections on the page and change to bold print, to highlight their contribution to the work. But, readers beware, not all in this book is accurate, some literary license has been invoked to achieve a better story.
Allen asked me to give a frank opinion as to the commercial viability of this work. I find that impossible to do, as so much of this work is a major part of my life. I am much too close to the story to know if anyone else would ever find it as interesting as myself. I have had some minor success myself in selling some small contributions to national publications, and found that the stories that I held most dear, the ones that I felt were works of sheer excellence, were not well received by many. On the contrary, some of my personal work that I considered mediocre at best was praised strongly by many. So, I do not feel I can possibly pass judgment over this work, even though I find most of it a pleasure to read.
Some of the passages made me laugh, some made me cry. I sometimes found I wished I had never read the work, as it brought back some unpleasant memories I would have rather forgotten. Yet, there is much to be learned in this book, if only the reader takes the time to think about what is offered. During my years teaching at the High School while Allen taught the same students at the old Elementary school he describes in his work, I had a sign on the wall that said: “You can lead a student to knowledge, but you can’t make him think”. The same applies to reading this book. There is much experience to learn from, if the reader takes the time to ponder what has been tried in the beginning years of this school.
Frank Rich told me, just a few years before he passed away, that the Middle School had gone through a turbulent time of upheaval, when all we tried at the beginning was tossed out, and gradually, over many years, most was restored. However, he also mentioned that nobody seemed to even know about all the things that were tried and were successful, and nobody seemed to learn from some of the projects that were attempted, and were found to be lacking in success,
Here’s hoping someone will read this work and remember the efforts made by these individuals. Here’s hoping that someone will learn that these individuals were dedicated to students and excellence in education. Many of the comments attributed to the teachers seem crude and unprofessional, but most were made out of frustration and a realization that there must be a better way to educate children, if we just try to think outside the box.
Part II of the book should be studied in education classes and read by any teacher, administrator, or school board member that is facing an impending labor relations issue. It describes well the teachers’ strike that occurred in Dickerson the year after I left the unit. I was involved in an informational strike we held the year before the work stoppage, where teachers set up pickets at the entrances to the schools an hour and a half before school started, and the same amount of time after classes were over. No work stoppage occurred during that informational strike, but the action allowed the teachers to express their concerns about the coming negotiations Allen describes so well during the following summer and fall. Many mistakes were made by both sides, and nobody really won that strike, as is usually the case. However, in the many years to come, many issues were approached differently due to the many problems that occurred during the year of the strike. In fact, at the time this book was written, the school had trouble finding qualified teachers due to a shortage. Because of the general improvement in class management and teacher salaries, now administrators have a choice of the best qualified of teachers, as many new graduates now spend years looking for a teaching position.
Read this book and study it well, if you are involved in education in any way. If you don’t learn by the successes described in Allen’s book, perhaps you can learn by avoiding some of the mistakes of teachers, administrators, and school board members that are described within these pages.
Chapter 1 Before the Middle School—Jr. High Page 6
Chapter 2 Tippecanoe and the limbo of the lost Page 12
Chapter 3 Peters gets a bad reputation Page 19
Chapter 4 The 7th grade team is afflicted with a hemorrhoid that even Preparation H can’t rectify Page 25
Chapter 5 1973—Frank gives dictation Page 39
Chapter 6 Potter gets compliments on his asterisk Page 41
Chapter 7 Year 2—Peter’s member gets herpes Page 48
Chapter 8 Peters at Little Big Horn Page 62
Chapter 9 1978 “The Game” Page 78
Chapter 10 1979 Teachers, Administrators, and Never the twain shall meet Page 83
Chapter 11 Nonnegotionable negotiations Page 87
Chapter 12 The unthinkable “Thunk” Page 94
Chapter 13 Ten “stinking” days Page 101
Chapter 14 The Yo-Yo affects and guess who gets strung along Page 104
Chapter 15 Obi-Wan Kenobi to the rescue Page 114
Chapter 16 Settled in church Page 122
Chapter 17 Happy Ever After….Ha! Ha! Page 127
Chapter 18 Major changes at Peters Middle School 1981-1982 Page 128
Chapter 19 Whatever happened to Kool-aid and Snickerdoodles? Page 132
Chapter 20 Back to being a middle school Page 135
Chapter 1 Before the Middle School, Jr. High
Chester Brush is a custodian, and has been for a real long time. Everybody knows the school janitor. Generally speaking, he is worth about three times the others in his profession, despite the fact that he has long been the brunt of their taunts, practical jokes, and disfavor.
His name strikes forth the image of a shaggy faced, long joweld man, with a serious limp. Forget the limp, unlike the Dennis Weaver character on early Gunsmoke, episodes, Chester Good; Chester Brush walks in a reasonably normal fashion. Old shaggy faced Chester Brush only had a limp once and it lasted for just a short time. The limp resulted from an on the job injury. They were unloading bleachers at the high school in preparation for the first football game of the season. The bleachers had been stored in a metal shed behind the gym. They had to be taken from the shed, loaded on a flatbed truck, transported a couple of hundred yards to the field, and then unloaded and erected. Chester and Bill were working together as were Neil and Gary. They had a load, and were unloading it at the field.
“Just a minute, Bill, I’ve got a splinter,” Chester casually remarked. This pissed Bill off. “Damn it, Chester, why hain’t you a wearing gloves? We hain’t got forever to unload these things!”
Chester never raised his voice, and he didn’t sound particularly upset as he answered. “Oh, I’m a wearing gloves. Got the damn splinter in my leg. And I’m a wearing pants, too.”
Bill eased his end of the bleachers plank down. Neil and Garry were also beginning to become concerned. They set down the plank that they were holding, hopped up on the bed of the truck, and moved back to where Chester seemed frozen to the back end of a plank. Two of them had to ease it from him, while Bill held him up. He sure had a splinter, all right. It was sticking completely through the fleshy part of his right thigh.
Chester missed a week’s work, and he limped a lot for a few days, but he got over it.
As for his brush, after shaving and trying to do his very best, Chester always looked like he only managed to get every second or third whisker. If he didn’t have a three-day’s growth, it is more likely that his own best friends and even his relatives wouldn’t know him. Those portions of his face lacking gray or black hair were rough, coarse, and a weather beaten mahogany in color. He had a reddish nose sporting long black hairs protruding from within his flaring nostrils. The red nose perpetuated his reputation as a secret guzzler of gin, but he really wasn’t a drinker. His long ears were also full of hair. He was bald on top, but a train engineer style, blue and white hat often concealed the fact. Hair always stuck out in unruly clusters of varied lengths from beneath the edges of his hat. All combined to heighten and account the analogy of an over-used, human wallpaper paste brush.
Chester finally got his chance to abandon the crap that he was having to put up with, coming from his associates, without quitting his job, when increased student enrollment forced the unit to seek an additional structure for housing some of the student population. He leaped at the opportunity to transfer his services from the high school junior high section to the “new” structure. This would isolate him from the other custodians, most of the time. First, he had to work with them one last time.
Several years before, one of the town’s elementary schools was abandoned, and allowed to continue its deterioration minus the interior demolition experts of the student element. This school had been condemned by the state as a firetrap. So, a new elementary building of the traditional design was built after a bond issue was easily passed. (Note, this bond issue was passed in the early 1960’s)
Chester’s new location would be this condemned building. Solving the space problem took six months, and several thousand dollars. He was one of those persons largely responsible for the dirty work. The school, Tippecanoe Elementary, was declared renovated, renamed Tippecanoe Junior High School, and opened the first year that Allen Potter moved to Dickerson, Illinois. All problems had been resolved before he started. All he had to do was to teach.
Allen came to Dickerson after teaching his first three years in a building that had the distinction of swaying in the breeze. The community from which he moved began their new junior high building the year after he left. His new home and school district was actually his old hometown.
Like most young teachers, Allen came to the community with high hopes, a dynamite air of confidence, and a badly depleted checking account. He was twenty or so pounds under weight, and had large brown-rimmed eyeglasses. His hair was thick brown, cut fairly short, but long enough to comb over the bald spot on top that he was born with. That bald spot always worried him, and he was constantly checking it with his right, and even more often pushing up his glasses with his left.
