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The Facing Project is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization that connects people through stories to
strengthen communities. Founded in Muncie, Indiana, by J.R. Jamison and Kelsey Timmerman,
the organization has connected writers, storytellers, artists, educators, and community leaders in
over 100 communities across the country. Hailed by The Huffington Post, Harlem World Magazine,
and Soul Train as one of three oral history projects to watch, The Facing Project provides a model,
tools, coaching, and a platform for communities to arm themselves with stories to begin crucial
conversations on social justice issues—neighbor to neighbor, community to community—by
discussing solutions and exploring healing through their own narratives.

www.facingproject.com
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Introduction

Welcome to the Facing Teaching Project,
Singer/songwriter John Legend in a 2017 Huffington Post article recounted his high school graduation
ceremony:
“Looking back, I realize, had it not been for a few teachers who saw my potential and sparked my passion,
I might not have found a love of learning and the confidence to pursue my dreams... Although we’re a far
cry from quality education being a reality for all youth in the U.S., I feel hopeful. I see educators across
the country going the extra mile to realize that goal…. Despite often having a shortage of resources,
they find new ways to engage their students, craft compelling curricula, and create an ecosystem in their
classrooms that promotes learning in and out of school.”
Like Legend’s story, there are countless stories about hope and teacher dedication. However, there are
also stories about teacher retention issues and shortages, school closings, overtesting, underfunding,
and the need for better policy. The growing demand for public accountability measures impacts how
schools and teachers are evaluated and rewarded. Yet, teachers continue making a difference in the lives
of countless children who bring with them a variety of challenging circumstances outside of schools’
control.
The Facing Teaching stories here tell such stories. They explore why teachers do what they do, what
they love about teaching, and how they have helped students reach their goals. We hope that the stories
included here will inspire you, as they have us. Even in the face of so many demands, each story shows
how devoted our teachers are and helps us see the hope that shines bright in our community. As family
and community members, we are grateful for the tireless efforts of our teachers, and their generosity in
sharing their stories of both trial and triumph.
We invite you to consider what we want for our community’s children. In what ways are we in the
community supporting today’s teachers in meeting these needs? What more can we collectively do?
How can hearing and truly listening to these stories impact our understanding of what it means to be
a teacher, and compel us to support those who do the hard work of educating and encouraging our
children?
As we consider these questions, we hope these stories provide opportunities to face teaching and engage
in productive dialogue about what it means to be an educator in Delaware County, and how together, we
can make a difference for our students, our families, our schools, and our communities.
Lynne Stallings
Facing Teaching Project Lead
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Embarrassing Moment
Led to a Breakthrough

Deena’s story as told to Caroline Siler

Growing up I never realized just how human a
teacher is in their lives and in the lives of their
students.
The first time I realized the humanity of one
of my own teachers, was in seventh grade.
It was a real shock. I went to see my brother
who worked at the local grocery store and
saw one of my teachers. In her hands . . . toilet
paper! I was mortified! I looked away as fast
as I could. I was so embarrassed.
When I got home, exasperated, I told my mom what I saw. She
shook her head and said, “Deena, you need to mellow out. You
needed to see that, didn’t you?”
She was right, I did need to see that. I grew up in a small town
and was raised by two parents who taught me to give teachers the
6

When I first
became a
teacher I wanted
to be and seem
as professional
as possible.

utmost respect. I
was taught to never
question them and
expected to only say,
“yes ma’am” and
“no ma’am” in their
presence. I never
thought about the fact that they too were as human as I was. I
never thought that I could relate to my teachers. From that point
on I realized that it was silly for me to have put my teachers up on
such an unrealistic pedestal.
Funny enough the teacher I had seen at the store became my
favorite teacher, and as I worked through college and became a
teacher myself, I modeled my teaching off of her. In class, she
always wrote us little notes in the margins of our papers. We
started a dialogue in my papers and with time we were able to see
more of our similarities than differences. It was nice to see how
we related in life and to learn we had been through some of the
same things in high school and life in general. I kept every paper I
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ever wrote for her class. Her gesture always stuck with me. I find
myself now writing in the margins of my own student’s papers,
so they can have those personal moments with me too. Little did
I know that this lesson of vulnerability from my favorite teacher
would be applied in a much different way in the future for one of
my biology classes.
When I first became a teacher I wanted to be and seem as
professional as possible. As time went on I had mastered the
content and became more comfortable, which was exciting, but
wanted to find a way to have better individual relationships with
my students. One day I was playing an episode of “Forensic Files,”
at this time we were still using VCRs, so I started the tape and
began giving instructions while the introduction played in the
background just as I had done so many times before. But this time
was different. As I was speaking my students were completely
riveted by the TV. I looked around the room and there were
students who began to laugh; others, their faces were horrified or
in total shock. Confused, I looked behind me and saw that what
was playing on the TV was not “Forensic Files,” but a video of me
singing a song years ago.
In the video, I was wearing a ball cap backward with my glasses
on and no makeup on as the camera was close up on my face.
None of my students had ever seen me look so silly in my life.
Mortified I shut the TV off as fast as I could while my students
lost it. I ducked behind my lab desk not knowing how to recover
from such an embarrassing moment and after a few minutes I
stood up with my face bright red, not yet sure how to face my
class. A boy then got out of his chair and hugged me and said,
“I so needed that today, I was having the worst day of my life,
and now it is turning out to be the best day.” That moment was
my connector for that year and that class. Before that moment I
was known as the “intimidating teacher,” because I always asked
questions to try to figure out how much a student really knew, and
for a lot of students that is scary, because no one likes to be wrong
or give the wrong answer. For the rest of the year that class knew
if they gave the wrong answer it was okay because they had seen
that I could embarrass myself and recover from it, so they could
too. They were happy to know that they would not be judged.
The story soon became a piece of folklore in the school that new
student’s year after year heard about. The vulnerability from my
embarrassing moment paid itself forward a million times and
I’m thankful for that. I have realized that sometimes I am the
only person who has told a kid all day to have a good day or that
I may be the only person giving a student positive attention. Kids
just want to feel safe and if for ninety minutes a day my students
feel that no one is going to make fun of them or point out their
weaknesses while they are learning, I’ve done my job.

2018 Muncie/Delaware
County Facing Project
Steering Committee:
- J.R. Jamison, Co-Founder & CoExecutive Director, The Facing Project
- Maude Jennings, Professor Emeritus of
English, Ball State University
- Renae Mayes, Assistant Professor
of Educational Psychology & School
Counseling, Ball State University
- Kim McKenzie, Assistant Director,
Muncie OUTReach
- G Patterson, Assistant Professor
of English & Women’s, Gender, &
Sexuality Studies, Ball State University
- C. Annette Payne, Wellness & Fitness
Specialist, Indiana University Health
- Ro Selvey, Junior High Math Teacher,
Southside Middle School
- Caroline Siler, Community Volunteer
- Lynne Stallings, Associate Professor of
English, Ball State University
- Kelsey Timmerman, Co-Founder & CoExecutive Director, The Facing Project
- Susan Volbrecht, Real Estate Agent,
Coldwell Banker Lunsford
- Jay Zimmerman, Emeritus Professor of
Psychology, Ball State University

Deena: I am a science teacher with 27 years of experience and
a passion for the complex process of helping kids recognize their
potential. Celebrating my colleague through this process has been a
blessing.
Facing Teaching
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A Teacher’s Heart

Felicia Gray’s story as told to Beth A. Messner

I was born with a teacher’s heart. It spoke
to me when I was in kindergarten and
“taught school” on my back porch to other
neighborhood kids. I apparently took my
“job” very seriously. One neighbor called
my mother and asked permission for her
daughter to visit. Apparently, I told my
“student” that she couldn’t come to class
unless her homework was done.
My teacher’s heart spoke to me when, at seven years old, I told
my father I wanted to be a teacher. I was always finding a way
to teach. As a teenager, I coached a recreation soccer team for
younger children when adults didn’t want to do it, and I routinely
helped classmates with their studies.
I didn’t always listen to my teacher’s heart, however. Sometimes
its voice was overpowered by other voices. For example, my father
8

Even after 21
years as an
elementary
school teacher,
that voice is as
strong as ever.

discouraged me
from becoming a
teacher: “You’re
too smart. You
don’t want to be a
teacher.” He wanted
me to pursue a
career that he
viewed as far more
challenging, like
becoming a doctor or a veterinarian: “Now THAT would be an
accomplishment.” My father and others kept moving the bar,
challenging me to be more, do more, accomplish more. But I
didn’t need something more challenging. I just needed somebody
to listen and to encourage me to follow my teacher’s heart.
Eventually, I found my way back to my teacher’s heart. When I
first entered college and had to decide what to study, I considered
options such as medicine and law school. But the more I thought
about it, the more I realized my calling. A little voice inside me
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spoke and told me I was going to
be a teacher.
Even after 21 years as an
elementary school teacher,
that voice is as strong as ever.
Thinking about teaching excites
me. I’m always planning for the
next lesson, for the next school
year. When I’m with my kids, I
feel energized and compelled to do
the best I can each day.

When I went into
teaching, I didn’t
realize the type of
impact that students
would have on me
and how long-lasting
that impact would
be. This still catches
me by surprise.
I carry so many
students with me.

My teacher’s heart is fueled by
those moments in the classroom
when I know that I’ve connected
with my kids. Whether they
are learning academically or
learning life lessons, you know
they are having an “aha” moment
when your eyes meet and a bit
of “electricity” passes between
you. The child typically gets
excited and smiles or laughs.
This happened recently when
I introduced the “I Can Tie It’
challenge. When my first-graders
could show me they could tie
their shoes, they got to put their
name on a cardboard shoe and
post it on our bulletin board to
celebrate their accomplishment. This generated an unexpected
learning frenzy across my classroom. Students were stopping me
in the middle of other lessons and in hallways to show me they
could tie their shoes. They discovered alternative ways to tie their
shoes and even helped other classmates learn to tie their shoes.
Moments like these are little gifts from above that keep you going.
I facilitate these moments by creating a classroom environment
that is colorful, welcoming, and kid-centered. The kids and I
live there, so I want it to be a place they want to be. There are
lots of bright colors and space to interact. We have a reading
nook, plants, and a class rabbit. I affirm them by displaying their
projects and applauding their accomplishments. I encourage
them to take the risks needed to learn. I remember what it’s like
to be a student who is reluctant to try something new for fear of
failure or of embarrassment. Most of all, I want to empower them
to discover the answers for themselves. My greatest reward as a
teacher is to see students take something you’ve taught them and
own it with confidence.
My teacher’s heart compels me to make deep emotional
investments in “my kids.” I don’t see them as my students. Like
my own four children, they are my kids. I talk about “my kids” all
of the time. I hope and dream for them. I reassure them and hold
my breath when they step off a precipice to take a learning risk. I
soar with them when they succeed. I hurt with them when they
encounter disappointment. I grieve with them when they face
loss.

This emotional investment
extends beyond their time in my
classroom. As I say, “Once you’re
one of Mrs. Gray’s kids, you’re
always one of Mrs. Gray’s kids.”
Even when they move on to other
teachers’ classrooms, they don’t
leave my heart. I always want to
be there for them, whether it’s
in good times or bad times. I cry
when I read their name in the
newspaper because they’ve made
poor choices. I glow with pride
when they earn a scholarship to
college. I show up at their high
school graduations, even the
commencement ceremony of my
very first students from Union
City. They remembered me and
said that they knew that I would
be there.

Sometimes those graduations are
bittersweet, however. That was
true of the graduation of a former
first-grade student whose mother
died when she was in my class. I
needed to attend that graduation.
I kept thinking about how this
young lady would feel without
her mother there at that special
moment. Even though my student hadn’t seen me for years, she
told me, “I knew that you would be here.” In that moment, I knew
I could let go, that she would be okay. That moment was really
sweet; it was worth everything.
My teacher’s heart couldn’t make this kind of commitment
without the support of my incredible husband. Jerry is the best
teacher’s husband ever because he gets it. He exercises his love for
children by helping me. He may listen to ideas for a lesson, help
me build things for my classroom, join me on zany trips to collect
needed items for school or accompany me on a “mission” like
attending a former student’s concert or graduation ceremony. No
matter what I’m about to embark on next, I know he will always
be by my side.
When I went into teaching, I didn’t realize the type of impact
that students would have on me and how long-lasting that impact
would be. This still catches me by surprise. I carry so many
students with me. Their stories lay upon and are deeply embedded
in my teacher’s heart. It’s very grounding and at times very heavy.
My humanity emerges when I remember these kids. They make
me a better person.
My name is Felicia Gray. I am blessed to be married to my husband
and life partner of 29 years (and counting). I am the the proud mother
of four children and grandmother of two. Teaching is my calling and
how I have impacted the world around me for over 20 years.

Facing Teaching
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This is Why I Teach

Anonymous story as told to Suzanne Clem

My dad grew up dirt-floor poor. My
grandfather struggled with alcoholism,
which made it hard to hold down a job. My
grandmother left school in the 7th grade,
most likely illiterate. They were always poor.
My grandparents never got onto food stamps
or welfare because of pride—but you know,
in reality, I’m not sure they could have filled
out the paperwork if they’d wanted to.
An upbringing of extreme poverty has an effect on kids. My
father struggled in school, but something really good happened to
him there—he met the girl who would become my mother. With
her help, he graduated from high school and went on to study at
Lincoln Tech. My grandparents, however, were not on board. To
them, it felt uppity. It felt unfamiliar. But to my father, it felt like
the road to opportunity. He graduated with honors, laying the
10

path for the rest
of his life and,
eventually, mine.

Becoming a teacher felt like
an obvious choice to me.
Education was so important
in my father’s life... I knew
education was what brought
him out of a cycle of
poverty. I wanted to create
that opportunity for kids like
my dad.

