Mayor Bingham, Members of the Board, Dr. O’Brien, Dr. Campbell, Dr. Lambour, Ms. Babcock, … and colleagues: 

I am so honored to have been selected Torrington’s teacher of the year.  I must begin, of course, by expressing my appreciation --- my son told me to keep it short – to thank my wonderful family, my producers, and then the music will come on…I’ll try to squeeze in my message before the music comes on!

I must thank my family publicly, because they have accepted my long days at school and have adjusted to, if not accepted, the idea of very late dinners, and a house with a sign that says:  Martha Stewart Does Not Live Here, as if anyone would ever be confused about that!   Keeping balance in life is a source of constant conflict for all of us.  I believe it’s more like a see-saw, on which there is rarely even distribution -- one side or the other gets the better position at any given time.

Thank you to the staff at Forbes – since my arrival at Forbes five years ago, I have been inspired by the dedication, professionalism, and energy of the younger teachers,… and the knowledge, skills, patience and perseverance 

of the more experienced  teachers.  I am proud to be working in a school which espouses the idea that everybody teaches, and everybody learns.

Thank you to the PTO of Forbes – we have begun to truly team in our attempts to reach all of our families. 

Thank you to my ESL/Bilingual colleagues across the district.  We have tapped into each other’s expertise and experience in order to improve services to the English Language Learners in Torrington and to advocate on  their behalf.

Reaching out…building connections…working together… is essential to our success in helping every child learn.

But first we need to know who “our” families and “our” children are…  

Who are these children we will face in 48 hours?  We know all students are not the same.  Some come to us with language-rich backgrounds, some do not.  Some make regular visits to the theater, museums, and family vacation destinations, some have only been to the Peabody with their 2nd grade class. Some come to us from homes where nightly homework checks and help are a given, some are in families where the struggle just to supply the basic needs is the level of support provided.  Some homes have Internet connections, some are lucky to have 2 or 3 books in their households. Some of our older students are helping to care for younger siblings, to help support the family financially, to translate for their parents at doctor’s appointments.  Some would rather not come to our schools at all, and some only feel peace and order within our walls.

No, all students are not the same, not all families are the same --  whether through language,  race,  religion, socio-economic status, or a myriad of individual circumstances.  

  If we don’t see and understand the differences, how can we know each student’s experiences, talents, strengths, dreams?  Because this is what we must know in order to tap into their minds and help them make connections with this world of ours.   So with the crazy schedules we have, how do we get to know each child? Somehow, with all that we have to do, we need to design our lessons in a way that enables us to truly listen to our students – through their voice, in their writing, in their art. 

Listen to this memoir piece by a second grade writer.  It is entitled “My First Day At School” and was written last fall by a little girl whose family is from Bangladesh.  I take no credit for the writing; she had become remarkably proficient in a short period, and was flourishing under the tutelage of her second grade teacher.

“My First Day At School”  

…not bad for fall of grade 2; wonderful writing for an ELL…but what struck me was the great build-up, the anticipation surrounding the first day of school, and then, when she finally gets to school, she writes with insight we might not think possible for one so young,  “…and we went inside and we had to do everything quickly ‘cus we had no time…”

(pause) As we work to help our students develop and use their voice, no matter what the grade, we must make the time to listen to that voice.  This is the basis for reflective teaching. 

The critical elements in understanding both students and parents are:  building trust and being open in communication, that is, employing “effective listening”. When we meet with parents, we must listen with an open mind and heart.  But as I say this, I know how difficult this is – to really be open, and not jump to judgment.

 At the end of the last school year I had an interaction with a Bosnian parent whose child was in kindergarten; the girl had entered Kindergarten late in the year, no prior schooling, no English. In April the Kindergarten teacher and I met with Mom, explained that her daughter was making progress, but would probably need some more time in K. Mom’s English was limited and she kept saying, “I try…I work her…” After the meeting both the kindergarten teacher and I were concerned that Mom didn’t really get our message. When we met with her in June (to deliver the same message) I asked a friend of mine who is Bosnian to translate. The meeting did not go well, although Mom said “yes”. I felt I had upset or offended her by having a translator present. Or perhaps she did not want this other woman to know something of such a confidential nature. The next day the principal told me that the parents wanted to meet with her. What had happened at the meeting?  The principal (who happens to employ effective listening !) later told me that the real issue was that Mom really needs to work, and needs full day schooling for the free childcare it affords. Aggh! I try to be so understanding; most of my 25 years in teaching has been dealing with students from different cultures,…I am a card-carrying member of the National Association for Multicultural Education… yet in this case, I had failed;  I had missed the main point. In this case, the culture of poverty was bigger than the culture of the country.  We all weave in and out of a variety of “cultures” every day.  “Culture” means many different things, and has many different layers. We only come to an understanding when we come to each interaction with an open mind and heart. 
When we couple our challenge of educating for a new world with the diversity that each child brings, we realize the need for creative solutions.   We need to build partnerships within schools, within the district, within the city.  Did it ever make sense for a teacher to go into her or his classroom, close the door and teach in isolation? I don’t think so, but this especially cannot be the practice now.  The task before us is daunting.  We need to seek each other’s advice, to support each other’s efforts, to trust each other’s good intentions and to value the expertise each person brings. 

New teachers:  be proud that you are now part of this process.  Know that we need your freshness, energy, and optimism, not to mention your tech-savviness!

Understand that we are all your mentors. Be open to our advice. 

Ye (older) Experienced teachers:  Share your talents and seek new connections, personally and professionally.  This world is changing – rapidly… we need to re-tool for this new era.

Administrators: challenge all of us to know more and do more for the sake our children; encourage us to challenge you in the same way.

Community members and parents – share your expertise and your resources with us. We need you to understand our challenges and share in our mission. 

Does it take a village to raise a child?  Yes.  In our case, it takes a city– it will take all of us, working together, to raise our children.

Please join me in this challenge.

Thank you.

(Music?)