Allen was very impressed when he first heard of the school districts plan to begin work on curriculum coordination. This would be done at various teachers meetings. After this was completed, “the right hand would always know what the left hand was doing.”
One person, and one cartoon kindled Allen’s philosophy of life, as well as his philosophy of education. The person who had such an influence on his outlook without ever knowing it, was a college Shakespearian professor at Indiana State University. As far as Potter was concerned, the professor had summed it up when he told his class what he had personally learned when he was a student in that institution known as a junior high; “If you spit on your eraser, you can erase ink.” (Note: This was prior to that quantum leap in education known as the erase-o-mate.) Now the cartoon in point was taped on the wall over Allen’s desk during the last two years that he was an undergraduate. It showed the galley of a slave ship with a crew of badly overworked, skinny slaves, being beaten mercilessly by a towering hunk of a cruel, gigantic slave driver. One slave on the back end, a skinny fellow wearing brown-rimmed glasses was singing: “Row, Row, Row your boat; gently down the stream….” Allen Potter called himself “an English learner.”
Brave little 7th Grade girl—“Mr. Potter, do you know who invented the mini-skirt?”
Mr. Potter—“No, but I’d like to shake his hand!”
Brave little 7th Grade Girl—“Seymour Butts!”
Charlie was designated “head teacher” of Tippecanoe Junior High School since there was no principal for most of the time. He was a high school dropout who got that degree while he was in the service. While in the service, Charlie spent some time in Korea despite the fact that he does not look old enough to have been in that ”Conflict.” Possibly the chief reason that Charlie decided that a military career was not for him stems from an incident in Korea. He and a couple of other fellows were sent to a remote area several miles from the main camp, and they were told that it was their duty to “guard” the military property which had been stashed there. Charlie and the other two men were taken out there and dumped. Armed to the teeth, they were told to guard the property at all cost, and they were assured that they would be relieved, directly. All they had were their K-rations, and their weapons. What were they guarding? What was it that the army was afraid that the enemy would carry off? What else? At least one hundred bulldozer blades. Huge, awkward, immense, and weighing tons each. It would require a crane to budge one blade.. After a week of K-rations, Charlie began to get somewhat discouraged. He scouted around until he discovered another group of men near-by. They had also been given an “important mission” by the brass, and they had been forgotten. They had quartered themselves in an abandoned shack, and they had employed some locals to work for them. These local cooked, cleaned, and simply did everything. Charlie and his two fellow bulldozer blade guards began going to the shack for meals. They would order whatever they wanted, and the locals would make it for them. Anyway, the service did come in handy for him. Charlie Miles got both his high school diploma, and his college degree, thanks to the U. S. government.
Charlie Miles is a preacher of the Christian Fundamentalist Church, as well as being a teacher. He is about five feet nine inches tall, weighs in at around two hundred, and he has coal black hair. He was born in Albany, New York, but he grew up in cave country in Kentucky. He had a most interesting youth, having been a spelunker and a cave guide. Once he led “Skeets” Miller into Crystal Cave. They were in search of a passageway from there into Mammoth Cave. “Skeets” is most noted for his efforts in the attempted rescue of the famous cave guide, Floyd Collins, back in the twenties. Charlie even met his wife when he was guiding in Crystal Cave, and she was in the tour group.
Charlie taught eighth grade language arts in 1968-69.as well as to assume his vastly important duties as “head teacher: Under that auspicious title, Charlie took care of calling the absentee list into the high school office. He also acted as school nurse.
Since all teachers at Tippecanoe were required to turn in lesson plans for the entire week on Monday, Charlie did the first one twice. From the second week on, he turned in his plans for the week that he had just completed. No one ever noticed, and for the rest of the five years at Tippecanoe, he gave the office his plans on Monday for the week that he had just completed. No one ever noticed!
The “Head Teacher” had no training in first aid, other than being the father of three children. He did hold a degree in theology earlier alluded to, but law does not allow religion in a public school; therefore, he couldn’t have been made school nurse, because of his powers in the area of faith healing. One question arises: Why wasn’t Mrs. Jones made at least the assistant head teacher? After all, she was a registered nurse before she became a teacher. She does have one problem, which doubtless was taken into consideration. She is of the wrong gender. Besides, it would make too much sense to make a nurse the school nurse!
Once Charlie Miles decided to test his powers as “Head Teacher.” His area of concern had to do with the fact that busses which come to Tippecanoe at the end of the day frequently left too soon, and the students were unable to gather their paraphernalia and still catch the bus. Charlie voiced his concern to the high school principal, his immediate superior.
Principal—“Why don’t you go out and lay in the drive in front of the buses until they are loaded?”
Charlie Miles was given,”Oh, a hundred, a hundred fifty”. (per year) “I don’t remember exactly, “ for his duties at Tippenacanoe school as the “head teacher.”
A good teacher will try to lead a student into figuring out the answer for himself. Sometimes this can be quite a challenge. Mr. Miles was doing this with Greg.
“Now, Greg, let’s look at that again. It says, “I am going to dig a (Channel, Camel) from the river to the pond.”
Having a short attention span as well as being somewhat less than average in intelligence, Greg quickly answered without thinking, “Camel.”
Mr. Miles was not trying to put the boy down, but he certainly had to correct him. “Now, Greg! Come on! Do you dig Camels?”
Again Greg answered quickly, only this time he showed just how far apart they were. “No, man, they hain’t my bag.”
These fellows go together well. They were friends before they were teachers. Both supplement their incomes by farming. Maybe it’s teaching that supplements their farming incomes? Anyway, their Abbot and Costello appearance ends where it begins. Slapstick plays no part in Frank’s life. Frank is the slender one. Actually, John is much bigger than Lou Costello.
John Dolson was hired to teach junior high science in the Dickerson High School building. He had three years experience teaching science in Mt. Zion, Illinois, prior to coming to Dickerson. Frank came here the same year, and he was to be the new junior high math teacher just across the hall from John. Frank had done it all in education, including administration. Both men raised hogs, but Frank did it in earnest. John relied more on raising corn and soybeans.
John is quite large, 6 feet 2 inches tall, somewhat overweight, and much less regimented than Frank. John plays the guitar, sings, and writes country songs. Frank is a man of average size, but he is in terrific physical condition for a man of forty. Frank’s blond hair is never more than a quarter inch in length, and the glare of his blue eyes simply paralyzes any and all students. The sound of his voice intimidates even more than does his past reputation. And, his past reputation is most intimidating. John has a smooth voice, and his hair often looks like it should have been trimmed a couple of weeks ago. Size alone would be enough to demand respect for John.
These two gentlemen were not stationed at Tippecanoe, but their presence was ever tattooed upon the psyche of all students in attendance.
Chester Brush was walking through the high school cafeteria where John and Frank were jointly busy at work, or pretending to be. There was a little snickering. Chester was looking for the head janitor, and he needed toilet tissue for the Tippecanoe school’s restrooms. Frank and John were standing up on the landing overlooking the class. Both men had a large silver earring in the left ear.
Chester spotted them, grinned a little, shook his shaggy head, and muttered. It was just audible; “You don’t gotta be crazy to work ‘round ‘ere, but it helps.”
Jim Parker was a latecomer to Tippecanoe. The school had existed as part of Dickerson Junior High for three years when he arrived. He emerged a chunky, short blond character, with a lot to learn about the rest of his colleagues.
Upon arrival, the high school principal informed Jim that he was to teach only two sections, but that he was to encompass four subjects for both sections. In reality, he was qualified to teach only one of the four subjects that he was assigned to handle. The idea was that this “core” class would demonstrate to students the natural tendency of subjects to overlap and complement each other.
Jim went at it with all he had! He put together an admirable program of social studies and language arts over a two-year period. Always he was working. There simply was no time for this man to kid around.