Becoming a
teacher felt like
an obvious choice
to me. Education was so important in my father’s life—hearing
the stories of his childhood, I knew education was what brought
him out of a cycle of poverty. I wanted to create that opportunity
for kids like my dad.
My first year, I actually had an 8th-grade boy in a class who
looked exactly like my dad when he was a teenager. It was kind of
freaky, but it was actually really good for me. When I looked at
him, seeing him living a childhood similar to my father’s, I could
make the connection that, “This is why I’m here. For kids like this
who might otherwise not make it. This is why I teach.”
And being reminded of why I teach turned out to be really
important that first year.
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I had thought because my first
teaching job was in a rural school,
and I’d grown up in a rural
community, I’d fit right in. Reality
had different plans: I hated it. They
didn’t teach you in the classroom or
in student teaching, “Oh, hey, if a
student throws a desk at you, this is
what you do.”

But soon I received
an email from the
administration
saying I needed
to contact the
parents and talk to
them about their
students’ grades.

They also didn’t quite prepare me for
the workload that was going to be
coming my way. I was hired to teach
high school English, and I had 5
different classes and 6 periods a day.
It felt like it didn’t matter how hard I
worked: I could not get enough done
in a day, or a night, or a weekend, or
during my prep period to be ready for
the next day. On top of that, we were
supposed to have curriculum maps
provided for each course, but when I
walked in, there were no curriculum
maps to be found. No one really
knew what happened to them.
So for each of my 5 classes, I was
responsible to create a curriculum map, which includes detailed
plans for skills that should be learned, methods, assessments, any
specialized accommodations, and materials needed. There are
a lot of state standards to follow in teaching, and the map shows
how the lesson plans fulfill the standards.
The situation would be overwhelming for anyone, but especially
for a first-year teacher.
When a position opened up at a nearby middle school, I jumped
at it.

I was really optimistic for this new venture, but I was also walking
into a school where 7th and 8th graders had just lost their study
hall. If you remember back to middle school...that’s a big deal.
The time slot was now dedicated to “English Enrichment,” the
school’s response to new requirements for 90 minutes of English
instruction each day for every child. I loved teaching that class,
but in that first year there, on top of being a new teacher in the
building—and students know when you’re a new teacher in the
building—I had to tell kids, “Welcome to the new school year.
You’re going to get a grade now in this period you used to sleep
in!” It was a battle. We even had parents who were mad.
Parents are great advocates, but when advocacy goes awry and
turns into protection of bad behaviors, you have to stand your
ground. That’s hard to do as a young teacher. I had one student
who refused to bring in his school-provided iPad, which we
were using for assignments. Why refuse to bring in this piece
of technology that is some kids’ best friend? Because he wasn’t
able to use it for games. His parents demanded that I start
printing all his assignments since he wouldn’t use the iPad.
The administration sided with the parents, because parents

have great influence, but I didn’t
budge. I couldn’t. I actually told
them they’d have to fire me if they
needed to because I was not going to
compromise. They didn’t fire me.

I’ve been in my second school for
3 years now—still fairly new—but
it doesn’t take long to discover that
administration and parent influence
goes far beyond things like printing
assignments. This past spring, when
school ended, two of my parents
were mad and wanted their students’
grades changed. Again, the answer
was no from a teacher determined to
do the right thing. But soon I received
an email from the administration
saying I needed to contact the parents
and talk to them about their students’
grades. “I did,” I told them. “I did talk
to them, they know why this grade
is the way it is, and I’m not going
to change it.” The disappointment
from the administration was there.
It was unmistakably there, which
is not what you want at any point in your teaching career. If the
administration doesn’t trust you’re on board with them, or if they
plain don’t like you, your already tough job has just gotten that
much tougher.
My dad actually encouraged me to take a different job for this
new school year. He could tell that even as a relatively new
teacher, I was burning out. My school system wasn’t stable, and
the administration continued to be intimidating. In fact, a teacher
friend was told by her doctor that if she stayed at that school, he
was going to prescribe her medication because she was crying at
her desk. And money isn’t why you go into teaching, of course,
but I was almost finished with my Ph.D. and getting paid what a
nearly brand new teacher makes; I couldn’t afford to stay in that
system any longer. I still loved the profession, but for so many
reasons, I didn’t know if I could keep doing it if I stayed there.
So, I took a job in a new system where I’ll be able to pay off my
loans. I’ll be able to buy a house. I’ll hopefully feel more supported
by administration and more confident in the stability of my job.
My father’s experience speaks to this decision as well, as he’s
taught me to make sure that my pursuits are sustainable.
The teaching scene in our community is not all doom and
gloom. For every disheartening story, there’s a success. But you
can’t ignore the struggles. Ignoring the struggles keeps us from
learning from them. If my father had ignored his struggles and
accepted them as normal, he wouldn’t be where he is today, and I
wouldn’t be where I am. No matter where I teach, or what I teach,
there will always be students like my father, and that’s why I chose
this profession and why I’m still here. I teach for them and their
unfolding stories.
Facing Teaching
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United We Teach

Jenni Marsh’s story as told to WaTasha Barnes Griffin

I was a teacher’s kid and I liked to play
teacher. But my father didn’t want me to
become a teacher.
At the end of every school day, I went to his classroom at
Yorktown. I would do my homework and play school with the
other teachers’ kids. At the start of the school year, I would help
my mother prepare her kindergarten classroom. I would put up
bulletin boards, pack school boxes, make name tags. My father
taught art, computers, and the Curriculum Enrichment Program
(what they called Yorktown’s high ability program then). He
would often have little projects for me after school. I’d sort
supplies, re-shelve books for him, and help him set up for the next
day’s classes. I saw how much of their work they brought home,
too. And I’m not talking about grading. The issues and challenges
they faced, that their students faced, I could read them on my
parents’ faces. I could tell the days when their students struggled
when something in their students’ lives was incredibly painful or
devastating. I could tell those times when they had to take action
to intervene on a student’s behalf, to advocate for a child’s welfare,
or to celebrate that kiddo’s triumph. All of it impacted my parents
12

. . . which is why
my father didn’t
want me to be
a teacher. He
thought I would
be too empathetic
and would wear
the weight of
every student’s
worries like an
albatross around
my neck. Now
I know he was
absolutely right.

My father didn’t want
me to be a teacher. He
thought I would be too
empathetic and would
wear the weight of every
student’s worries like
an albatross around my
neck. Now I know he was
absolutely right.

When my children were little, I ran my own communications
consulting business from my home—so I could be there for
them. I was very engaged at their school. I volunteered to repair
books and shelve them at the library. Sometimes, I worked in
their classrooms. But most of all, I loved volunteering with
struggling readers and trying to get them reading at grade level.
I started working one-on-one with students. At one point, I
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worked in a little room with five-second graders. I so loved how
they responded to having an adult who was there helping them
because she wanted to be... While I never said it, it was as though
they knew I could be anywhere (including my own children’s
classroom), but I was there, helping them because I wanted them
to be successful—and they rose to the occasion.

Parents lamented that they themselves didn’t take full advantage
of their education. People worried about their children getting the
most out of their educational experience. Consistently, parents
and guardians clearly stated that they wanted the best for their
children...and they wanted their children to have a better life than
they themselves currently had.

In a smaller way, I got to be the teacher I pretended to be as a
child. I got to play a small part of each
kid’s educational journey, just as so
many teachers played a major part in
my own.

We paired their concern with research that shows that a child’s
ability to read at third grade is the single
greatest predictor of that child’s success
in school and in life, and focused our
efforts on education. Students failing to
meet the 3rd-grade reading benchmark
are four times more likely to drop out of
high school—thirteen times more likely
to do so if they live in poverty.

Teachers today
are not paid
well—and
neither were
my parents.
I saw my
parents scrimp
and save.

My parents and many very special
teachers in my life instilled in me a
lifelong love of learning. My parents
are the reason I love reading. Mrs.
Nancy Miller showed me that school
could sometimes be silly and learning
could be a lot of fun. Mrs. Peggy Keller
helped me persevere when I felt sure
math—and multiplication would be my
undoing. Mrs. Marilyn Swander fed
my curiosity about the environment
and science. Mr. Danny Thornburg fed
my love of reading and history. Mrs.
Marcia Losco expanded my world—
exposing me to interesting cultures and
foods—all while equipping me to be a
better student. All of these teachers—
and so many more poured into me and
made me who I am today . . . I think of them often and fondly.

I also think of how they are paid. Teachers today are not paid
well—and neither were my parents. I saw my parents scrimp and
save. More importantly, I saw them never hesitate to buy school
supplies for students in need. Sometimes an extra winter coat
ended up in the shopping cart for a child I would never know. Or
when my mom wrote the check for my lunch money, she’d write a
check for another child whose father had just been laid off.
These are the issues that we still deal with today at United Way
where I’m the President and CEO. Currently, in Delaware County,
nearly half of all of our community’s households cannot make
ends meet. Twenty-one percent of households live in poverty
and qualify for public assistance. In addition to that, 26% of
households are barely able to make ends meet. They cannot fully
fund their basic budget for necessities—let alone set aside savings
for an emergency or for asset-building like a buying a home. They
are living one crisis away from sliding into poverty. Parents face
questions like do they get the car brakes repaired or buy winter
coats for the kids—because there isn’t money for both?
When we talked to these families about how best to help them,
time and time again the same concern came up--education.

When you consider the statistic
that 80% of children in low-income
households are not reading at grade
level, and nearly half of our county’s
households are considered lowincome and poverty—making sure
our community’s children are having
reading success is a natural turning
point for our community’s trajectory.

We at United Way realized we could
convene volunteers and a coalition
of educators and service providers to
address these barriers together. We
could rally the community to advocate for these children and
families to find success through literacy. And, thanks to generous
donor support, we could strategically invest in programs that
support greater reading outcomes and long-term community
change through this work. Working together is the key. We can all
come at this with different approaches and agendas—but parents,
guardians, families, and students need to know that we are all in
this together.
Our community has amazing educators, just like my parents,
who daily face incredible challenges while working hard to meet
the needs of their students. They need to feel our community’s
support. Drop them a note of support, volunteer an hour at the
school, and make sure everyone knows teachers are playing a big
role in our children’s and our community’s success.
WaTasha Barnes Griffin is the Executive Director of the YWCA of
Muncie. She serves her community in a variety of ways- but always
with passion and compassion. She is the wife of Elder Shoka J. Griffin
and the mother to Shoka II and Sa’Niya.
Jenni McGalliard Marsh is the President & CEO of United Way of
Delaware County.
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Is Teaching Worth It?

Anonymous story as told to Todd Smekens

When you grow up with a father who was a
pastor, you learn the meaning of service to
your community at a very early age. In our
house, my dad taught us inclusivity. Everyone
was welcome and treated as equals. I didn’t
have an idea what I wanted to be when I
grew up because I was too busy competing in
sports and learning.
My athletic endeavors and passion for learning opened up doors
in college. While attending college, I got to further explore my
passion for the sciences while competing in sports. I was a long
distance runner and taught others about the sport. Even though I
hadn’t made a decision on a career, I knew I wanted to pass along
my passion for the sciences to others. A pathway toward teaching
didn’t open up until graduate school when I was required to
teach at the university.
I began my teaching and coaching career in Iowa and moved
14

As a parent of
young kids, my
time at home was
precious to me. I
wanted to read to
my children and be
their positive role
model, but teaching
and coaching
consumed too
much time.

throughout the
Midwest. While not
really pertinent to my
decision in leaving
teaching, I did notice
one recurring theme in
my travels throughout the Midwest. After I became comfortable
in the community, my students, parents and even administrators
would be more open with me. Some of the comments I heard
were inappropriate. Racism was prevalent in many of the
schools. I did try to correct this behavior when I heard it from
the students. Several of them would comment back, “We
thought you were one of us!”
Facing racist attitudes has been a frustration for me my
entire life, and it has not disappeared with a change
in careers.
Because of societal changes in teaching,
discipline wasn’t allowed in many
schools. Students had the attitude they
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were in charge and knew the teachers and
administrators were powerless. Sending a
student to the principal’s office was really no
big deal for them. It certainly wasn’t causing
them to alter or improve their behaviors. It
was a daily challenge with some students
which was a distraction from my time with
other students.

I enjoyed both
teaching and
coaching, but
the personal
and professional
pressures were
starting to
mount.

Administrators were being challenged
by their superiors to meet district/school
requirements and thresholds. These goals
were then passed along to teachers. At times,
I was being asked to give specific grades to
students who didn’t deserve them, and pass
others who didn’t understand the subject.
It was a struggle for me ethically. I believe
in setting high goals, but I also want the
resources needed to achieve them. I also wasn’t asked for input
on setting the goals which was very disappointing.

I enjoyed both teaching and coaching, but the personal and
professional pressures were starting to mount. I began looking
around at my peers. Teachers with decades of experience in the
field were unhappy, and their physical bodies were showing the
signs of stress. At one point, I began working with two mentors
with over 20+ teaching experience each. They both looked much
older than they were. I began asking myself, “Is this worth it?”
They were literally sacrificing their own health for their career.
This became a nagging question that I would repeat to myself. I
guess you could say that I began to doubt my career choice.
I would spend some summers preparing for the upcoming school
year, and because of the regulatory demands during the school
year, I found myself in the classroom long after the kids had gone
home. As a parent of young kids,
my time at home was precious
to me. I wanted to read to my
children and be their positive
role model, but teaching and
coaching consumed too much
time. Not just the teaching,
but the preparation and lesson
plans. It was becoming more
about the process than
actually teaching the kids.
I didn’t want to spend all
my time doing lesson
plans - I wanted to
teach kids how
to work with
scientific
theory and

experimentation. You don’t tell kids about
the sciences; you let them experience it. I
found my role as teacher slipping further and
further away from what I envisioned it being.
The administrators weren’t pushing me too
hard - I wasn’t comfortable completing all
the necessary documentation. It felt like I
had to justify or explain why I taught in a
certain manner. I’d rather they come and
observe for themselves.

