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My education began at home. I remember playing word games with my father during long car trips. He used to say a verb in the simple form. Then he told me to give him the past tense of that verb. I quickly got used to playing word and language games on all our car trips,1 and I enjoyed learning grammar with my father,1 and I wanted to prove that I was really smart. I learned how to think rationally at a young age. While some parents are accustomed to giving their kids orders with no explanation (“Don’t touch that because I said so!”),3 my parents would tell me not to touch something because I might drop it,1 and if it broke,3 they would have to pay for it.

I remember going to kindergarten. On my first day,1 a lot of kids were crying because they didn’t want to leave their mothers,1 but I was glad to be there,4 with a new adult to entertain. I had always been comfortable with strangers. I was very verbal,1 and I liked to impress my parents’ friends by conversing with them,1 so I enjoyed talking to Mrs. Woodward,4 my teacher.

In kindergarten,2 I learned the alphabet and how to share things with other children. I couldn’t stand sharing the teacher,4 though. I wanted her to pay attention only to me. Once,2 when she was spending time helping other kids,3 I called her a witch. She smiled and called me a troll,1 but I realized at that point that I had hurt her feelings. I hadn’t intended to do that, but I understood that words had power to affect other people. After that incident,1 I always tried to say things that would make other people like me. I used to tell my friends’ grandmothers that they looked too young to be a grandmother. I was a little politician at an early age.

In grade school,2 my teachers all tried to teach me self control. They would tell me to wait my turn before speaking. They would order me to be quiet when I talked too much. It was often hard for them to convince me to shut up and let other children talk. In the third grade,2 I once yelled out something funny while the teacher was talking. She grabbed me by the ear and told me to stand in the corner. I was humiliated. I began to cry quietly.

My social life in grade school wasn’t great. Other boys were playing “cowboys and Indians” or “cops and robbers” or “fireman,1” and I wanted to play quiet games. I ended up playing with Joanie,4 the girl around the block. I used to torture her dolls by pulling their arms off. Joanie tolerated my behavior. She didn’t mind playing with me because she was just as lonely as I was.

In junior high school,2 I got involved in school politics. I was usually class president,1 and,4 eventually,4 I was president of my school. In the spring2 when Martin Luther King was assassinated,3 I had to make a speech to the whole student body. I recited his “Dream” speech,1 and I made people cry. Everybody in school knew me,1 but I didn’t have a lot of friends. I didn’t belong to any social group. The jocks (athletes) stuck together,1 and the cool kids stuck together,1 and the nerds (the shy kids) had their group. I didn’t really belong to any of them. I always had a crush on the pretty cheerleaders,1 but they always dated the football players. They thought I was cute and funny,1 but they refused to go out with me.

In high school,2 I was involved in the student council and also in theater. I was a pretty good actor and appeared in a lot of school and town shows. In my senior year of high school,2 I went to Mexico for a Rotary International student exchange program. I spent that year living in Jalapa,4 with Mexican familes,4 traveling around the country and learning Spanish. I applied for admission to Columbia College,4 from Mexico,4 and they accepted me.

In 1971,2 I entered Columbia in New York City. I was president of my class. In 1972,2 the war in Vietnam was still going on,1 and I received a draft number of 168 (out of 365). Fortunately,2 this number was high enough that I wasn’t forced to join the army. Other students,5 who had lower numbers,5 were not as lucky,1 and they had to either join the army or escape to Canada (or go to jail). It was a terrible time,1 and I still have my draft card. I remember sitting with my classmates in front of a TV,4 watching the televised draft lottery in which some army general pulled our birthdays,4 one by one,4 out of a big bowl. A friend of mine drew a really low number,1 and I never saw him again. I don’t know if he went to Vietnam or Canada.

I worked really hard in college in my first year,1 but I became something of a hippie in my second year. I used drugs and smoked a lot of pot. I remember going to a party the night before an important psychology exam,1 and I forgot to study for it,1 so I failed it. This brought down my school GPA. I took easy classes whenever I could (geology instead of chemistry or basic computer programming instead of calculus),1 so I got decent grades despite my poor study habits. I graduated after six years after dropping out and coming back a few times,4 with a bachelor’s degree in psycholgy.

In 1978,2 I went to Teachers College,4 also part of Columbia University,4/1 and in 1979,2 I got a master’s degree in education. That same year,2 I started teaching ESL at LaGuardia Community College,5 where I have been ever since. One thing my parents encouraged me to learn was the value of consistency and stability. I have spent nearly thirty years working at LaGuardia,1 and I enjoy teaching the students who come here from different cultures and backgrounds because their lives are always interesting,1 and I am impressed by their energy and optimism. 