As time passed, his students quickly caught on to Mr. Parker’s little idiosyncrasies. Whether he was reading, lecturing, or whatever; if he was sitting, he was forever flipping a pencil with his right hand. The pencil always took one complete revolution, and then landed exactly in his hand. He never looked at the pencil. HE NEVER MISSED! With HIS pointer he had a different sort of act. Jim had to be standing for this. He would flip it at the floor from time to time and then catch it as it flipped back to him. (Note: he only did this with a rubber-tipped pointer.) But Mr. Parker’s most talked about habit was even stranger. He would talk to himself. No, he didn’t just think to himself as most people do. He actually, sometimes, thought out loud. Then, he would sometimes laugh at what he had said. Generally speaking, the student body quickly formed the opinion that their Mr. Parker had a disconnected wire in his belfry.
Very Smart Young Boy--: “Mr. Parker, do you know who was the first person to sail across China?”
Mr. Parker—“No idea!”
Very Smart Young Boy—“Marco Pollock!”
Nat had taught at Norton Grade School, in the same school district, for four years. His decision to transfer to Dickerson was probably connected to the fact that he had recently married a young lady from there. It is rumored that he used to be a very serious teacher, much like Jim Parker. He developed his never-ending sense of humor in the year following his divorce from his first wife. It was a sort of a defense mechanism.
He is average in size, blond with blue eyes, and has a retort for just about everything. Nat is chiefly a history teacher, but he can teach grammar in a pinch, and he is one fine coach. The boys have great admiration for his ability to come up with special defenses both in football and basketball.
Jokes play a big part in his ability to get a class in the palm of his hand. He is very good at the art of mimicking different students, and even other teachers. He teases with a charm that quickly is forgiven, and usually results in many girls who come to idolize their teacher. They often work for him, rather than for themselves.
Male student—“Mr. Princeton, Mr. Princeton, Billy called me a woman, and I really don’t like it!”
Mr. Princeton—“Do tell. What did you do when he said it?”
Male Student—“Nuthen, but come tell you. What would you do?”
Mr. Princeton—“Well, if I were you, I’d smack him with my purse and then I’d go for his eyes with my long, red, painted fingernails!”
Male student—“Oh, Mr. Princeton!”
These two appear to be the opposites to the extreme. She is an elegant appearing, medium sized lady with short black hair. She has kept her figure well for a female in her forties. Although she speaks perfect Yankee English, Ruby was born in West Virginia, and grew up there. She is quite capable of lapsing into a southern belle’s drawl at will. That she is a lady, no one doubts. Dexter Rice is six feet eight inches tall, and built like a steel mill worker. He looks like he could, in fact, rip a student into two equal parts, should he so desire. But, his nature is quite gentle, and he seldom ever gets angry. He sometimes uses a fake temper to make an occasional point. His hair is real fine yellow, and very thin on top. If Dexter should forget to shave for a day or two, it is doubtful that anyone would notice. He has never been married, and because of his nature, he probably never will marry. Dexter is a better cook than most mothers.
Ruby Vance is an excellent language arts teacher. Dexter is an excellent social studies teacher. He created the “core” class that Jim Parker inherited. Put Dexter and Ruby together, and excellence becomes ultra. They were put together early on in Tippecanoe by the high school principal, Lester Johnson.
Ruby and Dexter had squeezed their two sections of students into one room.
Mrs. Vance—“Can someone give me a sentence with the word defeat in it?”
Mr. Rice—“I’m sure that we are not talking about “The part of the chicken I like best are deFeet?”
Mrs. Vance—“We certainly are not!”
Billy—“The ski jumper felt more than just the agony of defeat.”
Mr. Rice—“Very good!”
Tippecanoe and the limbo of the lost. (1968-1969)
The Tippecanoe school had a student capacity of around two hundred. The complete junior high ran about four hundred. Naturally, this was NO problem. Only eight or ten blocks separated Tippecanoe and the high school. One half of the student body would stay at the high school one half of the day. The other half would stay at Tippecanoe school one half of the day. At noon would come the big SWITCH-A-ROO.
Math, science, band, vocal music, and physical education took place at the high school. History and language arts were dealt with at Tippecanoe. School. Everyone, save the Tippecanoe personnel, ate lunch at the high school cafeteria. Most at Tippecanoe, Chester Brush included, “brown-bagged it.” Those teachers who had to ride the buses to keep the kids in line, ate at the high school during the fifteen-minute overlap. The uncanny thing that this “forced busing” resulted in had to do with the number of history and language arts “stuff” that wound up at the high school. Likewise, the Tippecanoe school must have abounded with math and science papers and books. One might refer to the school buses as sort of a “Limbo of the Lost.” Books and papers could wander back and forth between the two institutions of learning, but never manage to reach a destination throughout eternity. To this day, there are probably books and papers still floating back and forth even though the Tippecanoe school building has long ceased to exist.
Little Girl Standing in the Lunch Lines—“Mr. Princeton, Tommy is picking his nose and eating it, Yeech!”
Mr. Princeton—(Sounding incredulous)—“Tommy’s eating his nose?”
Same Little Girl--(Very Disgusted)—“No, he’s eating his booger!”
Mr. Dolson—(Listening Nearby)—“He thinks it’s funny, but it’s SNOT!”
Tippecanoe became a sort of forgotten outpost. Announcements of school events would reach there via the noon busses. Often the high school principal, due to an oversight, would simply fail to send Tippecanoe the word. Sometimes, he forgot that end of the day announcements could not reach Tippecanoe until the morning bus the following day. Charlie said that it didn’t bother him any, because he lived in the country, and had been getting his mail a day late for years. Allen Potter expressed a firm belief that a lot of the lost memorandums were merely other victims of “The Limbo of The Lost”. along with countless schoolbooks and due assignments. Even the Tippecanoe telephone (the only one in the building was installed in the basement of this three level building) was channeled through the high school switchboard. The fact that it was often very difficult to get a line as a result of the tie-up at the high school actually was a minor problem. The big irritation was the location of the thing. Invariably the call would be for a teacher on the top floor. Frequently, no one would even be in the basement when the phone would take a notion to start ringing. All classes but special reading were on the second and third floors. Picture Chester Brush chasing from the basement to the top floor, three times a day, to tell someone to race to the basement to answer the phone.
The Junior High principal and the High School principal have been considered one job as long as the Dickerson high school building has been standing. With the re-opening of Tippecanoe as a portion of the Junior High apart from the High School, Lester Johnson had two options: One, he could divide his time so that he would run back and forth daily. Two, he could delegate authority and save himself a lot of trouble. So, Charlie Mills became, in truth, the high school principal’s second option--something less than a second banana. There were those who called themselves a faculty with no principles, but most preferred to think that there was a principal running around who had lost his faculties.
…….ANNOUNCEMENT………..
By order of Mr. Lester Johnson, Principal, Students shall leave their knockers at home.
After the laughter and some folks coughing and discussions of a questionable nature had subsided, Mr. Princeton commented: “I think that Mr. Johnson was referring to those plastic clackers on a cord that a number of you have been beating each other with; therefore, you young ladies can relax.
The Tippecanoe teachers lounge was in the south end of the basement. Chiefly the faculty furnished it. Mrs. Barbara Houser contributed the refrigerator. Everyone chipped in to buy the chairs and sofa, which was purchased at a sale. In all, the Tippecanoe lounge became a homey place. It was theirs, and they, Chester included, had no boss looking over their shoulders. Thus, the general atmosphere was usually one of ease and relaxation. Once a snake did get in through a drain and tensed the teachers up a bit, but Mrs. Jones chased the reptile back into its world and saved them all. The negative points of the place became secondary.
But there were negative points. The heating system was always a huge problem. If a sudden cold wave came through, then Chester Brush would also have to come in. He needed to get there by five o’clock, at least, to get the boiler built-up enough for a head of steam to heat all seven of the classrooms and the halls. Sometimes only one floor would be warm enough, the top floor, as heat rises. Students would get too hot up there, and do the natural thing: Open the windows. Meanwhile, downstairs the rising heat had not made the circle back to the first floor. The top floor was too hot; the main floor was too cold. (This is beginning to sound like a problem once encountered by Goldilocks.) Anyway, this was only the little problem that they encountered with the heating system. Should one leave all radiators on at night so that the room would be warm the next morning, the room would be warm and also it would be covered with from one to three inches of water. Should one turn off all the radiators, one would return the next day to a room as cold as all outdoors. Mostly they learned to compromise. (Don’t they always?) They would leave on one radiator, and come to school the next day with one hot radiator and just a small pool of water on the floor. They did have problems with students who would take it upon themselves to either turn all radiators back on, or all off, before leaving school, without the teacher being aware of what had been done. After all, as far as the end of the day students at Tippecanoe were concerned, morning Tippecanoe was just the place where they left their science book or math lesson.