Early in the last school year that I taught full
time, our principal came to me asking that I
rework all the lesson plans I had created for
the classes I was teaching. He wanted it done
a specific way which contradicted how I was
trained. I was being required to submit full
plans every single day that included specific
target goals, and what I would do if the goals were not met.
The nagging question came back and it felt like I was swimming
against the current. All the challenges and obstacles in teaching
were coming together. I enjoyed teaching and loved the kids.
However, the racism, hours in the classroom, more time
preparation, time away from my family, all were working against
my passion.
Do I make the changes or walk away from teaching? Was my
situation going to improve, or would it stay the same? The
experienced teachers looked tired and many were retiring early.
After I made the decision to leave teaching, I worked with my
principal and chose a date after he found a replacement for me
for the remainder of the school year.
That was my last day of teaching in a public school. With my
athletic experience, I decided to explore massage therapy and
serve others by relieving their stress. I also get the opportunity
to teach massage therapy to adults, so I am still using the same
principles, just in a different setting. Have I given up going back
into the classroom to teach kids about science?
I’m leaving the door open by substitute teaching on occasion.
I’m keeping an open mind and will be very selective. I live in a
smaller community south of Muncie and will help that school
district when I can. I’ve enjoyed massage therapy because it
allows me to spend more time with my family and work.

Todd: Father, journalist, and entrepreneur with a passion for truthseeking. Enjoy motorcycling the Midwest, reading, and spending
quality time with my daughter. Wellness advocate with a graduate
degree in organizational leadership.
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It’s Hard to Teach When
You Can’t Pay Your Bills

Pat McCrory’s story as told to Matt C. Bloom

I came home and my wife was crying.
It was September, 2017. My wife had been
going over our budget, which was already
tight, and reading the story in the paper
about how we were all going to have to pay
back insurance premiums for the last two
years over the whole school year.

everyone our Student
Learning Objectives or
SLOs had been too low.
Now we need to hit
70% to be considered
effective.

The thing I hear most
often from teachers
who have been doing
this for 25 to 30
years is, “Behaviors
are worse than ever
before.”

Let me explain.

I told her it’ll hurt, but we’ll get through it. Then she decided to
post on Facebook about how hard it was on our family budget,
and I was like, “Whoa.” At that point I wasn’t sure if we should be
doing that, being so public about it.

There are two SLOs we need to hit: one is a measurement of the
whole class, and one is a measurement of a sample group of six
kids. Seventy percent proficiency doesn’t seem so bad. You’re
thinking, that’s a C, right? But when you consider that the
statewide average for ISTEP proficiency is 51%, you start to see
how impossible it feels.

But then, the next day I went into work. I had missed the last staff
meeting because it was during practice. As one of the few male
teachers, I coach all the male sports. I found out my boss had told

I had remained stalwart through all of the contract disputes and
the state takeover turmoil. I had remained committed to my
community and the children that are its future, even though I
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hadn’t had a raise the whole time I’d
been there, and there seemed to be
none in sight. I’d even felt pretty solid
through the idea that I would have to
pay back insurance premiums from
the past two years. For some reason the
SLOs felt like the straw that broke the
camel’s back.
That was a rough day, but I didn’t
quit. I have too many reasons to stay,
including why I started in the first
place.
About 10 years ago my wife and
I moved to the South Central
neighborhood to join the Ministry of
Urban Light Community Church as
residents. We made a commitment
to stay long enough to help raise up
the next generation of leaders from
the southside of
Muncie. We’ve had
two kids here.

Are other teachers
experiencing a
shorter fuse because
of financial stress?
I don’t think many
would come out
and say it. But
I can make the
assumption.

I taught Sunday
school. I got
frustrated with it
because half an
hour a week just
wasn’t enough
time to make a
difference in their
lives. I asked God
several times if he
wanted me to go
back to school and become a teacher.

engaging that the kids want
to learn.That takes a lot of
planning. I’m often up until
midnight or later.
On top of that, you always have
to be working toward ISTEP and
IREAD, the 3rd grade reading
test. You don’t have much choice
on what to teach, and there’s a
lot of pressure from above to hit
those benchmarks, which affect
your school grade.
Drop into all this the stress of
struggling to pay your bills. It’s
crazy to me that I own a house
on the southside of Muncie
where my mortgage payment
is only $200 or so per month, I
don’t have a car payment, and
even though we live a
pretty chaste lifestyle,
we’re still struggling
to get by. We’re often
waiting on the tax check
to make necessary
repairs, like fixing the
fridge. I feel guilty about
going out and having a

Eventually, he said, “Yes.”
After getting my degree from Ball State, teaching for our
local schools just made sense. I already knew a lot of the teachers
from my practicum work. Besides, I was committed to the south
side. I went to work at a local elementary school.
I’m in my fifth year. I love my job. I work with some amazing
teachers doing awesome things for their students. There is a ton of
good in our schools to talk about, but we often don’t talk about it
because we’re just under so much pressure.
The thing I hear most often from teachers who have been doing
this for 25 to 30 years is, “Behaviors are worse than ever before.”
Classroom management is stressful for everybody. You’ve got
little Jimmy over here who can hardly speak or write his name,
still poops his pants. You want to help Jimmy but you got these
two or three kids defying you, trying to embarrass you, who get
the others worked up. They feed off that negative energy, egg it on.
You also have content to teach. You want your content to be so

beer with friends.
When we hear about other school systems that pay $12,000 more
per year, it’s hard not to be tempted. Just imagine the impact that
an extra $1,000 per month could have on a family.
Teachers try not to let all this pressure affect their students, and
most of the time they’re really good at it. We’re only human,
though. Sometimes it slips through.
My wife had emergency surgery a couple years ago. About that
time two kids came into the class who were emotionally explosive.
One would yell at me and set the other one off. I would go home
and be a single parent while my wife recovered, try to get all my
work done and come to school and get yelled at. My fuse was so
short, I started yelling back. I knew this wasn’t the way to handle
this. I just didn’t have the emotional resources to get out of the
Facing Teaching
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power struggle.
We don’t always see what happens in each other’s classrooms. Are
other teachers experiencing a shorter fuse because of financial
stress? I don’t think many would come out and say it. But I can
make the assumption.
After my wife posted on Facebook that we were struggling with
the insurance payback, I started to feel okay about it. I thought,
“Why not let people know this is hard?”
A week or so later Matt Bloom called me. We’ve been friends
and neighbors for years. He told me he’d seen my wife’s post and
wanted to know how we could help teachers. I felt that whatever
we do, it shouldn’t be so much about alleviating all the financial
burden so much as boosting teacher morale. As an example, I told
him the PTO raised money and gave us all $25 gift cards, and that
was such a gift to us. It means a lot for my colleagues and I to see
that the community sees us and supports us.
So Matt recruited some local businesses to help create a website
called muncielovesteachers.com, where teachers can upload a
little about themselves and people can make donations to support
their families. I think this is great, because it fights what I see as
the main problem with the schools right now.
Both inside our school and outside, in the community, we have
a public relations problem. Morale is better when teachers
feel valued and supported. Part of that means doing a better
job marketing all that our schools offer. When you look at
programming, our schools are among the best in the area, handsdown.

I’m teaching an after-school robotics class this year. These
elementary school kids are learning programming, problemsolving, cooperative development. It’s awesome. I’ll bet a lot of
people in Muncie don’t know this is available to low-income,
urban kids.
The Teachers Association can help with PR, too. These days, too
many people look at unions and think they’re just greedy and
don’t really do anything for anybody. Maybe that’s true of some
unions, but teachers unions have two functions that are important
for student success.
The first is to fight against any policies that make it harder for
teachers to educate kids, or put too much testing pressure on
them. The second is to protect teachers’ wages so the school
system can attract the best talent. All that ultimately benefits
students. Not enough people understand that.
Imagine a public school system the community takes pride in
because they are amazed at all its teachers offer kids. Imagine a
teachers association that is recognized as fighting for students and
providing best-in-class professional development opportunities
for teachers. Imagine a faculty that can focus even more on
students, free to teach without fear that they won’t be able to pay
the bills.
I think we can get there. For now, my wife will cry sometimes
over the bills, our kids will be on reduced lunch, and our school
will be known primarily as a school system in crisis.
We have some work to do to relieve all this pressure on teachers
and better serve the kids. First, all of us in the community have
got to believe that we can do better.
I do.
Do you?
Pat McCrory loves Muncie and MCS where he is a teacher. He lives
with his wife and two kids.
Matthew C. Bloom is a freelance writer and media sales executive
for the NPR and PBS stations at Ball State University. He lives on the
south side of Muncie with his wife, Amber, two biological children, a
steady rotation of foster children, and the friendliest pit bull you’ve
ever met, Paris.
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Aloha Shirt Man Thanks the
Students Who Made His School
Psychology Career a Gift

A poem by Michael Brockley

In the beginning, I showed you how to
scramble blocks. Now at the end, we amaze
ourselves with all the shades of red between
burgundy and maroon.
I always asked what you liked to do for fun. You’d say search
for arrowheads in the fields your father plowed. Or maybe ride
your bike or play The Oregon Trail. When you picked practicing
multiplication, I told you how I cheated on times tests during
my St. Gabriel’s years, until my mother caught me counting on
my fingers. I remember your social studies class on the day your
teacher forgot Indonesia was an island and the time you taught
a substitute the difference between “lightening” and “lightning”.
The relief of holding less when faced with nature’s awe.You wore
green t-shirts with “Pink” scripted on the front or sports jerseys
with either 18 or 23 silkscreened across the back. I read your recipe
for making a peanut butter sandwich, then helped you read The

On my last day, I
watched you haul Cat
In the Hat kites to
waiting cars.

Grapes of Wrath
in high school.
I saluted your
graduation from Legos to Minecraft to the go-carts and twelvestrings you designed the year you wore a homecoming crown. As
the school year neared its close, I marveled at the superhero shirts
folded atop the Lost and Found table, and at the silver batons and
Colts jackets. And at an unmatched dusty shoe. On my last day,
I watched you haul Cat In the Hat kites to waiting cars. Each of
you is a knight or princess who will become the lightening and
lightning for all the lives before me.
Michael Brockley is a 68-year old retired school psychologist. He still
works part-time in rural northeast Indiana. He has had poems in
several Muncie Facing Project publications and will have other poems
appearing soon in 3Elements Review, Tattoo Highway and Visiting Bob:
Poems Inspired by the Life and Work of Bob Dylan.
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Hard Times for Teachers,
Students, and Curriculum:
How We Educate in Indiana

Allan Kidd’s story as told to John Volbrecht

Hard times for teachers are not a new
phenomenon. I’m a fourth generation
teacher, and there were times when my
great-grandfather taught during the Great
Depression, where they didn’t get paid. They
got a choice: they could quit, take an IOU,
or take store coupons. He took the store
coupons and kept on teaching at Jackson
High in Michigan.
It seems like for the past ten years teachers have had no pay raises,
no step increases (which are small pay bumps for each year of
service), and have had their benefits cut. The inflation increase,
which would allow teachers to keep up with the rising cost of
20

Thus, every year
inflation is eating
away the actual
buying power of our
salary. I am paying
several thousand
dollars per year
more for health
insurance that
covers much less.

living, has actually
dropped every year
since I’ve been
teaching. There
has not been any
increase in pay for
a number of years.
Thus, every year
inflation is eating
away the actual
buying power of
our salary. I am paying several thousand dollars per year more for
health insurance that covers much less.
I think, Should I just quit? But I think of my grandfather and his
loyalty to his school. Then you look at the newspaper, and some
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The money is there. I
see kids with textbooks
several inches thick, and
I think, We don’t need to
spend more money on
education. We need to
stop wasting it.
people are making big money off education--textbook publishers,
private charter schools, lobbyists. So why are we, year after year,
being asked to make sacrifices? Our salaries are frozen--I haven’t
had a step increase in 5 years, I have only had one adjustment for
inflation, and the health insurance is going up and up every year.
I get highly effective ratings, but my base salary remains the same
after many years. All this, while there are record highs on Wall
Street?
You don’t go into this to get rich. On the other hand, the trade-off
is stability--not having to worry about whether not you will have
health insurance, pay the bills. The precedent of the attack on
teaching goes back 100 years.
I’m not necessarily saying I’ve got it worse than they did back
then, but those cuts were comparatively very
modest. And the respect level, even if the
compensation was there, has diminished.
When I grew up, we had physical
education every day from kindergarten
to tenth grade. When I taught in Japan,
they had physical education about three
times a week. Now, it’s once every four days,
or for a period of nine weeks. I think this
is impacting the whole nation--more and
more people are having to go on disability
because they haven’t been given an education
in developing healthy exercise habits. Art
and music are being cut. More and more time
is being spent in English class on mandated
activities, so much so that it’s hard to find
an opportunity for students to read

a book. The balance isn’t there, either--so
much of the reading is skewed toward western
civilization. I’ve seen some of the test prep at
all levels, and I see the problems--the reading is
shallow.
I don’t have a standardized test for Japanese, but
that’s a double-edged sword. For the subjects
that do get tested, you get money and resources.
But, those teachers get heavily micromanaged.
Teachers of the arts, music, foreign languages,
and consumer sciences are just on the periphery.
Their budget is so strictly limited.