Allen Potter—“Here I am again, the ‘Lucus Tanner’ of the whole district, in search of a student who needs help! What do you mean, “What am I doing in the lounge?”
Allen Potter—“Here I am again on a Monday morning, ready to irrigate the arid minds, and to quench the never ending thirst for knowledge prevalent in the entire student body! I reckon that is what the river in my room is for?”
Opening windows at Tippecanoe wasn’t all that easy. They were a very old type, set on heavy cords with pulleys. Most of the cords were either broken or were off the pulleys. Therefore, windows had to be pried up and then propped open, or they would come crashing down. Some of the windows were painted shut, and simply could not be opened without likely breaking the glass. The rooms were too hot or too cold much of the time. Allen Potter propped one window open with a large, hole-filled paddle that he called the “KILL BOARD.” It would kill all right, if someone were to jerk it out of the window and not get his noggin’ out of the way of that ten ton window. (All Potter ever used that board for was as a window prop.)
True, the Tippecanoe building did leak if the rains were heavy enough over an extended duration. Often a pool would be found standing in the basement lounge as a result of seepage. Once during an especially heavy downpour, they had a waterfall coming from the doorjamb of the special reading class in the basement Later they were to discover that the walls were filling with water as it managed to work the way to the student lockers in the various rooms. A lot of books got wet and some coats and other items were damaged, but no one really worried too much about the situation. They regarded these as just some of life’s trifling obstacles about which they could do little or nothing.
Someone had left the double doors open. Being your typical midwestern autumn, the foliage was on the ground. A strong breeze had filled the ground floor halls with maple leaves. There was Chester Brush, working hard to clean up the mess with a rake. Scrape! Scrape! The metal rake tore at the oiled hardwood floors. Ruby Vance, quite irritated by the harsh, grating sounds outside her classroom, was very red in the face as she charged out of her room.
“Chester, why aren’t you using a broom on that floor, instead of that rake?
Quietly, calmly, Chester looked Mrs. Vance right in the eyes as he sincerely explained;
“You sweep dirt with a broom, but you RAKE leaves with a RAKE!”
There were some very good things about Tippecanoe. Being separated from the high school as they were, they became very close as a group. They came to regard themselves as a sort of lost and forgotten holdout, not unlike Charlie Mills and his earlier gang was back in the “Korean Conflict.” The only real difference was that their assignment was a lot more complex than to guard a group of monstrous bulldozer blades. They didn’t have a bunch of Korean locals to work for them, but parents did often bring them cakes and handmade candy. The parents were aware of the fact that most of the Tippecanoe teachers couldn’t get to the high school for a hot lunch. (Try explaining a candy whisky ball on your breath to a group of afternoon seventh graders sometime.)
The busses were loaded as students were being taken to high school for lunch plus afternoon classes. Mr. Miles was one of the teachers designated to go on one of the three busses and maintain control. (Thirty minutes without their “Head Teacher? What will they do? Alas!) A couple of problem boys were acting up; Mr. Miles grabbed the boy and helped him to his seat, unceremoniously. He was figuring correctly that the other boy would get the message as well.
“Mr. Miles, why do you always pick on me?” asked the lad who had been so rudely introduced to his seat.
“You know better’n to run all over a moving bus like some kind of a moron.” Replied Mr. Miles in his usual quick and curt manner.
“Yeah, but why did you grab me? Just what gave you the right?” Continued the lawyer’s persistent and obnoxious son.
“Because” explained Mr. Miles, “I’m bigger ‘n you.”
“Well, why didn’t you grab Tom? He was running all over the bus too!” the boy complained.
“Yes, but Tom’s bigger’n me,” replied Mr. Miles somehow keeping a straight face.
One night, a week or so later, was open house. The boy who Mr. Miles had grabbed on the bus came into Mr. Miles’s room with his parents.
“Mom, Dad, I’d like you to meet Mr. Miles. He’s the school nurse and he teaches bus.”
Sharon Miller was strictly a P.E. teacher, so when she was assigned to teach a language arts class at Tippecanoe one year, she was a bit worried. She could handle the reading and spelling with no problem, but grammar was another matter. Each morning she proceeded to the basement lounge where Charlie Miles or Allen Potter would explain to her the lesson that she was supposed to teach that day. Charlie and Allen took turns keeping her head above water in that grammar class. Later Sharon would brag, “I used to was an English teacher.”
The water fountains all worked well. Unfortunately, they were located just outside the doors of the various restrooms. And, the restrooms did not all work so well. Even under normal circumstances this positioning of the fountains can be distasteful. About once a week the sewer had a tendency to back up.
“On second thought, I’m not as thirsty as I thought I was.”
In the basement lounge, the teachers’ restroom was quite a conversation piece. This served for both sexes.
It had a wooden door with a hole in it. The door could be latched with a hook latch. If one of the ladies needed a sanitary napkin, a box of them was kept on a concrete ledge beside the stool. This restroom was completely lacking in any sort of soundproofing. Human dignity was placed on hold when this place was prepared for the teachers.
Most experienced teachers have become philosophical about graffiti. If the spelling and punctuation are correct, then this is a plus factor. Writing a teacher’s first name on the wall shows lack of respect and is a C minus factor. Last name only without Mr. or Mrs. in front of it is a borderline negative factor. Mr. or Mrs. and a correct spelling of the last name is a strong plus factor. The teacher may not be loved, but he or she is respected. Also the student has learned something.
As the years passed, things either improved, or the faculty became acclimated. There was an outbreak of divorce and Chester Brush said he figured it was caused by something in the water at Tippecanoe. Allen Potter told him that it was just the sewer that he was smelling. There had been some teacher-directed vandalism that first couple of years, but it tapered off after that. No State Troopers invaded the building in search of auto thieves after that initial year. No students were drawn from classes for weekly meetings with a probation officers since the second year. Things seemed to be moving on an even keel.
After four years in Tippecanoe, arrangements were made so that the teachers could view new schools. They were to see various types of institutions designed for students ranging in grades from the sixth to the ninth. They were to advise the administration on what they felt about what they saw. On the average, the teachers saw three or four schools, and they saw how good it could be.
Allen Potter saw regular Junior High Schools. One was called the Thomas Jefferson School and he was introduced by that schools principal to a black student named George Washington.
Frank Rich, John Dolson, Charlie Miles, Marian Wiseman, and Nathan Princeton traveled together to see two new schools. The car was quite crowded, and Marian told Charlie that she did not want his knee rubbing hers. Thus, he was leaning against Nat the whole trip. Nat said the he didn’t get too big a charge out of rubbing knees with Charlie either.
By and large, the teachers were most impressed with a new pod school in Central Illinois. All agreed that the school had everything that they would like too have in a school. This structure was designed so the teachers had the choice of a wall to separate themselves from the others, or the wall could be removed for teaching in a team with other teachers. Should the student enrollment increase and more room be needed, the addition of another pod would take care of the problem.
Hey, Nat, I hear that your wife’s pregnant!”
Nat, looking down, “Yup, it still works.” He gave a Barney Fife sniff, stuck out his lower lip, and went into the lounge and sat down.
During Allen’s last year in Tippecanoe, the school’s last year, he had an unpleasant accident at home. His mother’s dog, and ill tempered, white Pekinese, jumped into his face as he was stooped over, teasing her. She promptly taught him an unforgettable lesson by biting him completely through the nose. This aroused a great deal of curiosity as he went to school the next day.
Chester saw Allen first. “Oh, decided to have your nose pierced”, not a good job, you know. Should have been done to the underside, between the nostrils.”
“Mr. Potter! “What happened?” asked an annoying little girl.
“I was picking my nose and I sneezed. Guess I ought to trim my fingernails.” He answered.
(Shortly) “Mr. Potter! What happened?” asked an equally bothersome little boy.
“My girlfriend tried to give me a hicky. She gets her eyes examined today.” He replied.
All day he was asked, and all day he lied. He seldom repeated a lie.
The school superintendent, who was to retire at the end of the year, was very courteous as he explained how very important teacher opinions were to him. They were paid and given leave to see those other schools. They would report back and be sure that he knew what they thought about what they saw and what they wanted in a new school.
Superintendent—“You know, they’ve even got schools without walls.”
The staff studied various methods of scheduling and experimented with both core and team teaching. A bond issue had been passed during Tippecanoe’s fourth year so a new structure was inevitable. The present work was vitally important, as it was the groundwork that would determine how the community’s money would be spent. Likewise, the work would be the guiding force to point the way for education in the community for years to come.
Student—“Mr. Potter, did you hear that the school superintendent is retarded?"
Mr. Potter—“I’ve sometimes heard such statements about administrators; however, I think that the word you want is retiring.”
After discussing with the class a story about a unicorn, Mr. Potter posed a question.
“This story by James Thurber presents to us a legendary, mythical creature known as a unicorn. According to legend there is only one way to capture one of these creatures. Just how would you go about trying to catch a unicorn, Robin?”
“I’d blow in his ear and he’d follow me anywhere!”
The Junior High faculty from both buildings was asked to draw floor plans of the type of classrooms that they regarded to be ideal. Resisting temptation, Nathan Princeton turned in neither the one with a student/teacher ratio of one to one, nor the drawing with isolated chambers for each individual and a soundproof office with a desk and a cot for himself. It would have been equipped with a pit, which could contain either snakes or alligators (Optional to teacher preference) for trouble students. The teacher could talk to the students through a sound system, but the student could reply only if the teacher pressed a button allowing him to do so.
All teachers of the junior high visited two or more new schools and most turned in a floor plan of the “ideal” classroom. Most agreed upon a semi-traditional design much like the pod system mentioned earlier.
Finally, the day came for the important meeting with the superintendent. They would discuss what they saw, and tell what they liked. Possibly, the consensus would hasten his decision.
Superintendent—“This is what you are going to get. Arrangements will be made so that each of you will get to visit the school after which ours will be patterned.”
Only one of the staff had even seen a school anything like the one to which the superintendent was referring. He held up the architect’s plans. Generally speaking, they were stunned by both the choice and the fact that the choice was obviously settled. None of them had previously seen the school that this would be patterned after. None of them was ever consulted prior to the final decision.
“Junior, if you grasp at the other students as they pass you, like some kind of man eating plant, we’ll just make a man eating plant out of you for the rest of the day! You get up here in front of the class! Now, stand in this spot and don’t you move your feet on inch. Plants can’t move their roots! I’ll water you at the end of the day, if I remember.”
Junior stood the rest of the day, nearly two forty minute periods, thrusting his hands and arms (leaves and off-shoots, I guess.) at passing students, like some kind of man eating plant.
Little wonder is it that the faculty found it difficult to take him too seriously the second time that the superintendent asked them for their input? They were to rack their brains to come up with a new name for the modern structure. Even, this time, the Junior High students were to get in on the project. They thought about names and the students discussed them. They even got to submit the names for the school board’s scrutiny. Then one day they were, again, told what they were going to get. As far as anyone could tell, no teacher or student from the Junior High submitted the name, which the board and the superintendent decided upon.
For more than one hundred years a representative of a particular family in Allen County has been in the Dickerson school system in some capacity. For a time in the past, the unit’s superintendent was of this family. There was once a principal from this family. There had been several teachers and one of the Dickerson High School faculty members of the present was of this family. Only the very aged remember that one of those past family members got into some trouble for “borrowing” money from the district’s educational fund. His relatives who replaced the cash saved him from extreme embarrassment.
Herman Peters is a math and physics instructor. Maybe he was elated to discover that his family was being so honored. More than likely, the other living family members were cautiously pleased. But, nearly everyone else who heard the name for the first time reacted in a much different way. Some came to feel that the present superintendent was getting his final revenge on a community for working him too hard. Others just attributed the name to the fellow’s warped sense of humor. Peters middle school!
Ruby Vance, when she heard the name of the new school, became very red in the face. Allen Potter said, “And I suppose our athletic teams will be called the Fighting Trojans?”
Ruby, still very red, finally spoke. “Well, I for one refuse to wear a faculty shirt with the monogram PMS!”
Nat Princeton—“Just when is Peters to be erected?”
Allen Potter—“Are Peters.”
John Dolson—“In that case, whenever they become sexually aroused.”
It would take a year to put up the 1.5 million dollar “open spaced” structure, so Tippecanoe still had some time to go.
Meanwhile, the school board almost hired a principal with absolutely no experience working within the confines of such a structure as this. Fortunately, that fellow apparently took a job in another school, rather than theirs. At last, someone heard them! The teachers of the Junior High School were yelling their heads off for a boss who was experienced in a school with an open concept. They got him. One man of all the dozens who applied for the opening had been the assistant principal of the school after which theirs was patterned. But, he became the principal, not their principal. One year prior to the opening of Peters Middle School, Jerry Kool became the only official staff member. He minced no words when he told them that they did not have the job in the middle school, yet. Only he did, and only he would select his staff.
The first general meeting which the junior high teachers had with the new principal was culminated by the eighth grade math teacher backing his pickup truck into Mr. Kool’s sports car. Since Mr. Kool had set the general meeting with the faculty to help make staff selections, Frank Rich had a sinking feeling. “I guess I’d better start looking for a job!”
Jerry’s reaction to Frank’s little accident was exactly the same as Chester Brush’s when he first heard the name of the new middle school, “You’ve gotta be kidden’!”
Just prior to busing the morning “batch” to lunch, Mr. Princeton spoke to his group.
“Class, I have a riddle for you. What is yellow and green, and goes backward?” (Pause) Sniffs Loudly. “You’re excused, enjoy your lunch!”
Interdisciplinary team teaching and individualized instruction was the name of the graduate course to be taken in preparation for the opening of the new school. All but one of the Junior High teachers of Dickerson and Tippecanoe were hired for Peters Middle School. The lone Norton Grade School applicant was turned down. Sharon Miller had taught one section of language arts at Tippecanoe, but Mr. Kool did not want her on his staff. Of those who were hired to teach at Peters Middle School, all but three took the night course which was held in the finished but unfurnished new school. The instructor was Jerry Kool, Principal. Right off, he asked them to make a list of those other teachers on the faculty that they felt compatible with, teaching wise. The course had no term papers, no tests, and they graded themselves. (There were a lot of A’s made in this course.)
Yes, with fond regrets, they vacated Tippecanoe at the end of the 1972-73 school year for the last time. One teacher was so unsure about the move that he even said a few silly things about suicide. One lady, Mrs. Jones, retired rather than to try to adjust to the new school.
Tippecanoe was sold almost before they vacated it, and was being torn down as many of them drove past on the way to Peters Middle School. It became much like driving daily past a cemetery, knowing that you recently buried a loved one there.
Tippecanoe Junior High no longer exists. Not even a marker shows where it once stood. Today, in its stead, there is a new public library every bit as ultramodern as Peters Middle School.
Chapter 3
Peters Gets a Bad Reputation (1973-1974)
All of the middle school teachers began coming to work a full two weeks prior to the actual opening date, without pay.
Five aides were employed to do typing, filing, and other clerical work for the thirty teachers. Since they were expected to develop programs of individualized instruction, the aides were sorely needed.
“Sharon, I have a test I want you to type and run off for me. I need one hundred thirty copies.”
Mr. Rich—“Sharon, would you make me one hundred thirty copies of this by tomorrow?”
Mr. Potter—“Yeah, and I need fifty copies of the complete works of William Shakespeare by 9:30.”
Mr. Dolson—“Be sure to catch the market report on the radio for me, Sharon.”