You hear a lot of bad stuff about kids these days,
but I think it’s because so often, we don’t ask the
kids to make a contribution. That’s how I came
to be the advisor of the Recycling Club. Back in
the era of the one-room schoolhouse, students
had ownership of their school building.They stoked the fires, they
swept the floors, they kept it in good condition. The students
in my club now, they volunteer, they pick up the recycling for
the whole school! That’s not a small job. The club was founded
by students ten years ago. They came to me and said they were
starting it, and I told them that was great, they should let me
know if they needed assistance. They came back thirty minutes
later and asked me to head the club. That was ten years ago, and
here we are. Every Friday, they pick up the recycling all around
the school--it’s a dirty job. There are about 100 different places.
This Friday, it was like 44 degrees, and they took it outside and
sorted out the metal, paper, and plastic. Most of the kids were out
there in the rain. If it’s 10 degrees or 90 degrees, they’re out there.
It’s student-led, and they make a great contribution.
Kids today deserve more credit. In Japan, Korea,
and China, they take education very seriously,
but they still make time for students to take
care of the school. Think of it--1,000 students
cleaning for 20 minutes a day, what we could
accomplish, what could be saved, and how it
would affect students’ pride in their school.
The money is there. I see kids with textbooks
several inches thick, and I think, We don’t need
to spend more money on education. We need to
stop wasting it.

John Volbrecht is a new Hoosier, having moved to
Muncie in June 2016. He is enjoying local culture, and
looks forward to future volunteer opportunities.
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Teachers
Shape our
Community
WaTasha Barnes Griffin’s story
as told to Caroline Siler

I am a mom who supports
education, and I am a mom who
supports teachers. I realized after
I became a mom that it takes
more than just the teachers for
your child’s education; it also takes
parents being involved. I have
not been professionally trained or
educated in teaching, but I teach.

I have been a
Muncie local from
birth. I grew up
in these school
systems and that
is why I believe
in these school
systems

I teach and give life tools to women and kids who
have suffered through some sort of emotional,
physical, or mental trauma. Having a background
in helping those in crisis, I understand that teachers not only are
teaching math, science, etc, but on top of that are dealing with
kids who are battling homelessness, neglect, and abuse. It’s a
tough job. The state is making these teachers teach to a test, and if
you have 28 students in your class, ten don’t get the assignments,
another 5 are dealing with some sort of crisis at home, and
another two have some sort of undiagnosed learning disability.
It’s hard to teach when everyone isn’t at the same pace.

have limits on supplies and their time. I
often get a group of parents together to
round up dry erase markers or whatever
other supply they need for that month.
I know that a lot of young teachers are
struggling because I am also aware of their
starting salaries, and it isn’t much. I have
friends who are educators and are at the
top of the pay scale for having worked as
an educator for years and they still don’t make as much as I think
they should. It’s a struggle for many and, since I have the time and
the means, I try to help out as much as I can. These teachers have
my kid for seven hours a day; they spend more time with my child
than I do during the school year, so for me, I have to be involved
and engaged. I understand that not every parent has the time, but
I want my kids, and even other kids, to know that I care about
them and their education.

I have been a Muncie local from birth. I grew up in these school
systems and that is why I believe in these school systems. Sure
I could move my kids to a “better school,” but they wouldn’t be
getting the same cultural and learning experiences that I find
they get at their public school.

We also have a group for our school called SOS (Support Our
Students). This group high fives kids as they come into the school
or we tell them to have a good day. It is our way of letting each
and every child know that we care about them and we want them
to succeed and thrive.

I am a very active parent, I am a member of the PTO and PL221,
which is a coalition of teachers, advocates, and parents who work
together to bring a specific school up to state standards.

I believe my children’s schools are an extension of our family. Our
teachers start to shape who are communities are and, if we aren’t
supporting them, what does that say about our community?

I am a connector. I’m the person in the middle bringing students
and teachers together. I try to get other parents involved in the
school and sort of rally around teachers so they feel supported
and the school’s morale goes up.
I think as a parent it is my responsibility to be engaged in my
children’s education, especially with what the school district,
state, country, etc. expect from teachers these days. I know they
22

WaTasha Barnes Griffin is the Executive Director of the YWCA of
Muncie. She serves her community in a variety of ways- but always
with passion and compassion. She is the wife of Elder Shoka J. Griffin
and the mother to Shoka II and Sa’Niya.
Caroline Siler is a volunteer coordinator with The Facing Project. She
recently received her BA in creative writing from Ball State.
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Development of those kids
walking right along side you.

Anonymous story as told to Megan Mullin

I’m kind of a fixer.
I want to make
experiences better
for everyone.

Teaching children has been a great profession for me. I’ve
gained more than I’ve given. I have met some amazing
people and have enjoyed every step of the way. I think it is
extremely important to promote teachers and education
for all children. Many people feel that they are experts because they’ve been through at least
12 years of public education. Accordingly, if they’ve had a great experience, then they feel
very positive about public education and the school experiences available for our children.
If they’ve had some struggles, then their perspective may be totally different. That’s where
we, as teachers, become facilitators promoting education as the ultimate human experience.
We must advocate that a child’s education is impacted daily by the relationships that are built
between teachers and students.
I think that sensitivity, empathy, and compassion have been the
overriding qualities that influenced my decision to become a
special educator. I’ve always had a great sensitivity for children
and families who face challenges. I’m kind of a fixer. I want to

make experiences better for everyone. Also, as a parent of a child
with special needs, I knew how important it was for programs
and services to be developed that were child-specific and not
system-specific. When the needs of a child were identified by
Facing Teaching
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a collective team of advocates,
we were going to make sure that
need was addressed in their school
program. I think our belief in that
philosophy that kids come first has
motivated my commitment to the
profession. Many of us in the early
and mid-seventies were trailblazers
in the field of special education.
Initially, school districts were like
big industries, big machines. As
a result, districts would lay out
an array of services and parents
would have to fit their children into
those service options. Through the
years, a major change regarding the
rendering of services has occurred.
The notion that districts need to
service children, not that children
and families need to mesh with the
existing services has become the
best practice standard. As we look
at special education, specifically
our team meetings and case
conferences, group sessions are
currently designed to create an
array of services that are specific to
that individual child. That has been
a huge transition which impacts
all children not just those identified via the special education
process.

There are some people
within our communities
that create challenges
for children that are not
deserved. Kids bring
some major challenges
to the classroom that
teachers cannot control.
Family issues, crime, and
trauma are a few of the
challenges that often
times supersede the daily
instructional opportunities
that are offered within the
classroom.

Regarding school systems as a whole, I think we have engineered
education creating a cookie cutter approach to instruction.
Many of our teachers become frustrated because they are really
creative beings and they want to create wonderful, captivating
opportunities for kids. Many of our teachers feel that they are
merely going through the paces in an effort to meet externally
driven mandates. I think the overarching quality that most
educators have is a desire to support children as they formulate
their sense of who they are and their place in the world. Also,
teachers attempt to cultivate leadership skills as a means of
defining a child’s sense of self so that they can confidently move
forward and successfully face their respective challenges.
My personal philosophy, when working with children, is that
you take them from where they are and you grow with them.
You walk with them so that, as they develop, the relationship
becomes a partnership. During this era of external standards
and expectations, we often forget to walk alongside the child and
help them reach those standards in their own way and at their
24

own pace. The process becomes
so engineered and, as a result,
individual needs of kids become
a secondary focus. They may be
able to do math. They may be
able to read on grade level. They
may be able to complete all of the
standardized tests. But, when it
comes to our students making
good choices, decisions and being
good citizens; sometimes, as
teachers, time does not permit that
type of guidance and instruction.
This creates my greatest dilemma.
When time restricts these
opportunities, I worry that the
impact may be huge for our
children.

It is the successes that refuels my
drive. It’s great to see kids achieve
and meet their goals. I really
felt the greatest satisfaction was
when my students were willing
to take a risk. They trusted me
enough to risk failure. When you
reach that milestone or the point
where kids feel comfortable in
their own skin; as a teacher, you
can erase that sense of not meeting the mark nor feeling success
because they took the risk of trying. Success was achieved by
their effort and willingness to try. That, to me, was the most
satisfying, When kids trust you enough to take the risk of failing,
increased confidence becomes the magic potion or the celebratory
consequence. The payoff is huge for both my students and me as
their teacher.
There are some people within our communities that create
challenges for children that are not deserved. Kids bring some
major challenges to the classroom that teachers cannot control.
Family issues, crime, and trauma are a few of the challenges that
often times supersede the daily instructional opportunities that
are offered within the classroom. As a teacher, this is when you
change your priorities, drop everything and address that issue.
One of the things that I learned as a secondary teacher was that
high school kids need to have a private place to cry and be by
themselves. Within a traditional High School, there are very few
places that a student can go to let-off-steam, ponder decisionmaking and feel safe. As a result, I would set up a little corner
and kids could come into my classroom and seek a private place
to think, cry, and pound a stress pillow without judgment or
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confrontation. My students all knew that an emotional reaction to
stress was okay and often justified. In this way, my students could
take control of their emotions without striking out at others or
themselves. This opportunity provided an option to my students
struggling the best they could with some major issues. If desired,
my students always knew that they would be comforted and
attainable solutions would always be collaboratively explored. As
I worked with kids throughout the years, I’ve come to understand
how important a “safe-spot” truly is.
I still think about the kids who have wrestled with trauma. I
worry that I may have missed someone reaching out. I think
every teacher has served those kids that got away. The students
that slipped through the cracks. The student whose life outside of
school was so difficult yet they hid behind the routine and safety
of the school environment resulting in a missed opportunity to
help or assist. The impact on most teachers is huge. I continue to
worry and struggle with this notion. I worked primarily with kids
that had serious emotional issues and children who were learning
disabled. I also served students with mild disabilities. Many of
my students had life experiences which made their emotionality
justifiable. They have seen and experienced life events that
interfered with learning and obstructed many of the reasonable
expectations within a traditional classroom. The motivation to
learn becomes compromised. These
challenges came as no surprise as I
struggled to “put-the-pieces-backtogether.” Those are the tough
things – when you find out that a
tragedy or a crisis happened, and
you were unable to prevent it from
happening or protect the child and
shoulder the hardship.
One of my biggest annoyances is
when adults set limitations for kids.
It really grinds me!! Statements
such as “You will never be able
to…” or “You need to go to the
special education class because
you can’t perform in my class”
create devastating hurt resulting
in educational hardship and
resistance to academic risk-taking.
Many times the child is not a special needs child. But, they
begin thinking that something is wrong with them. This results
in artificial barriers that limit and inhibit kids from soaring,
from being all they can be. I really struggle with that. Most
kids never want to be different. They want to be like everybody
else. The choices they make are often times impacted by others

who have influenced them or their own judgment. But I have
never served a child who willfully without cause was resistant
to every aspect of education. I’ve had kids in my classroom who
convinced teachers that they do not care and appear to resist any
intervention or instruction. They pull that off like an academy
award winning actor!! I have served students who have tried
to intimidate teachers, students and others in the community.
However, once you peel the layers of the onion away, their core
is compliant and non-resistive. Once you reach the core of the
problem, understanding can be achieved. The end result is trust
and educational risk-taking without fear of failure.
As we struggle with the financial picture in our community
schools, our community becomes vulnerable. Due to the
multiple challenges facing a district like ours – decline in
enrollment, increased poverty level of our families and children,
transience of our families, and the financial crisis – we become
an ideal location for vendors to try to sell educational try to
sell educational alternatives to our families. Other schools, for
example, struggle with competing entities attempting to enroll
children in their alternative programs. In Indiana the state
dollars supporting education “follow-the-child.” No longer are
children required to remain in their districted schools. Too often
this becomes an economic opportunity for the privatization of

public education. Teachers need reassurance and respect to feel
validated. What I would like to see is that, as an educational
community, we all come together to promote the wonderful
curricular opportunities that exist within our district. It’s not
about power; it’s about our children and their families.
continue on page 27
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Votes for My Students:
Legislation for Holistic Education

Melanie Wright’s story as told to Susan Volbrecht

I ran as a state representative because of the
education policy changes that are happening.
It’s not really something I imagined myself
doing, until there was no other choice.
This was during the general assembly session of 2011, and a bill
came up that tied student test scores to teacher evaluation. This
pays no mind to students’ needs, no mind to the devastating
impacts of generational poverty, and no mind to broken testing
policies. At the same time, Senate Bill 575 was introduced, which
stripped away collective bargaining except for matters of wages
and benefits. This de-professionalizes teachers, who care about so
much more than their paycheck.
I wrote to the governor. I wrote to my state senator, who was a
freshman at the time, and I wrote to my state representative. The
senator actually came and met with me, in my classroom, on a
Saturday morning, along with 14 other teachers. He could see we
were concerned about what was happening. It went beyond the
assessment--my students’ anxieties were manifesting themselves
as behavioral and social issues as well.
He kept me in the dialogue, but never voted for change.
My state representative sent me a form letter in June, though the
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I quickly found myself in
a world of politics, which
is not like teaching—in
teaching everyone is
collaborative and helps
one another. During
campaigning, it can be very
mean and competitive.

session had
ended back in
March. The
email I had sent
him was not
canned--I had
sources, there
was research,
and my students’ futures were contained in that letter. When I
took the form letter out of the mailbox, I made the decision:
I’m running against you.
I knew at that point and time there was no other answer.
I quickly found myself in a world of politics, which is not like
teaching—in teaching everyone is collaborative and helps
one another. During campaigning, it can be very mean and
competitive.

The first time I ran, I lost by 444 votes. But I could see so
clearly myself doing it! I could envision it, and it felt like it was
meant to be. I wanted to bring the voices of my students into
the conversations that governed their education. They needed
an advocate on location, where the future of their schooling is
decided.
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So I ran again. I won by 206 votes.

continue from page 25

I’m aware of only one other democrat that won on a state level in
Indiana in that election, which was 2014. It’s affected a lot by the
redistricting that happens after a census is taken. Some of them
are just not winnable.

I think communication is vital. As communication improves,
public trust and confidence will be rebuilt as a shared
commitment resulting in advocacy between teachers,
administrators, and the school board . The results would be
staggering. We’ve got to get away from the power struggle and
move forward so that we are creatively serving our children and
families. Serving the community as a public school educator is
about children and families. It’s not about authority, power, and
control. Kids must come first!!

Part of it was my work ethic. I wasn’t used to being able to go out
and say, I need you to vote for me and here’s what I am bringing
to the table. But I did it. I knocked on doors, and I showed people
that I was a multi-dimensional candidate, but that I believe in
public education. I remember how great my public education was,
and I felt so prepared for college. And I was the first in my family
to go to college.
I had to prepare my high school students for what the campaign
might bring. I told them, “When we get closer to the election,
there is going to be mail that comes out against me.” I told them
to ask any questions because I didn’t know what that was going
to look like. One girl (a second grader) came up and said, “My
mailbox told me I couldn’t trust you.” I said, “When you believe
in something and you stand up for it, sometimes people will say
things about you and that’s what is happening now.”
I am still fighting for better assessment legislation. At this
moment, we’ve totally moved away from hands-on learning.
Some kids do really well at testing, and some don’t. Some kids
can sit down at a computer and show you what they know, and
some can’t. We are also shutting down creativity entirely. We stop
creative thought early, because of testing. We are training them
like puppies—pick the one right answer, not multiple correct
answers, not many possible solutions, and these are our future
doctors and lawyers. We’ve ended imagination, and taken away
creative play time, an important developmental stage.
I miss the days when we would wrap around a child, and support
them in their struggles. Now, they bring that baggage with them
to school, sometimes it comes out as a behavioral issue or shutting
down, a noncompliance issue. We used to take time and find the
cause of the misbehavior, to help them overcome their challenges.
Today, everything is very focused on academics—language arts
and math. As a fine arts teacher, it isn’t coming locally, it’s a
national shift where the arts are less important. If you look back
at our great artists, composers, and architects, these are the
people who had the most ups and downs in their lives and they
harnessed that and used it to create. Some struggled in school,
whereas some had a teacher who helped them to tap into their
struggles to develop their talent. How do those students fare
during the current standardized assessment battery?
The state might not look at each of my students as artists. But to
me, they are each a unique work of art. To me, they are each a
Picasso.
Susan Polcz Volbrecht is a Muncie native, who returned home after
teaching 11 years on Chicago’s south side. She is currently a Realtor
with Coldwell Banker Lunsford, and is active with Friends of Muncie
Public Education, The Facing Project, amongst other volunteer
organizations.

Our teachers in Muncie are exceptional problem solvers. I think
they utilize resources that others would never consider. I think
they are experts at addressing the needs of the community, what
our children need and providing a balance between family and
school. I think we have exceptional folks who are able to do all
those things. Our teachers have demonstrated that over and over
again. The creativity of our teaching staff is just phenomenal.
They work tirelessly to promote creative opportunities for kids.
Quite candidly, Muncie has employed exceptional teachers.
Despite the concern generated by the numbers of resignations
experienced over the summer, the programs and services for
children are intact and thriving. I feel like the decisions made by
teachers to leave the district are based upon financial stability
of the district. Teachers want to know that there’s a sustainable
future for public education in Muncie. Recently, questions about
the future of the Muncie Community Schools have emerged.
Confidence in the future has been compromised. Because of
teacher shortages throughout the State, secure employment
opportunities exist for many of our personnel. Job availability
and financial security have motivated transfers to other
school corporations. I understand that. It makes me sad, but I
understand that.
Serving children and families as a teacher is an incredible career.
To become a teacher is a real privilege and an honor especially
within the Muncie Community. Are there challenges? You bet
there are. However, fulfillment occurs when witnessing the
personal growth and development of those kids walking right
alongside you. When this occurs in an environment where the
interaction and the interplay is, “I’ve grown as much as they
have,” the facilitation of their growth becomes an endless circle.
This includes the gifts that you receive from parents, from kids,
and colleagues. It is especially evident when you have fostered
growth in a child and they have fostered growth in you. It’s an
amazing profession. I feel honored to have worked in public
education.
Megan Mullins is a sociologist and program evaluator residing with
her family in Muncie, IN.
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A Pocket Biography
of a Teacher of the Year

Sara Coggins’ story as told to Michael Brockley
Kazakhstan
My introduction to kids with disabilities occurred while I worked
in a Kazakhstan camp for children with cerebral palsy and their
mothers. I had started a Masters in Special Education at Ball State
before I returned to Kazakhstan for the third time. I was assigned
a student who appeared to have a seizure disorder and CP. This
was a boy whose mother dared not hope her son could learn. I
trained her to help her son read and communicate through visual
aids and picture exchanges. I gave him the building blocks for
reading: letter identification, word recognition, the importance
of paying attention. I had to adapt English literacy tests into
Kazakh, a Turkish language with a Cyrillic alphabet. I had to find
Kazakh words that rhymed, words that duplicated the tests from
the United States. My student didn’t learn to read while I tutored
him. But I taught his mother how difficult it was for her son to be
himself. How difficult it was to color inside the lines of a picture
of a dog. How difficult it was for him to copy letters. Together,
she and I came to appreciate the importance and necessity of
patience for the incremental nature of growth. Gripping a pencil
posed such challenges for him that his concentration was diverted
to the physical demands of holding something in his hands. The
challenges of performing those common tasks so easily taken
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for granted. Before I left, his mother
believed her son could communicate
with her. She believed he would read
and learn.
Leaving the Fish Bowl
At the beginning of last year, a new
student was enrolled in our school.
She used a wheelchair for mobility
and was deaf-blind. However, when
I met her, I noticed she engaged with
her environment. That she smiled in
recognition of the people who spoke
with her. I felt concerned about her
inability to communicate her wants and
needs, despite the clear preferences
she showed. She spent entire mornings
without getting a drink because she was
unable to ask, at times no one thought
to ask her if she was thirsty. That spring
I started to build communication skills.
I showed her a Pediasure bottle and a water

w w w . f a c i n g p r o j e c t. c o m

bottle so she could look at the object she
wanted. Soon she demonstrated she could
recognize 3 inch pictures of items. Then she
began reaching for pictures of the choices
she wished to make. We kept her in my
program this year hoping she will be able
to operate a voice output communication
system next spring. She reminds me of the
main character in Sharon Draper’s “Out
of Her Mind,” the novel with the goldfish
leaping out of its fishbowl on the cover. The
ability to communicate with others opens
doors that were previously closed. Fuels the
leap into infinite possibilities.
The Ray of Hope
I had been in Kazakhstan three times.
During my last trip, I started The Ray of
Hope Club for children with disabilities
and their families. We provided equipment
and training for children to receive
physical therapy. I provided educational
opportunities for kids with physical or
cognitive disabilities. There were boarding
schools for kids with visible or mental
disabilities. For kids with crossed eyes
or cleft palettes. On my first two trips to
Kazakhstan, I worked with five orphanages
where Interlink Resources provided
humanitarian aid, underwear and socks. As the conditions in
Kazakhstan improved over time, we built water towers and
provided life skills training. Started having birthday parties.
John 84
John spoke 84 words with a communication device. Spent
the seventh grade sleeping, screaming or kicking. As an
eighth grader he asked for another drink with a voice
from his device after a few taps on the screen. I taught
his life skills class, lessons on grocery shopping and
cooking. Kept alert for teachable moments. I believe
everyone can learn. The first week of school, John
showed me he could expand his vocabulary 84
words at a time as I tinkered with the settings on
his device. By expanding his vocabulary, he showed
me a passion for words and communication. And a
particular passion for science.
Science
With a science teacher’s help, I seated John in a
seventh grade science class. I taught his classmates
why he covered his ears against loud, unexpected noises.
John taught them how to use his communication
device. They always greeted him when he arrived for
class and said goodbye when he left early for lunch.
John adjusted to the sounds and distractions of
science class in order to learn about mammals and
space and tectonic plates. When he returned to
my special ed. class, he asked for sensory breaks.

Favored a green neoprene sleeve. The “green
thing” he called it. I helped him get a job
shelving books in the middle school library.
Sometimes he stopped to read the new
releases. Sometimes he read the dictionary.
That spring the class took its annual field
trip to King’s Island for Science Day. I
shadowed John on the excursion. Served
as his mother hen to keep the promise I
made to his father. John rode the Log Ride
four times before I lost count, laughing and
giggling through the splash and cold of a
60 degree spring day. We dried off at a first
aid station, warmed ourselves before the bus
trip back to Muncie. I offered him sensory
breaks throughout the day. Brushings or
the chance to wear a compression vest. He
chose what he needed. He said yes or no. I
let him laugh and wonder with his peers.
Encouraged him to follow his interests in
roller coaster thrills. He slept all the way
home.
Independence
At the end of the year, we practiced the
recognition ceremony once. Before all his
classmates and their parents, John crossed
the stage to receive his certificate by himself,
laughing as he approached the MC. He was
so proud of the independence he had grown into, proud of the
words that had grown within him.
Green Stickers
When I was seven-years old, I moved back to the U. S. from
Kenya where my parents had led a team of medical professionals
in a rural clinic. As a first grader I knew multiplication facts. I
could read Frog and Toad and understand the Little House on
the Prairie books my father read to me. But I didn’t know about
St. Patrick. About the invincibility of wearing green. Didn’t
understand why my classmates pinched me while teasing , “You’re
not wearing green.” I still don’t like St. Patrick’s Day and all those
February 17 shenanigans. But like the meaning of red hexagonal
stop signs, I learned about shamrocks and Irish saints. And I
stuck a green sticker on my blouse to stop the pinchers.
Every person has a gift, the ability to learn.
Sara Coggins moved back to Muncie in 2014 and began teaching
special education at Southside Middle School in the fall of 2015. She
received recognition as the Muncie Community School Teacher of the
Year for the 2016-2017 school year. Sara is committed to being a part
of revitalizing Muncie, including the Old West End where she lives.
Michael Brockley is a 68-year old retired school psychologist. He still
works part-time in rural northeast Indiana. He has had poem in
several Muncie Facing Project publications and will have other poems
appearing soon in 3Elements Review, Tattoo Highway and Visiting
Bob: Poems Inspired by the Life and Work of Bob Dylan.
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The Difference between
Fate and Choice

Holly Mosier’s story as told to Janay Sander

“What is the Medicaid card doing up there
on the screen?” In that moment I realized
we came from different worlds. And it was a
moment for a great lesson, but not just for
my students. We were studying state flags. I
had no real experience with poverty. Not at
the time. I know a lot more now, even if I am
always learning.
The emblem of the state of Indiana is on Medicaid cards.
That state flag lesson became much more than learning about
states. I learned that these kids did not know anyone in their
neighborhood or home life who did not have a Medicaid card.
My kids could not comprehend how I did not know what the card
looks like, or how someone could go to a doctor’s visit without
having one. My kids taught me that teachers are different from
other adults in their life. Teachers have insurance. Teachers
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I am a special education
teacher, a mediator, a
counselor, a nurse, a mother,
a boss, a social worker, an
advocate. And that’s just
at work. I have a family at
home, too
are clean. Teachers have money. Teachers have all this because
they are lucky. It’s so ironic that my kids view teachers this way
because, from my perspective, this is beyond a doubt some of the
hardest work for the least pay. We have such different perspectives
– me and my kids. That’s one of my main jobs, bridging the gap.
My job is all about bridging the gap. And it’s not just a job.
It’s who I am. I am a special education teacher, a mediator, a
counselor, a nurse, a mother, a boss, a social worker, an advocate.
And that’s just at work. I have a family at home, too. They help me
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stay balanced and I am so fortunate. Some younger teachers don’t
have that, and this job becomes everything, and if that’s how it is,
it’s too much. I’m pushy, and I’m passionate. It’s what is hardest
and also most compelling about being a teacher. Sometimes I
bridge the gap between where things are and where the kid or
family can imagine the future. I put me into this job and it takes
a toll. Every day I show up. I am the link between the school
curriculum and what my kids need in order to learn it. I connect
parents to resources, kids to services, and rally other safe adults
to get involved to offer support for these families. I push parents
to dial it up if they need to do more, or dial
it back if they do too much. My goal is to
be the difference between an outcome of
fate and an outcome of choice.
What makes me most happy is when I
see the outcomes of my kids making it.
Making it across the stage and earning a
high school diploma, or having a job in
the community. I love it when they see
me and show me their successes just by
working in a job somewhere. That means
they’re making it. The flip side is what
crushes me. I see my former students in
the arrest log or listed as a runaway, or
with some domestic charge. I try so hard to
do everything to help each and every one
of them be successful. If they don’t make it,
I ask myself, what did I not do? Who did I
not convince to intervene? What resource
did I overlook? Sometimes there is just not
enough
to go around for everyone who needs help. I don’t want my kids to
fail because I didn’t advocate enough. Maybe they need a lot, but
I don’t want any of my kids to have a bad outcome just because I
wasn’t pushing hard enough to help them or get them more help.
It’s hard to convey how much I love special education, or how
much the kids keep me going. I have thought about leaving. I
even wrote a resignation letter. But then I just cried. I know for
some kids I’m possibly the person making a difference for them.
Who would do that if I don’t? Who would help Mikey with his
mom? Who would call probation and advocate for services, or
call DCS again to make sure this girl is not avoiding baths just to
keep her mother’s boyfriend’s hands off her? I know these kids.
These are my kids. Every year I think, “maybe when I send this
group off, I’ll be done.” But then I know someone’s little brother
will be coming in two years. I want to be there for him. Or I know
a whole group of kids in the same grade as my own child will be
showing up. I just can’t leave them with someone I don’t know.
Who will do what I do for them?
They are all my kids, across the wide range of families and
situations. I give myself to all of them. Some of them get more
of me than others. The ones who need more get more. That’s the

nature of special education. It’s all about leveling the field and
bridging the gap. Sometimes I do that for a university professor’s
child who is headed to college. Sometimes it’s for a teenager who
was escorted out of the building by the police for dealing drugs in
my classroom, and that one might already be a ward of the state.
It’s still me giving what I am to them all the same. It’s so much
more than just teaching. It’s phone calls to DCS, it’s petitions and
appeals to insurance companies or doctors to help families obtain
insurance coverage for a special needs device. For some, I’m there
as a mom figure. For others, they

have a great mom and don’t need
me for that, but they need me to push them just a bit extra as their
teacher. So that’s the me they get.
I have been doing this for a while, and I still love learning about
disabilities. It thrills me to find a new way to interact, or a new
strategy for learning, or a new perspective that can help my kids.
When I think about my kids, I feel excitement, caring, and love. I
want these kids to make it more than anything. I am doing what
I love, and I love working with the kids I do this for. When I look
around at the state or legislative decisions or think about what the
public seems to think about public education, I feel defeat. I feel
frustration. I feel like I have no voice. I can only fight so many
fights. I fight poverty, culture, life circumstance, even parents
sometimes, and I fight the disability. I’m so lucky I have what I
need from my district in terms of support. And I am surrounded
by people in my life who support me as a public school educator.
So I’ll go ahead and pick up this next group.