The schedule has an “A” week (sometimes spelled “weak” by John Dolson) and a “B” week. (Ditto) Team classes meet at the same time and the same place on both “A” and “B” week. Team classes are: Math, Science, Language Arts, and Social Studies. On “A” week some electives meet on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday only. Other electives on “A” week meet on Tuesday and Thursday only. On “B” week, the schedule “Flip-flops.” Those classes which meet on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday during “A” week meet on Tuesday and Thursday on “B” week. Likewise, Those classes which meet on Tuesday and Thursday on “A” week meet on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday on “B” week. Naturally, on “A” week, it goes back to the way it originally was.
Floyd—“Now, Mark, Inch Me and Pinch Me are walking across a bridge. Inch Me falls in the water. Who is left on the bridge?”
Mark—“Gee, that’s a tough one, I don’t know?”
Floyd—“Now listen Mark. You hain’t a listening! Pay real close attention to what I say. You’ve got juest two guys, Inch Me and Pinch Me, a walken’ across a bridge. Inch Me falls in the water. Who’s still on the bridge?”
Mark—“I just don’t know!”
Floyd—“LISTEN! Inch Me and Pinch Me! Take away Inch Me and what do you get?”
Mark—“What about the bridge?”
Floyd—(audible Sigh) “I’ll tell it again! Inch Me and Pinch Me are a walken’ acrost a bridge. Inch Me falls in the friggen water. Who’s still on the friggen bridge?”
Mark—“Oh! I know!! Pinch me!!!
Floyd, turning to the boy on the other side of him in this study hall chair says, “Hey Darrel, he got it right! Now what do I do?”
Jim Parker heard this entire conversation while monitoring the class.
Now, try explaining the Peters Middle School schedule to any sixth, seventh, or eighth, grade student on the first day of school. Not to mention explaining the schedule to Mark, Floyd, or Darrell. While one is at it, one must also explain to the student body, individually, why the eighth graders are meeting in an area clearly marked with a large 7 painted on the wall. The seventh grade class, in turn, meet in an area with a large 8 painted on the wall. “Yes, I am seeing the 8 and I know that you are a seventh grader, but Mr. Kool began scheduling that way and he was half finished before he caught the error. So, rather than to do all that scheduling all over again….. (In the far distant future, they finally just painted out the numbers, and put an 8 where it belonged and a 7 where it belonged.)
Upon finding a comb on the floor, Mr. Dolson walked through the seventh grade area, past the big 8 sign (Sigh!) shouting. “Has someone PARTED with his comb?”
It is appropriate that the method of procedure for the first year be further explained. As earlier stated, the north end of of the structure is marked 7 and only eighth graders hold classes there. The eighth grade team holds their team classes during the afternoon, and electives for them are during the morning. The south end of the building, marked 8 is the seventh grade area. They hold team classes in the A.M. and electives in the P.M. The west end of the building is marked 6. During the morning this area is filled with a team composed of a mixture of sixth, seventh, and eighth graders. They have electives with the seventh graders in the P.M. During the afternoon, the area marked with a large 6 on the wall is filled with sixth graders who are having their team classes. (I have no idea how this could have happened!) The sixth graders have electives at the same time that the eighth graders do.
One who has never seen an open spaced school must try to visualize a living room around one hundred yards or so in length and width. The living room has a carpet, and the outside walls are made of special blocks that absorb sound. Even the ceiling is such that it tends to muffle sound.
“No Walls! But, Mr. Princeton, What about when we have to go to the restroom?”
“Mr. Potter, how do the children find their shoes that they left outside the school when the whole day is over? I’ve heard that no one is allowed to wear shoes on the carpet!”
Some answers to weird questions:
There ARE walls around the restrooms. (Although, someone did fail to designate which were for whom.)
No one has to remove his or her shoes to walk on the carpet. In fact, shoes are required at Peters Middle School.
There are NO BELLS to alert the students that class is over or that another class has started. Bells are of little use in a school where teams of teachers determine the length of various classes.
The noise level is about the same as it was at Tippecanoe. (Chester can even rake leaves in Peters Middle School and make almost no noise.) The soundproofing does make lecturing difficult at times.
Lack of walls does make it possible for one to see and sometimes hear what is going on elsewhere. Many teachers quickly put portable dividers up and make themselves artificial classrooms. After a time, several of the teachers reversed this action, and removed most of the dividers. Lack of walls have some advantages. Teachers can cover one another easier with the classroom open. Also, teachers tend to learn improved methods and get some excellent ideas from each other, since they can see what others are doing. It is easier to parallel and supplement another person when you can see what he is doing.
Yes, some students are easily distracted, and they often use the open space as an excuse for their lack of focus. But even if these students were in an enclosed area, their average attention span would be only around thirty or forty minutes out of every sixty minutes. In an open spaced school, there is more room for the imagination to roam when one drifts off in a daydream.
“Now, class, that we have completed the unit on subjects and predicates, and you know all there is to know about the topic, we can move on to another matter. In tomorrow’s lesson, I will teach you how to walk on water, and I expect at least as much success as I have had with the unit we have just abandoned.
Mr. Potter, who does the walking on water demonstration always in the coldest part of winter, does sometimes lapse into sarcasm.
The first day in Peters Middle School was every bit the nightmare most had expected. Mr. Kool insisted that they do two typical days with ten-minute classes. They did two days because of the change from day to day caused by the “A” week and the “B” week. A computer, which they don’t actually have yet, will confuse T with Th, so the students schedules show T for Tuesday and R for Thursday. This is another little thing that each student must, individually, have explained to them. (Even after they have been told two or three times as a group.) They did both Wednesday and Thursday ® on the first day for this demonstration.
Frank Rich was talking in the team room (a work and meeting room for all team teachers.) After school in his usually top sergeant type voice. “Hell! We’ve done Wednesday and Thursday today. As far as I’m concerned, tomorrow’s Friday!” It wasn’t.
Team meetings are supposed to be held daily. Mr. Kool feels that the teachers should discuss ideas. The seventh grade team was kicking around a few thoughts about a potential problem student. All four of them had had a run-in with her on the very first day. Mr. Potter suggested that they put out a contract on her. The team leader, so appointed by Mr. Kool, doesn’t seem to know how to take the flippant attitude of his fellow team members. He is not aware of the fact, but the team members also have unspoken reservations about him as their leader. Allen Potter did tell Frank and John that Jim would eventually come around.
A lot of people were concerned with how Miss Bunny Hill would do in her first day in typing class. If anyone could handle that problem that she was to confront, she had just the personality to do so. Bunny is never seen but when she isn’t either laughing out loud or grinning from ear to ear. This slightly heavy, brunette had to face typing class on day one with no typewriters.
“Now, class, just pretend that there is a typewriter in front of you….”
The machines didn’t arrive until about the third day. By then, Bunny is reported to have had some students typing twenty-five PRETEND words per minute.
The seventh grade team meetings often had moments, which were far from serious.
Mr. Rich “I’m gonna put the make on the first broad to come into the team room, gang. God! I hope it’s Jerry’s secretary!”
Mr. Potter “Excuse me fellows. I gotta go water the horses” He walked out nonchalantly, closed the door behind him, and then he ran like the devil for Bunny’s room. (Yes, there were rooms for some of the classes that had to produce noise.
Allen Potter to Bunny Hill “OH! Bunny, Frank wants you in the team room quickly. I’ll cover your class for you.”
Bunny came charging into the team room. “You looking for me, Frank?”
All teams were assigned a para-professional, a teacher’s aide. On the day that the one for the seventh grade team arrived, a week late, Frank and John informed her that it would be a part of her job to listen to the farm reports each day, get the hog prices, and keep them posted.
These guys both had a hog to die during the first month of school, probably due to the heat. Frank Rich was teasing the aide about her not helping him grade papers like she was doing for Marian Wiseman, the eighth grade math teacher. Sharon was busy at the time.
“Why should I grade your papers? You won’t even let me help you bury your hog.”
Shirley, one of the aides, sprayed the team area with deodorant. It made all in the room almost gag! Later, Mrs. Wiseman came in, stuck her nose into the air, sniffed, and then inquired, “What is that strange odor?”