Janay B. Sander is an Associate Professor in Educational Psychology
and Director of the School Psychology PhD program at Ball State
University. She’s passionate about education for all students to
promote lifelong learning.
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“I Believe I can Fly!”

Anonymous story as told to Gabriella Fluhler

I loved my job.
The feeling
of family and
community
among us
teachers was
amazing.

I will never forget the happiness in Teddy’s voice that day. Often,
the memory of the defiant, Autistic fourth grader who found me
trustworthy enough to help him through school is a source of
encouragement to continue to chase my love for teaching after
all this time. It has been so difficult lately, with financial problems
plaguing the school system. The school’s inability to provide
for their teachers forced us as teachers to pay for supplies and
activities for our classrooms ourselves. The district was even being forced to close some of
our schools because of these problems. The financial and emotional strain this put on us as
teachers and the kids, seeing our troubles, was insurmountable. Sometimes I stop to think of
the things I’ve been through so far.
All throughout college I felt the tug. The pull to change what I was
doing, where I was going. Chemistry was fascinating, but it wasn’t
my passion. Even after following Evan to Indianapolis, things
weren’t perfect. I wanted to change lives, I realized I wanted to
teach. Working for the law firm wasn’t my thing either. Ten years
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of my life, buried in the paperwork. It wasn’t awful, but again…
it wasn’t what my heart said to do. It was a slow realization.
After having the kids, over time, I moved to doing the law firm
work from home. Things were good, but the paperwork and
proceedings were getting exhausting.

w w w . f a c i n g p r o j e c t. c o m

So I did it. I signed on as a teacher’s aide. I was there for three days
as the personal aide for Teddy. The first day I met him, he was a
whirlwind. He was tearing the room apart, screaming, flailing,
absolutely oppositional. I was the only one who could settle him.
Spending time talking to him like an equal, and giving him the
time he needed to calm down and process the information he
was given did wonders for him. He trusted me, he knew I wasn’t
going to give up on him like others had. He showed me his sense
of humor, made jokes, he even laughed. His favorite thing to sing
was “I believe I can fly!” Eventually he grew to no longer need me;
a bittersweet victory in the eyes of a special education aide.
The teachers and other aides saw it as a victory. A specialist was
brought in and asked if I had ever wanted to teach full time. This
was it, this was the chance. The feeling tugged at me, and I knew
this was my chance. I got licensed, worked towards a degree. I did
it, I became a teacher.
I was placed as a resource room aide. I loved my job. The feeling
of family and community among us teachers was amazing. The
school really was like home to me. However… from even when
my time there had begun, the school went through many changes.
If we’re being honest, the administrative panic began several
years ago, when the school first “almost” closed. That time, it
stayed open. This time… we got word that it wouldn’t. We were
devastated, collectively, as teachers. I was in denial. That’s my
family. Even with the money issues, they can’t just close us up and
send us on our way. There has to be a solution.
Oh, but they could, and they did. We all went our separate ways.
Thankfully, we could stay in touch through occasional gatherings,
texts, calls and our own kids’ activities. Some of the others even
went on vacation to the lake together. Eventually the hurt went
away and we began to see the light.
Change is hard. Each of us was placed where we were said to be
needed. I never asked for this; but I’ll take it. Kids somewhere
need me. Kids of the recipient schools are getting some great new
teachers. These are the new beginnings. Fall will come again,
classrooms will be prepared, students will learn and things will
be as close to normal as possible once again. We will all settle
into this new routine. I’m still helping kids, I’m still following
my dream, I get to go somewhere where I’m needed. The greatest
thing is that, even after all this time, the tug is still here. Thanks
to Teddy, I have a memory and a song to keep me going when the
change seems hard.

The Facing Project
National Board of Directors:
- Jay Moorman, Ontario Systems
(Chair)
- Stephanie Fisher, SpinWeb Internet
Media (Vice Chair)
- James Mitchell, Ball State University
(Secretary & Treasurer)
- Ro Selvey, Southside Middle School
(K-12 Outreach)
- J.R. Jamison, The Facing Project (CoFounder & Co-Executive Director)
- Kelsey Timmerman, The Facing
Project (Co-Founder & Co-Executive
Director)

About The Facing Project:

The Facing Project is a
nonprofit that connects people
through stories to strengthen
communities. We provide
tools, a platform, funds, and
inspiration so communities
can share the stories of citizens
through the talent of local
writers, artists, and actors.

No matter what, these kids need good teachers. They need
stability, they need familiar faces. I’m here to be that. We’re here
to be that.
I firmly believe everything is going to be okay.
Gabriella Fluhler is a 20 year old Ball State Student studying PreVeterinary Biology and Psychology. She has passions for teaching,
writing and STEM outreach in the community. In her free time, she
enjoys reading, writing, and spending time with her daughter, Leah.
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He Who Does the
Work Learns

Deb Kirkman’s story as told by Deena Wickliffe

It took a long time to say I was good. Good
means healed from a childhood bout with cancer,
recovering from failed relationships and losing
important people in my life. As for being good
as a teacher, that took some time too. I know I’m
good not because I won an award, which I did, but
because my students tell me I am good. They tell
me this in so many ways over my 28 year career, and
I will continue to listen to them to be better than I
already am in the future years of my career.
“He who does the work learns, but The Voice never leads you in
a wrong direction.” I’ll take full credit for this saying because
I’ve modified it a bit from the one that you might know, but it
is my mantra. Teaching is what I was meant to do and learning
from my students is the consequence. I can immediately call
to mind the students that taught me the most, everything from
34

I heard God’s Voice
loud and clear. I heard
it more than one
time. The Voice said
“Teaching is your path,
Deb.” My voice was
louder when I replied
“No way, Jose!”

the contagious behavior of some of my middle school boys that
spread throughout the class and made everyone want to learn to
the kids that turned out to be responsible adults that give back to
this world as a result of something I did that helped them along
the way. I learned that I do matter to them, and I can change the
course of their life in a positive or negative way. It is my choice.
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surgery because they severed my vocal cords. With no medical
intervention, I eventually started speaking again before I
graduated from high school. What other tool does a teacher
rely more on than her voice? I slowly began to realize that
the signs were there all along. The Voice was opening my
eyes to all that I needed to do to make my life matter. All I
had to do was listen.
So how do I use my life experiences to be what my
middle school students need? How do you reach students that
are struggling with their own demons and circumstances?
How can you justify leaving curriculum on the back burner
long enough to make the necessary adjustments to engage the
students? How do you convince a student that they learn more
from their mistakes than from their successes? And finally,
how do I manage my personal life and still allow myself to be
available to my students when they need me to be?

I was raised
and surrounded by educators. It
seems odd then that I would want to do something else, but I did
not want to be a teacher when I started my adventure in college.
I’d had enough experiences with oncology nurses in my recovery
from Hodgkin’s lymphoma treatment as a child that I thought
I might try my hand at nursing. Don’t get me wrong, I was not
enchanted with the idea, but I knew I needed to go somewhere
with a degree and the love of science I gained from my father put
me on this path.
I heard God’s Voice loud and clear. I heard it more than one
time. The Voice said, “Teaching is your path, Deb.” My voice
was louder when I replied “No way, Jose!” No matter how loud
I was, God’s Voice persisted. Days passed and It was still there.
The conversation became heated and I was sure I was making
myself clear, but doubt began to set in and I slowly questioned the
decision I had made to be a nurse. “Really??? I survive cancer to
just be a teacher? Isn’t there something bigger I am supposed to
do?” I asked. He simply responded, “There is nothing bigger.”
My life trajectory was set. I became an elementary
teacher, a substitute teacher and finally found myself in a middle
school classroom. Room 111, to be exact. This is the same
number my soon to be deceased, beloved father taught in as
well at another school. This was the first sign that I had made
the right decision. I’d already received another sign before I
started teaching that I did not recognize at the time. That is that
my doctors told my parents I would not speak after my cancer

These are the questions that every good teacher asks
and asks themselves again, year after year. The solutions change
with each group. Humanizing myself is what allows all of the
other things to happen. Walking the line between being the
authority and being the co-conspirator is what I learned to do.
Listening to the kids, separating the behavior of a student from
who that student could be, using peer pressure as a tool of student
management, taking risks with the kids and using my passion
for my field of expertise as a vehicle to teach kids how to take
responsibility for their own learning. These are the things that
define not only what I do, but who I am.
Teaching is not an easy job. Lesson planning,
administrative duties and the never-ending professional
development requirements make it a year-round job. Spending
time with kids 181 days of the year for 28 years is not hard. My
personal experiences, my love for life, and my own education have
led me to a place in my life where I can connect with young kids
in a way that changes both my life and their life for the better.
I think it might be something I was born with-- the intuition
needed to make these important connections, but I measure my
success by degrees. I add up all of the times I changed a student’s
life trajectory just 5% before they left my classroom, and I can
verify with this data that indeed, I am a good teacher.

Deb: I am a 36 year cancer survivor who was blessed to be a mother,
wife and teacher. When I am not guiding my students on coadventures, , I love spending time with my horses. Life is to be
lived with no regrets.
Deena: I am a science teacher with 27 years of experience and
a passion for the complex process of helping kids recognize their
potential. Celebrating my colleague through this process has
been a blessing.
Facing Teaching
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Facing Education

Anonymous story as told to Kate H. Elliott

My classroom mascot is a Yeti, you know, the ape-like
creature that roams Himalayan Mountains between
cameos on cartoon Christmas specials. Why? Because
when my sixth-graders look up from a math problem,
scowling in frustration, and say, “I can’t do math,” I
can respond through a reassuring smile, “You can’t do
math, yeti”—reminding them that words are sneakily
powerful, often turning to belief, then to action.
Maybe I would let such talk slide if I weren’t the daughter of
perseverance.
Growing up, my father marched my baseball-loving hide to
Little League tryouts every year until they allowed a girl to play
(I captured the home run record that year). Watching my high
36

To my delight, I
was accepted, and
in summer 2016, I
joined two of my
kids at Ball State.

school drafting teacher expertly compose diagrams with one arm
fueled my tenacity through Purdue University’s male-dominated
engineering program.
Grit gained early in life gave me the confidence to pause my
promising career at Eastman Kodak to raise my three children.
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When my oldest son was diagnosed with neuroblastoma (a type of
childhood cancer), I was there for him, for all of us, and that was
where I needed to be.
But I always planned to return to industrial engineering. My
husband of 31 years is an engineer—we met at Purdue—and
my analytical brain thrives optimizing processes and assessing
complex systems. But time passed, priorities changed, and within
those 10 years in “Mommy Land,” I fell in love and found my
calling.
I worked as an instructional assistant
at Mohawk Trails Elementary,
guiding reading groups and
math competitions. I relished the
opportunity to empower students
and celebrate their progress at
whatever pace, stressing my “Yeti”
outlook—that we all possess the
ability to master any subject. Those
who didn’t believe in themselves
became my passionate purpose.
During those years, I received emails
about the Woodrow Wilson Indiana
Teaching Fellowship—a graduate
teacher preparation program for
those with STEM backgrounds. In
2015, I took notice, and a friend
forwarded the email with a note,
“This is right up your alley. Do it.” It
was the encouragement I needed, so
I applied.

the most distress. Math is the easy part. The true work begins
when you’re trying to understand each child’s situation enough
to know when you need to be firm and when you need to offer
some grace (because they might not have eaten since lunch the
day before, for instance). What or who sets each student off—and
conversely, inspires them—and how can you redirect or offer
guidance while keeping the rest of the class on task? Teaching is
part counselor, part police officer, part pretty-much-every-role.

Returning to school
later in life has
kept me humble as
I ask students to
grasp new concepts
and technologies.
It also furthered
my appreciation
for “productive
struggle.”

To my delight, I was accepted, and in summer 2016, I joined two
of my kids at Ball State. The one-year, fully-funded fellowship
was the most difficult and rewarding experience of my life, as I
commuted an hour from Carmel to Muncie each day—first for a
semester of intensive graduate courses followed by a full academic
year of clinicals at a local middle school.
The first day of class, our professor asked us to make an iMovie,
and I was like “iWhat?” But I did it, and I often share that story
with my middle school “I can’t-ers.” If I can relearn to write
academic papers and navigate digital storytelling, they can
certainly champion long division.
Returning to school later in life has kept me humble as I ask
students to grasp new concepts and technologies. It also furthered
my appreciation for “productive struggle.” As a caring person, you
want to swoop in and rescue kids who are struggling, even though
most of our greatest accomplishments emerge from a challenge.
I strive to find each student’s capacity and push them, but not to
the point of frustration. That sense of triumph powers students
through their next hurdle—in or out of the classroom.
And it is often those out-of-classroom circumstances that cause

During clinicals or rotations, I got
to know a little dude who would
have rageful outbursts. Together, we
developed a silent signal that he flashes
when he’s upset, then I let him step
outside or change his environment.
I shared with him that I often forget
my glasses are on my head when I’m
feeling stressed, so when he would
notice me looking for my glasses, he’d
tap his head to remind me to reach up.
Our arrangement empowered him and
demonstrated that even teachers need
help or a deep breath now and again.