Frank promptly replied, “I’ve got gas, Marian. “
John Dolson still calls this math teacher Maid Marian, despite the fact that she got married last summer. She is an attractive brunette in her middle twenties. She has had some trouble adjusting to the fact that a teacher in the open concept is not so much the visible center of the teaching situation when individualized instruction is used. Therefore, she seems to try to compensate for her lack of visibility in the classroom by attempting to dominate the conversation during the eighth grade team meeting. Because of this, their team meetings have become largely math and language arts centered. The other two team members, Nat Princeton (Social Studies) and Bill Townsend (science) became more and more just part of a backdrop. The team leader is Leona Keeler, the language arts teacher. She is a totally gray haired lady—her mid-forties. She has somehow managed to keep the figure of a teenage girl. Leona’s extremely set in her ways, and is very serious minded. She does NOT participate in any of the antics that some of the rest of the teachers do.
John wants Jerry to hire an aide for the music department. That way Peters Middle School will have a “Band-Aid”.
The guidance counselor, Harriet Long, is an attractive, naïve acting, very young lady who has been christened, “the shrink” by Frank Rich. Most other teachers call her “Harry.” She looks like a very young version of Mary Tyler Moore, but she acts a lot more like Bob Newhart.
Potter was on a downslide, and it was only noon. He carried his lunch tray over to a table, and he sat down with four attractive, young lady faculty members. (One was a student teacher) “The shrink”, sensing his mood, said, “Just figure it’s your lucky day to get to sit with all four of us.”
“Yeah, up to now I’d chalked it up as a total loss of a day,” replied Mr. Potter.
The media specialist is a rather tall, slightly over-weight, redhead from up state. Miss Charlotte Fields is more serious than many of the faculty members, and she often tends to react in a manner of righteous anger toward the clowning of others. On this day, being in an audacious mood, Mr. Princeton walked up to her and asked if she had a copy of Memoirs of a Horny Fascist on the shelf that he could check out. She never batted an eye as she replied, “I have four copies, Nat, but they’re all checked out now.”
The faculty was told to select, by popular vote, one of their members to serve on the insurance committee. Jim Parker suggested that they “gang up” on the history teacher of the multi-level team, Dexter Rice. John Dolson then quickly complied by posting the following announcement where all teachers could see.
Vote for Dexter Rice for Insurance Committee.
Our Man!
Motherhood, Apple Pie,
Law and Order.
And, he’s a good Republican!!
Vote for Dexter Rice, and get a piece of the rock!
(Dexter wasn’t thrilled.)
Mr. Rich had another run-in with the little girl who had been discussed by the team members after the first day. She has become a daily problem for all of her teachers. Frank went to Mr. Kool about her. A female student who is a problem tends to be much harder to handle than a male student, at least for men teachers. A man teacher can always fall back on one of Frank’s old teaching methods if the problem is a boy. Frank calls it his “A and B” teaching, Assault And Battery. The “A and B” method can suddenly end a career if the student happens to be a girl. A teacher who roughs up a girl, even mildly so, tends to find himself looking for work in a totally different field of endeavor. Henceforth, the little girl who is rapidly proving to be a royal pain in the butt will be referred to as the “Hemorrhoid”.
Near the end of this particularly difficult day, Mr. Rich growled, “I think I’ll go home and beat up my wife.” The rest of the team voted on the motion, and all agreed except for Allen Potter.
Being unmarried and out-voted, Allen told them that he would resort to an alternative plan. “I’ll just go home and make an obscene phone call to Chester’s wife.” Chester was dumping a trashcan in the team room when Potter said this.
The entire faculty, Chester Brush and the Cooks included, was informed by Mr. Kool that they all would have to come to school on Sunday, the 23 of September, for the dedication of the new building. No one was thrilled to get this news. Jerry tried to console one and all. He said that he would have corsages for the ladies and boutonnières for the fellows. Terry Brown, the sixth grade math teacher, insisted upon an orchid, but he had to settle for a carnation like all of the other guys. Charlie Miles said that he couldn’t work on Sunday, as it was against his religion.
“Besides, I gotta work.” (He still preaches in his own church)
Mr. Kool pointed out that two other preachers would be there to give invocations and benediction. Thus, Mr. Miles’s absence would not be excused! Charlie suffered much for not coming to the dedication. He didn’t get his boutonniere!
Sharon “A dedication for Peters” Gee, I’ll Drink to that!”
At one point, the eighth grade team leader considered naming the various teaching areas after different varieties of nuts: cashews, pecans, hickories, peanuts, and walnuts. Nat Princeton and Bill Townsend were seated across from each other, as were Leona Keeler and Marian Wiseman. When Leona and Marian began discussing their idea, Nat and Bill had been looking down at their respective desks and working. Slowly, simultaneously, their heads came up until each was looking directly into the other’s eyes. There was a pained expression on Nat’s face. Bill was more listless in appearance; Nat slightly shook his head to say, “Oh, my God!”
When Leona said “Walnuts,” then Bill Townsend remarked almost in a sign of submission, “No, we can’t use Walnuts. There aren’t any walls.”
Princeton, seeming to also give in, said, “Hell, we just as well have nuts. Anyone who knows anything about anatomy knows that all properly functioning Peters have them”
The idea was immediately dropped when both ladies got the drift, as was reflected in their red faces.
The high school has a new principal. This gentleman began working at Dickerson High School as the new “Head of the English department” just three years ago. Ambitious? You bet! But, “opportunist” is an even more accurate description. Less than three months after he took over the English department an English teacher of more than twenty years quit. She said that she did not need the hassle that she was getting from that “young whippersnapper.” Darrel Winzel applied for the opening on the day he discovered that Lester Johnson was out. Up to that point, he and Darrel seemed to be very good friends. The opening was made possible by a persistent board member who had once taught at Dickerson High School. This one-time teacher had been fired for incompetence by Lester several years before. Now, Darrel Winzel is said to be passing around a sheet asking about the amount of schooling and experience the teachers at Dickerson High School have had within the fields that they are teaching. He is reported to have bluntly informed his staff, “You can call this a Bump Sheet.”
At a recent county institution, the superintendent said, “If you are tenure and a good teacher, you have nothing to worry about”
Many teachers are uneasy about who determines which of them are good or bad teachers. Fortunately, they know that it will not be the board members who managed to oust Lester Johnson. That fellow stopped attending board meetings the minute he accomplished his only goal. (Lester Johnson was out of work a very short time, and then he got a better job in another school system.)
The superintendent continued to talk to the teachers at the beginning of the institute. He laid out a confusing scenario: “We must pull together..” At the end of his talk he was saying, “I don’t want to see….I don’t want to hear…” Seems teachers are not to go to local bars, smoke in public, and so forth. This man went on to say, “We have 17.4 students for every teacher in the unit.” Everyone instantly thought of Mr. Winzel’s “bump sheet.” What was not mentioned concerning teacher per student ratio was that administration, guidance counselors, and media and library personnel were counted as teachers. The actual numbers is closer to 25 to 27-1. (As for that .4 student, nearly every teacher in the district claims him.)
The teachers later broke into interest groups. There were soon experts present to advise in particular areas. A man came in to explain individualized instruction methods to the math teachers. Frank Rich asked him, “Where in the hell were you when I needed you, at the start of the school year?”
The teachers institute had been held in Peters Middle School to show off the place to other teachers in the county, and because it was air conditioned. Several of the middle school teachers were asked pointed questions about having a lot of time on their hands. Some were asked if they ever had to do anything, or did the aides do it all. One old lady asked where the swings and slides were. She said that she had been told that Peters Middle School was a playground. Another lady told Potter that she had been at a meeting in Carmi recently and someone asked her about the school. Even in Carmi, the word was that Peters Middle School was a “den of iniquity.” This meeting of the county institute was the first major revelation to the new school’s faculty that they were going to have to defend a school that they never had anything to do with choosing in the first place.
After the institute was over, everyone quickly left, except for the faculty members of Peters Middle School.