I might not have tried so hard with him
or others had I not watched my niece
overcome a childhood that could have
easily turned to bitterness, blame, and
poor choices. When she came to live
with us at 15, I thought I would teach
her, but the now Ball State senior has
transformed our lives. Her journey is
a reminder that each person has his or
her own journey and can make significant changes with enough
encouragement and love. Because of her, I believe in students
others may not, and I strive to learn from each student, every day.
It is with this outlook I will welcome my sixth-grade math classes
this fall at a new middle school. I’m decorating a fun, engaging
classroom to inspire minds in a safe space based on mutual
respect. Yes, we will learn to multiply and divide, but we will
do so while practicing essential life skills like active listening,
collaboration, and creativity. Everyone will go home each day
feeling accomplished and celebrated, even if they haven’t mastered
the material“yeti.”
Kate H. Elliott is a writer, editor and strategist with more than 15 years
of marketing and communications experience in journalism, higher
education and the private sector. Since 2017, she has dedicated herself
to educating the next generation of journalists and storytellers as an
instructor of journalism at Ball State University, where she previously
served as editor of the alumni magazine and a communications
manager. Prior to her work at Ball State, Elliott reported global
humanitarian news for Reuters in London and wrote features for
various magazines and newspapers throughout the nation.
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Do I Want to be a Teacher?

Cassidy Richard’s story as told to Andrea Eads

I knew I liked biology and could enjoy doing anything with
it. It was later that I realized that I loved sharing about it with
kids. On the hard days, I think I could be working in a lab... by
myself... with quiet specimens... without all the stresses.

I tried to make it fun,
explain things several
different ways, so
that no matter what
kids’ learning styles
were, they could get
it. I didn’t use a lot of
PowerPoints or lectures.
We tried to engage them
with experiments and
discussions.

I worked in the nature center at Calvin College, where I did my
undergrad. I gave tours... usually to younger kids... but one time
to a 5th-grade class. I thought that was so fun– sharing with
them, exploring with them, answering their questions, teaching
them.

I like that age. High schoolers can think they are too cool, young
elementary kids can be all over the place crazy, but middle school
is my kind of crazy. I like teasing, challenging, bantering with
them. The content they need to learn isn’t so advanced, so I can be
creative and have fun with them.

So, when I needed a job, I tried working at the Boys and Girls
Club doing STEM activities. Then I decided to apply to be
a Woodrow Wilson fellow at Ball State. It meant a one-year
intensive program to get my teaching license, and a three-year
commitment to teach in a high-need school. After a summer of
concentrated classes, I was paired up with a teacher at a local
middle school to teach 7th and 8th-grade science.

Before I even started in the classroom, I got a feeling for what
it meant to be a teacher there. I went to lunch with a group of
teachers during a teacher in-service training. At the restaurant, a
parent started chiding and complaining to the teachers about how
Southside was supposed to be, not how it was becoming. There
was tension. Some students brought the outside pressures and
divisions with them. Rebel flag t-shirts, ring, folder. Most times
the kids got along, but other times you could just sense a fight
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I know that the students
need 21st-century skills to
be self-initiators, to use
technology on their own.
coming…someone was going to get punched.
The teachers were holding the school together. The teachers
leaned on each other; they had a close connection. The
administration seemed fine to me--I felt supported in the
classroom--but you didn’t get that same feeling from those who
had been there a while. I heard murmurs of feeling abused,
unappreciated.
The year started with my mentor teacher teaching, as I assisted.
Later, she turned over the reins, and I taught. I tried to make
it fun, explain things several different ways, so that no matter
what kids’ learning styles were, they could get it. I didn’t use a
lot of PowerPoints or lectures. We tried to engage them with
experiments and discussions. Sometimes that worked. For
example, even if they didn’t care that much about buoyancy now, I
hoped they would remember how the submarine we made floated
in saltwater and sunk in fresh.
We wanted to make it interesting and be available to answer
questions and help on assignments with everyone, but too often
we had to give our attention to whoever was acting out, and the
quiet student sitting waiting never got their question answered or
their work checked. I know that the students need 21st-century
skills to be self-initiators, to use technology on their own, but
many days only 5 out of 30 would have their iPads with them,
or they kept getting kicked off the internet because there wasn’t
enough broadband to sustain that many devices. Teachers were
dealing with their own stresses. Talking about contracts, job
searches. It feels hard to stay motivated when morale is down.
I don’t know what to do differently, and I know public schools
are important. Important in so many ways. I remember the day
I was walking down the hall and saw an occupational therapist
showing a blind student how to use a cane. I had never thought
of that before. I hadn’t thought about all the services students can
find at the school. The school’s pantry great! Students who are
dreading an empty refrigerator at home can bring home a sack
of food for the weekend, and students with special needs learn
skills and responsibility helping organize and stock the pantry. I
watched and emulated the teacher across the hall from me. The
way students lingered after an extracurricular club just to have a
relationship and connection with her made me smile.
I don’t know if I want to work in a classroom setting for long.
Maybe in a state park, or nature center. I love being outside.
Besides, it is hard to hear teachers that have taught for years
complaining and wanting out, and then to think I want to do this
for my career.

The Facing
Project Bythe-Numbers:
Muncie & Delaware County
- 700 volunteers
- 40 partner organizations
- 200+ first-person stories
- 16,000+ books in distribution

Nationally
- 5,200 volunteers
- 300 partner organizations
- 1,500+ first-person stories
- 40,000+ books in distribution

The Facing Project Impact:
Change of Perspective
- 100% of participants find it easier to see
things from the point-of-view of others after
participating in a Facing Project
- 91% of participants indicated The Facing
Project challenged previously held
stereotypes

Philanthropy
- 90% of participants indicated they now
volunteer with organizations facing the
topics/issued outlined in Facing Projects
- 80% of participants indicated they now
donate to organizations facing the topics/
issues outlined in Facing Projects
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Lighting the Way

Niki Fitzgerald’s story as told to Gabriella Fluhler

Just another move.
Just another school.
Nothing phased me anymore. I caused a lot of trouble in my
old life, in Florida, and everyone at my new school knew it.
Between homelessness and coming from a life of drugs and
violence, I had negativity in my heart and trusted no one. I
was disappointed in the move the minute I heard about the
new school.
Just another school.
Just another group of adults who think they know who I already
am.
40

As if showing up to
school every day
being expected to
cause trouble wasn’t
bad enough, being
ADHD and trying
to pay attention
in a class full of
people with those
expectations was
almost impossible.

I’m sure they knew some of it. The drugs. The abuse. Some things
you can’t hide, people talk. I was familiar with sneaking around
and running from people, too. Home-life was bad but the foster
system, or being truly alone, would be worse. It was a dark time
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and a dark life. I’m sure they knew things were not the best for
me.
But they really didn’t know. They didn’t know about my learning
disabilities. As if showing up to school every day being expected
to cause trouble wasn’t bad enough, being ADHD and trying to
pay attention in a class full of people
with those expectations was almost
impossible. My grades weren’t good.
My behavior was bad because they
told me it should be. Things weren’t
good.
Mr. Jones changed it all. It’s like he
knew I needed him, and he took
everything people at school thought
they knew and turned it upside
down.
He taught everything in an exciting
way for me. He made me get up, and
move, and show what I was thinking.
Interacting with the material, with
classmates. I made friends. I spoke
my mind. I had things to do with my
body while I was learning so I wasn’t
sitting still. My mind couldn’t sit
still. He knew the actual material was
easy for me but focusing long enough
to show it was the trick. But he did it.

causing any problems. And . . . they did it. They put me in the
advanced classes. First one class and then, as time went on, they
let me into the others when they saw that I actually wanted to
learn. I could learn, I was challenged, I was happy.
They told me I could participate in sports now. I tried out for
the track team and I got on. Long
distance wasn’t my thing, but I was
really good at the hurdles and the
shot put. I tried the longer races but
they weren’t where I really could
shine. I loved knowing I earned my
place on the track.

He taught everything in
an exciting way for me.
He made me get up, and
move, and show what I
was thinking. Interacting
with the material, with
classmates. I made friends.
I spoke my mind. I had
things to do with my body
while I was learning so I
wasn’t sitting still. My mind
couldn’t sit still.

One day he told me he’d teach me how to referee soccer games for
the school. He said he’d pay me and I could earn money and we’d
have a soccer team. Being involved with the team was amazing. I
learned about the game and the rules. I couldn’t play on the team
because of my behavior at school, but refereeing was close enough.
I loved every second.
Between refereeing and the fun days in Mr. Jones’s class, I was
happy. I loved refereeing because I felt like I had actual control of
the situation I was in. I even got to earn money doing it, which
was great after growing up with no money to call my own. My
behavior improved and the school administration saw that.
Things were better at school. My classes were so easy. With Mr.
Jones helping me show the other teachers that I knew the material,
I was bored. I decided to go to the guidance counselor and ask to
be put in accelerated classes.
“Nobody asks for more work,” they told me. “You just want to be
social with the older kids.”
My feelings were hurt. They called my mother and she told them
to ask Mr. Jones about my behavior and my learning because she
couldn’t tell them.
Like always, Mr. Jones changed things. He told them how I was
learning, and how the classes were easy. He told them about my
refereeing and how I was responsible and making money and not

Mr. Jones’s belief in me followed
me into 8th grade. I got involved
in more sports, my grades stayed
up, I was in the accelerated classes,
and my behavior was always good.
I got into Key Club as a high school
student, which opened the door for
me even more.

Mr. Jones constantly advocating
for me, standing behind me and
seeing that my past didn’t have to
dictate my future led to the person
I am today. I made it as a homeless
child of addiction to graduate
college with multiple degrees, win
many community service and
professional awards, and continue to have a passion for education
and learning.
As a teacher now, I have been able to take the impact Mr. Jones
had on me and pass it on to my students. I view each student as an
individual and pour my heart and soul into providing them the
greatest education possible, no matter how they learn or what they
come from.
I hope to be the light for students the way Mr. Jones was always a
light for me. Without him, I would have never made it out of the
darkness.
Niki Fitzgerald: I am currently an Early Childhood Education
Coalition Coordinator, Outreach Specialist and Family Support
Coordinator for Huffer Child Care Resource and Referral. I am an
active downtown Muncie resident. I am currently pursuing a triple
Masters degree in Education with a scholarship awarded by Early
Learning Indiana. My passion is to transform the lives of families and
communities through the use of education and advocacy.
Gabriella Fluhler: Gabriella Fluhler is a 20-year-old Ball State Student
studying Pre-Veterinary Biology and Psychology. She has passions for
teaching, writing and STEM outreach in the community. In her free
time, she enjoys reading, writing, and spending time with her daughter,
Leah.
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Writing
My
Husband’s
Story One
Student
At A Time
Anonymous story as told to Michael Daehn

I have been an elementary school teacher for
42 years and loved every minute of it. I never
went to work. Monday morning was always,
let’s see what we can do this week. I’m 66,
you’d think it’s time to slow down a little bit.
Times are changing, and I want new teachers
to be inspired - research shows they only stay
with it for about seven years. Nobody is going
to be staying in the field 42 years anymore and that’s a shame as I wasn’t getting good
at it until I’d taught for a while. I mean, I
made lots of mistakes in the beginning and I
apologized to all my students for doing that.
But I loved what I did and I think a key to that
was professional development. Teachers have
to keep going to be fresh and look for what
the kids need so I always tried to do that.
I knew at six I wanted to be a teacher. When I was six, I lined up
all my dolls and teddy bears on the couch and I read to them.
In fourth grade, I would make my own science tests and put
the questions I thought the teacher would ask on them and if a
question was on the test, I gave myself ten points – that’s how big
of a nerd I was about wanting to teach.
42

I knew at six I wanted to be a
teacher. When I was six, I lined up
all my dolls and teddy bears on the
couch and I read to them.
I graduated in 1972 from Ball State with a kindergarten
endorsement and got a job the week before school started about
three hours away - teaching second grade at Clay City. We had
just gotten married in July and had very little money. I had
enough to make a mobile for my classroom and that’s about it.
The first year, the army would’ve wanted me. I thought discipline
was the key - and you only talked when teachers talked to you
and asked you questions, so the room was very quiet. I had a little
room in the basement which was a little like a dungeon. You could
see feet walking by through the windows. But I loved that school
because it was a country school like I’d attended and the people
were a caring community. The second year I moved upstairs, I
learned a lot and I became pregnant and my thought then was
‘would we want our child in my classroom’? So there’s something
about your children that softens you up.
My first five years were second grade and I loved it! Then I got
pregnant again. My Dad offered us an acre of land so we’d move
back here to Delaware County and be closer. I wasn’t planning
on going to go back to teaching until our second child was in
Kindergarten...that lasted one year. I missed the interaction,
missed the kids! I started subbing and told them I would only
sub in K, 1 and 2. So my first calls, of course, were for 5th grade.
I went and learned a lot from subbing. For example, the first day
the principal said you have one student who will give you trouble,
you get ahold of him and make him a believer and you’ll be fine.
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So he walked in, sat down and threw his arm over a chair and I
got in his face and said “ I’m a teacher, not a garbage collector. I
will take no garbage from you today.” And he said “I haven’t done
anything yet” and I said “and you won’t!” I got no trouble from
him the rest of the day. I loved fifth grade because you could talk
about current events, but they weren’t as huggy as the younger
kids.
My husband had gone back to college...he was a Vietnam Vet and
when I was at Clay City, he came to help a little boy who had been
abused and he fell in love with that, so he graduated from Indiana
State in elementary education too. When we came up here and
built a house, he subbed for the first year and then got a job at
Eastbrook. He taught 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade.
After I subbed for a year, I learned there was going to be a firstgrade opening and the principal selected me to fill it because he
thought I was more motherly than the current teacher – she got
bumped to second. I felt a little
guilty about that. Then I taught at
Harrison until they made a K-2
building at Gaston. But by 1989, I
had enough. I gave the principal my
resignation and said I can’t do this
anymore. I can’t assign busy work
for the kids and that’s what it really
was. We gave them busy work in
the morning so we could meet in
groups. Some kids never got done
and they shouldn’t have had to stay
in from recess. Some kids got done
and you had to give them more.

way home, he said “does anyone want to do this?” and another
teacher and I looked at each and said to sign us up! As a result of
this professional development opportunity, we had the knowledge
and the passion to get the program ready and up and running
successfully. Parents had to take a leap of faith with us and sign
up to be in our class because it was a three-year commitment.
Multi-aged worked like a family so if I wanted to teach plants,
we learned about plants and then we had all these projects....you
knew what level you were...you’d go take something you wanted
to do...a kindergarten student could do a second grade project...a
second grader could do a kindergarten one - nobody cared....in
fact when people came to visit they’d ask what grade are you in
and the kids would say I don’t know. We didn’t have to teach them
how to line up to get their lunches, the older kids just showed the
younger kids how...one of the greatest comments for that from
our parents survey said “we want to thank you for this because
you allowed our youngest child to be the youngest in the class, the
middle in the family and the oldest in the family and nowhere else
would they get that experience.” We
did multi-aged Age K-2 for about ten
years.