One elementary school teacher, an elderly lady named Jenny Brown, sneezed as she was walking out the door, and Mr. Potter heard her say, “I suppose It’ll be in the paper tomorrow that I sneezed in the new middle school. Everything else that happens here seems to make the papers!”
There was considerable lamentation about the superintendent’s words. He told the teachers to set an example as ladies and gentleman; stay out of trouble; and teach the children to say, “Yes, Sir” and “No Sir.” Frank Rich kept apologizing to one of the aides about his language as he was ranting in the team room. He kept apologizing to Shirley, and then turning right back around and saying the very same thing over again, and then reapologise to her. Finally he stopped, turned to her again, and he said, “I have a gentlemanly question to ask you, Shirley.”
“What’s that, Frank?” she asked, knowing exactly what to expect.
“Do you want to shack up?” he asked, and he never cracked a smile.
Frank steamed on until he walked over to the chalkboard on the south wall of the team room. He wrote on the board just what he thought of the superintendent’s talk. He even put in a couple of cutting remarks about Jerry Kool, and then he signed his name. Since this board is seen generally, Nat Princeton asked, “Say, Frank, did your rich Uncle die or something?”
Frank Rich replied, “Yes, I have several rich uncles, but they don’t have any money.” The message on the chalkboard was erased.
Chapter 4
The seventh grade team is afflicted with a hemorrhoid that even Preparation H can’t rectify
(Still 1972-1973)
Charlie Miles, and avid fan of Mark Twain, describes Peters Middle School as an example of what he calls “the Mark Twain Effect.) Like the victims of the confidence game in The Adventures Of Huckleberry Finn, the teachers of Peters Middle School were suckered into the show. Now, they’re stuck. So they have to tell everyone else how great it is, so that others will also be suckered. When everyone is finally taken in, then no one will be able to laugh at the others. Everyone will be in the same boat. Everyone will have to continue to pretend just as the teachers did so that the blunder will not make them appear to be fools. In the meantime, the confidence man, in this case, will more than likely escape without the tar and feathers. One difference, the teachers here weren’t suckered in. They were railroaded. Also, the community is just as stuck as the teachers are; only they don’t even seem to realize it. They had just as well give in and try to make the best of things like the teachers are trying to do. Charlie does have justification for his feelings about Peters Middle School. He meets his special reading class out front of a closet-sized office, and they wander all over the school, each period, pushing a cart loaded with books and materials. They must search out a place to hold class.
He and Mr. Kool do not see eye to eye on the question of reading for middle school students. Jerry contends that any student who cannot read sufficiently by the time he is in the sixth grade will not likely ever be able to read sufficiently. He also seems to believe that most students are at their apex, reading wise, by the time that they are of middle school age. At least, he seems to believe that continued study in reading is not really necessary. Of course, Charlie is not the only teacher who does not agree with Mr. Kool. Charlie does have the most colorful manner of voicing his disagreement.
Charlie "Al, did you hear that they’re giving out PhD’s now to non-readers?” (Jerry Kool was within hearing distance.)
Allen “I hadn’t heard that” (Going along with him) “I suppose someone reads the inscription on it for them?”
Charlie, “Nope, They’re given a tape recording which tells them what it says on the diploma.”
Charlie continued to express his feelings toward the policy of passing out degrees to “low track” students as follows:
A graduate student called Slim,
Was so slow, a cold had to catch him.
But he got his degree,
In Math and P. E.,
And now teaches remedial gym.
But even Charlie Miles is willing to compromise. In the words of his idol, Mark Twain, “I don’t like a fellow who can’t spell a word but one way.”
Seeing the circuit nurse (She had been given this title by many, because she allegedly covered all five schools in the unit.) walking in their direction, the seventh grade team of teachers went into one of their classic put-ons. John Dolson began expounding, in his most authoritative voice, how the first little piggy was “low track,” the second little piggy was “average,” and the third little piggy was “enriched.” Allen Potter, straight faced and very seriously said that he had expected as much, and the nurse cut in. She informed them that hearing tests would be next Thursday ® for the students of their team. (Peters Middle School students may get sick only on Thursdays, between the hours of 9:30 and 10:30 A.M., if they are to comply with the nurse’s schedule.) Frank Rich appeared to take umbrage at her interruption. He indignantly remarked, “Just WHEN did you get on Our Team?” She was stunned for a minute, and took him seriously. She blushed, and stammered, before she finally caught on.
Nat Princeton was approached at a Lions Club meeting by a school board member. He wanted to know if there were any problems at the new school. Nat almost said no, out of a sense of loyalty and in defense of the building. But the air conditioners had not been working properly, so he mentioned the fact. With no windows that will open, the place soon turns into an oven on real hot days. He sure had that problem taken care of. A team of experts came in, and the place was soon so frigid that the aides were trying to type while wearing overcoats and gloves.
Allen Potter is planning a party Friday night. Nat has been checking around to see if anyone in particular was planning to go. Really, he has been trying to drum up business a little for Allen. Princeton told some of the younger ladies that he personally didn’t plan to go. After all, he was a married man. Allen’s parties are generally for singles. Besides, the last time he went to one of Allen’s parties, the men out numbered the women ten to one. Charlotte and Bunny instantly decided that they liked those odds, and were going. Bunny and “Harry” (“The Shrink”) went to Allen’s party. At least, they went by. They said there were no cars there, so they never stopped.
On Saturday, Nat saw Allen’s ex-wife. She didn’t want to be seen by him or any of Allen’s friends. Her Mother remarked and Nat could just hear her, “I think he saw you.” They have a little girl which Allen has custody of at present. She’s probably going to try to get the child back.
Chester was dusting the shelves in the seventh grade science area. Right beside the science area, in plain view, was Allen Potter’s language arts class. Allen and John interact well with their sections of students. Earlier a boy had brought a garden snake to his science teacher. This was something Mr. Potter just couldn’t resist using.
“You always bring the science teacher snakes, bugs, spiders, crayfish, and all kinds of other creepy, crawly, icky things. But why doesn’t anybody ever bring me a modified verb, a colorful adjective, or some kind of subject complement?”
The very next day Mr. Potter was rewarded by a student who brought him a very fine, modified verb.
Allen Potter sponsors the “Student Forum”. (A carry-over of the Junior High Student Council.) One day Mr. Potter was going to a meeting of his forum, and he was muttering just out loud, “Forum meeting! What’s a forum to these kids anyway?”
Charlie Miles was nearby with the immediate answer, “Two-um and Two-um!”
Mrs. Keeler sent Mr. Potter into a boy’s restroom to see if someone had been smoking in there. No one had been as far as he could tell, but a stool had been completely plugged with a full roll of toilet paper. Later Chester Brush told him that most of the smoking was going on in the sixth grade restroom. Potter said, “Really! I’ll have to stay out of there! I hate smoke!”
John Dolson was telling the people in the lounge about a student teacher’s reaction to having been supervised by Leona Keeler. Leona wasn’t in the lounge at the time. John had talked with the student teacher while he was at Eastern Illinois University attending a summer class. The former student teacher, a lady in her late forties, did not like working with Mrs. Keeler. She had said that Mrs. Keeler was, “As independent as hell!” The lady continued, “There are two ways to do things. Mrs. Keeler’s way, and the wrong way. No one can tell her anything, as she already knows it all.”
The general consensus of those listening to John was that just maybe the same holds true for some older student teachers.
Allen Potter teaches a journalism class during the afternoon. He has one problem. Like Mr. Miles, he has no designated area for the class. On a lot of days they end up in the sunken reading area of the media center. It has been dubbed, “The Duck Pond” (Years after there was a story told as to why the sunken area was called “The Duck Pond”. The area, before the building was completed, had filled up with water after a heavy rain, and someone put a rubber duck in it. The story is just a story.) Mr. Potter was showing a filmstrip on “Getting Out The Paper.” This filmstrip was incredibly dull. He had to do something to wake up the class.. IDEA! There sat Jerry Gullet, up front. Jerry cuts his hair just like Frank Rich. His head is almost shaved. “Jerry, you’re either going to have to trim your Afro, or move, because I can’t see this swell filmstrip!” The class came to life.
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