Then my husband
who was a Vietnam
vet passed away
after a long illness
and I wanted to
write his story – but
realized I couldn’t. I
didn’t know how.

He said, “Let me keep your
resignation in the drawer, but I
heard about this workshop program
which is an alternative to seat
work.” So my husband and I went
– we worked every night till two
o’clock getting ready for the next day - I loved it and what it was
teaching. There was a work board and the kids just came in and
did different activities down the board. If you got done, fine. if
I didn’t get done, it’s okay. It was all practice work we needed
to do but you taught the children to learn how to manage their
time. You taught the children work ethic - how hard you worked
affected how far you got. You taught the children it’s okay to ask
for help and you taught the children to work wherever they are
comfortable so they no longer sat in chairs, in rows. They sat
wherever they wanted and that’s where they learned - and the
funny thing about it was there were no discipline problems after
that because the kids were actively engaged in what they wanted
to learn. This professional development opportunity was a saving
grace for me as a teacher that gave me a fresh charge which lasted
for at least ten years of wanting to do something different.

Next, the principal took seven of us to Purdue to be trained at the
Learning Spheres for this multi-aged class. The one I took was K
through 3. We went for training to see how to set that up. On the

Then my husband who was a
Vietnam vet passed away after a
long illness and I wanted to write
his story – but realized I couldn’t.
I didn’t know how. So I went to my
principal and said I want to take a
professional development conference
July 15 – I don’t care what it’s on
and she said, “Well this writing one
came across my desk this morning.”
“Writing? Oh my goodness, I’m not
that good at writing, but I’ll do it.
I want to write his story.” I didn’t
realize it was about how to teach
writing to children. It was a weeklong workshop through the Ball
State English department called
Open Institute. I took that and was mesmerized about writing
and how to do it. How to use children’s picture books to teach
writing K through college - it was awesome. So I finally wrote my
husband’s story which was very rewarding. And I put in place
the writing workshop that fall and my kids have never been the
same since. If we had to miss writing time for a convocation,
they would beg to do it at recess. Nothing in the world like that
has ever happened before. So the next year I took the next course
which was four weeks long and I became a teacher consultant.
That has kept my fire going the last ten years.
I started a writing camp at our Elementary School in 2007
because of this training. It’s basically for grades 3 through 5 but
if there are openings, we accept 2nd graders. The kids write and
learn about the craft of writing. It ends with a celebration where
they read their work and they create an anthology. I found it
personally rewarding this year when a fifth grader, Miss Ella
wrote, “We’re too blessed to be stressed”...and I was a worrier so
now every time I worry, I just think of that and to this day I will
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remember her and what she taught us.
All of this happened because I went through that professional
development training for four weeks that summer. My fear is
I was probably the last or next to last group to go through it
because now schools are on a balanced schedule and a teacher’s
summer is already so short that it’s asking an awful lot for them to
take that much time out of a summer. When you try after school
professional development during the school year, teachers are
tired. There’s got to be a better way for professional development
to happen because you need it. I don’t care what you have a
passion for - we have a teacher who has a passion for gardening
- but whatever it is, you’ll bring that passion to the classroom, so
recharging your batteries is important! It certainly was for me!
My advice for teachers is to love what you do. Then it’s not a chore
to go to work. And if you don’t want it, please save the kids and
get out because they deserve good teachers. I understand it’s hard
when we’re not getting the funding or when we’re not getting
the encouragement. There are so many troubled kids and family
situations that it’s heart-wrenching and now you’re doing more
than just teaching, they’re piling more on you. I don’t want to
say it’s sometimes a thankless job because in my area they are
so wonderful and a little appreciation will go a long way. But
I do think the professional development is key...technology is
wonderful and kids are learning a lot from technology but we
need to teach kids how to listen....teaching cooperative learning
and using a project-based curriculum makes them listen to each
other... project based gets the kids involved – let them do little
projects, applaud their successes, applaud their failures because
more can be learned from the act of failing than succeeding
sometimes and then they stop thinking they have to be perfect
every time. If they don’t know how to listen to each other, there
won’t be successful marriages, or jobs or anything...so the devices
are good, but you need people skills too.
It is certainly not a thankless job. They often won’t remember
exactly what you taught them but they will always remember
how you made them feel – and that’s what life’s all about! So be
positive – there’s already too much negative in the world and kids
are being piled on more than ever.
You have to embrace your opportunities to keep yourself fresh
and passionate as a teacher – I took advantage of mine and was
able to continually explore new ways to approach teaching. As
a result, I could finally write my husband’s story. Even better, I
knew how to teach generations of students how to tell theirs!

Michael Daehn is an Associate Professor of Theatre Education and
Directing who has edited stories into monologues and staged four
Facing Project readings (Racism, Autism, Disabilities, Poverty).
Daehn is the co-creator of The Prism Project.He is also the State
Captain for Americans for the Arts and has directed many theatrical
productions since coming to Muncie at Ball State, Muncie Civic and
the Burris Laboratory School. He and costume designer Patty have
four daughters, four grandkids and two spoiled cats.
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Our Story Tellers
and Writers:
Caroline Siler
Felicia Grey
Beth A. Messner
Suzanne Clemm
Jenni Marsh
WaTasha Barnes Griffin
Todd Smekens
Pat McCrory
Matt C. Bloom
Allan Kidd
John Volbrecht
Megan Mullins
Melanie Wright
Susan Volbrecht
Sara Coggins
Michael Brockley
Holly Mosier
Janay Sander
Gabriella Fluhler
Deb Kirckman
Deena Wickliffe
Kate H. Elliott
Cassidy Richards
Andrea Eads
Niki Fitzgerald
Michael Daehn
Barbara Miller
Clarissa Bowers

A special thanks to our
anonymous story tellers.
Thank you for sharing
your stories with us.
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Mrs. Miller, You Set Us Up

Barbara Miller’s story as told to Clarissa Bowers

As I walked
throughout the
classroom, I implored
my students to feel
what these people
were feeling and
worked my hardest
to paint a picture
of what they were
experiencing.

Early in my teaching career, I took a course on multicultural
education in an effort to bring the world outside a little bit
closer to our small town in Indiana. Most of my students had
never left the borders of our county, let alone the confines
of our county. So, I felt like I had a responsibility to bring
whatever cultural experiences I could into my teaching. Like most teachers, I was dedicated to
leaving my students a little better than I had found them and looking back on it now, that is
what kept me going throughout this experience.
During that time in my life, I found myself teaching in one of the
more rural schools where diversity wasn’t something that was
regularly experienced. So, like many things that are unfamiliar to
us, it wasn’t regularly embraced either. Having just spent much of
my time working to understand the importance of multicultural
acceptance, I chose to do a reading to my 10th graders from
Hiroshima Diary: The Journal of a Japanese Physician, August
6 - Sept 30, 1945; a book written by a doctor that spent his days
tending to the victims of the atomic bombing in Japan. As I

walked throughout the classroom, I implored my students to feel
what these people were feeling and worked my hardest to paint
a picture of what they were experiencing. At one point, I felt my
own heart break a bit as I read the excerpt, “And they had no
faces! Their eyes, noses, and mouths had been burned away, and it
looked like their ears had melted off. It was hard to tell front from
back.” I paused expecting to hear the sharp inhale of my students
match my own and was instead rendered speechless as the quiet
country kid slumped over in his chair blurted out “So what? They
Facing Teaching
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were the enemy.”
Years have passed and I still couldn’t tell you what words I found
to fill the silence that filled the room or how I finished my lesson.
Where had I gone wrong in this? I was trying to teach about
humanity and the struggles of other cultures around the world
and here I was face to face with a student that felt nothing at the
thought of this innocent person being maimed.
Admittedly a bit defeated, I spent the next few days trying to
find a way to build some sort of cultural connection for my
students but mostly I just needed a
connection for one. Simply reading
to him hadn’t done the trick; I
needed to find something to forge
a stronger connection. These kids
didn’t need another adult telling
them how to think; telling them how
to think was likely how we got here
in the first place. Instead, I chose to
meet them on their level. If words
weren’t going to make them feel
something, perhaps a movie could.

for this one last game. As Guido slips from view for the final time,
the only sound that is heard is the wail of a single machine gun.
In that moment, you could have heard a pin drop. After a short
while, the silence was broken by that same boy who was so lacking
in compassion. “Are you kidding me? They KILLED Guido?” I
looked at him and simply said, “What do you care, he’s the enemy
right?” In that moment, his face just fell. He had been just as
engaged as anyone and he said: “Mrs. Miller, you set us up.” It was
just such an incredible moment that even now, I get Goosebumps.

After a short while,
the silence was broken
by that same boy
who was so lacking
in compassion. “Are
you kidding me? They
KILLED Guido?” I looked
at him and simply said,
“What do you care, he’s
the enemy right?”

Over the course of the next week,
my students learned to live and
love alongside Guido in the 1997
movie, Life is Beautiful. The movie
tells the story of a goofy Jewish
shopkeeper that spends the first half
hour finding ways to win over Dora
by way of comedic yet romantic
gestures and endearing moments.
Like most romantic comedies,
he eventually does just that and the end up married with a
beautiful son. Unfortunately, World War II breaks out and they
are transferred to a concentration camp where Guido uses his
comedic ways as a method of distraction for his son. Throughout
the course of the film, you can’t help but fall in love with Guido as
he turns each horrific aspect of the concentration camp into a fun
game for his son, each time putting his own safety at risk for the
sake of a smile from his son.

By the end of the week, the whole class had fallen in love with
Guido and his son. They loved his sense of humor, they were glad
he got the girl, and they couldn’t help but adore him for the risks
he was willing to take to protect his son from the tragedy that was
all around him. Every student was captivated by Guido’s story and
eager to see their story come to its happy end. They were finally
connecting to another culture despite it being “unrelated” to their
own. In the last scene of the film, Guido tells his son to hide in
a box until everyone is gone in hopes that rescue teams will find
him. With one last wink, he comically steps around the corner
with a guard and we see his son laughing while hiding in the box
46

Here was a kid, that through no
fault of his own, was taught that the
Japanese were our enemy and that
was all there was to it. How do you
consider anything else if that’s all
you’ve ever been told? Maybe it was
by a grandparent or an uncle that
fought in World War II but how
could you ever know to consider
an alternative if an alternative was
never offered?

I think about that experience often
and I realize how much it has
sculpted who I am as an educator.
Multicultural education isn’t just
about teaching a story that comes
from another country. The idea
is about providing and creating
experiences for kids, authentic
experiences that give them a
chance to relate to people from
other backgrounds, not just other
countries, kids that they rival against in sports from across the
county, or the kids that just moved in from out of state. Overall,
it was really a watershed moment for me to think, who am I
teaching, what am I teaching. I realized I’m not just teaching
dangling modifiers and prepositions to these kids. That day, I
was teaching kids how to think and how to be compassionate and
those aren’t standards anywhere.

Clarissa Bowers is the Learning and Development Manager for a
New York-based company, as well as, an adjunct instructor at Ivy
Tech in Anderson. This is Clarissa’s fourth time serving as a writer
for The Facing Project and is thrilled to be part of such an important
discussion for our community (and our world).
Over the past eighteen years, Barbara Miller has taught in three area
high schools, as well as for Ivy Tech and Ball State University. Before
that, she was a preschool teacher. Barbara participated as a writer for
the Muncie Facing Racism project.

w w w . f a c i n g p r o j e c t. c o m

Acknowledgements

The Facing Teaching Project would like to thank the following organizations and individuals for volunteering
their time, talents, and resources to bring to life the stories in this book:

Our Sponsors

Our Team

Lynne Stallings, Facing Teaching Lead
Ro Selvey, Facing Teaching Committee Member & Facing Project Board Member
Maude Jennings, Facing Teaching Committee Member
Susan Volbrecht, Facing Teaching Committee Member
Caroline Siler, Facing Teaching Organizer
David Huston, Facing Teaching Editor

Facing Teaching

47

BROUGHT

Facing Teaching, an affiliate of The Facing Project
© 2018 The Facing Project

TO

YOU

BY:

