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Introduction
Whether I’m running workshops for teens, adults, or the elderly, one
prompt that always elicits a multitude of stories is writing about
teachers.
Most of the stories I hear are about teachers who inspired, who
encouraged, and who made us who we are. Most of my stories about
teachers are like that as well. But there
are also stories of teachers who wounded
us in some way, intentionally or not. This
collection is representative of that
spectrum.
Whether our memories about teachers
are hazy or clear, good or bad, or
somewhere in between, most of us can
agree that teachers have indelible
influences on all of our lives.
The submissions you’re about to read
come from our monthly writing drop-in sessions, from across the
country via email, and one of them sent in by a loyal nursing home
workshop attendee, who wrote out her story in perfect cursive that
would make any teacher proud.
We hope you enjoy.
Rachel
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“History ’94” by Riquita
Starting 9th grade was pretty intimidating for me. New school, new
faces and harder classes were there to greet me in September. My
shining beacon through it all was 6th period History class with Mr.
Shannon. He fostered an environment for me to be the weird kid that I
was. Who else do you know reads the encyclopedia for fun? That was
me. I have to say, I love any historical
fact out there- just knowing the
backstory to how all things came to be is
a hobby. Mr. Shannon taught us about
hard-fought wars and the crumbling of
civilizations with the excitement of a
kindergartener on the first day of class.
He had a classic teacher look-brown or
charcoal gray pants, short-sleeved plain
white or plaid button up shirt (always
with pens in the pockets), wavy brown
hair and a powerful “Welcome Back
Kotter” mustache.
In between classes, passing his
room door would always prove to be a
treat. He would most certainly be standing there, lying in wait ready to
pounce and attack students with some type of corny joke. When we
studied 6th century Europe, he brought in “Monty Python and the Holy
Grail” for us to watch-with popcorn! I remember how he quoted each
and every line and laughed at all the ridiculous jokes. This film opened
by eyes to satire and parody, and is still one of my favorite movies to
this day.
I learned about Zeus, Hera and numerous other mythology
figures. My love for Greek history grew. When project time came
around, I decided to make a giant Papier-mâché Mt. Olympus. I have
never worked so hard on what I thought would be a super easy
assignment. Molding wire clothes hangers, ripping newspaper into
strips and dipping them in a horrible plaster mix. Once the form was
done, and dried, I spray painted it a horrible brown color. Let’s just says
that it was the color of a word that starts with “P” and ends in “OOP”.
The project was lumpy, and massive but it was mine. I remember
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vividly the day I brought in . When I walked in the classroom, Mr.
Shannon just looked at me holding the mountain for a moment while
his eyes smiled, and then said,” Yeah, yeah alright. Come on in with it!”
I had to present my creation in front of the class and was super
nervous. When it was my turn, he broke the ice with a joke, “Now we
have Miss Riquita to wow your minds with -THE CHOCOLATE
MOUNTAIN!” It was so goofy I could only laugh. He kept the ugly thing
in the classroom over a month-until it started to smell. (Apparently, in
my excitement of creating I had not allowed the internal layers to fully
dry.)
When a bully named *Lisa started picking on a girl in class, I tried
to diffuse the situation-not worrying whether or not people would like
me. She had a lot of followers around her- this is where I learned about
“group think” and the way it rears its ugly head in high school. She
turned her aggression towards me, but I didn’t back down. I had
enough of her interrupting my safe place, my home away from home.
As usual, she was sent to the principal. After class, Mr. Shannon asked
me to say behind. “Oh shit”, I thought. Never the one to get in trouble, I
was terrified. However, there was no need to be scared. Mr. Shannon
gave me praise for standing up for myself and standing up for a
classmate.
Teachers provide a safe space for you to discover talents, learn
new things, and become your best self. Mr. Shannon gave me a space
to be me-the weird, satire loving, mythology reading, research person
that I discovered was inside. His class gave me room to grow and he
made it safe for me to be me.
*Names have been changed to protect the guilty.
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A Letter to my Teacher” by Theresa
Dear Mrs. ________,
You were my teacher in third grade.
I was in the “advanced” reading group. Me, L., and M.
We were learning expressions and idioms, though I don’t remember if we
used those exact terms at that age.
The workbook said to form a sentence with the words “itching” and
“camera.”
Ok, I thought, I’m not quite sure what this means, but I got this.
I am in the advanced reading group after all.
I wrote: “He got a rash from using the camera and put on lotion
because he was itching.”
You read what I wrote and said “No, Theresa, he didn’t get a rash
from the camera and need lotion.” In a tone that seemed frustrated and
annoyed. Maybe disappointed.
Thirty five years later and I can still remember what you sounded
like, and how your words sounded to me.
What I should have written, and what M. and L. probably wrote,
was something like, “He got a new camera for his birthday and was
itching to use it.”
I had never heard of the expression before.
I didn’t read it in books.
My parents never used that expression.
I was born in the U.S. and spoke English all of my life but there
were still nuances that I didn’t quite get.
My parents and grandma spoke Tagalog at home to each other, and
English to me and my brother. With a smattering of Taglish.
My lola didn’t know much English so she spoke to us in Tagalog.
She was the kind of Filipina grandma that watched American soap
operas every weekday afternoon while she ironed, folded clothes, or sat
down to rest from housework. So her limited English was confined to
several basic words and the names of all the characters in General
Hospital. But I bet she understood the plots of all those soap operas
spanning over thirty years.
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Both my parents had lived in the US since the 1960s, fluent in
accented English that they learned through American colonial education
in the Philippines.
I felt ashamed for not knowing expressions or idioms.
I felt ashamed that I was in the advanced reading group but had
made a mistake.
I felt ashamed that you called out my error in front of my
classmates.
I felt ashamed that my classmates knew more than me.
I felt ashamed of my family, my grandma who didn’t speak English,
the different languages I heard at home, and that I wasn’t American
enough somehow.
I felt ashamed that we were/are seen as perpetual foreigners in this
country.
I felt ashamed that my parents never used the expression “itching
to” at home.
Twenty six years later,
I earned my doctorate.
I wrote a dissertation semi-tome in academic English.
My research focused on the ways in which academic textbooks
perpetuate racism.
I teach undergraduate and graduate students.
I support university faculty and their teaching, transforming their
teaching to be more inclusive, equitable, and liberatory.
Thirty five years later,
I asked my school-aged daughter if she had heard of the expression
“itching to.” She shook her head.
Thirty five years later, I can still feel the tone in your voice.
I bet you had no idea that your words would spiral a cycle of self-hate,
shame, internalized colonialism, re-learning, healing, redemption,
teaching, and self-love.
But you’ll understand when I don’t say “thank you, teacher.”
Sincerely,
Dr. Theresa
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“Mrs. Shropa” by Catye
It was the fall of 1987 and I was starting my sophomore year of high
school in a small farming community public school in Central Illinois. I
was starting the school year confidently having just got my braces off and
sporting a fresh perm, but despite my sweet look my confidence was on
edge, as I was about to take my second state mandated math class,
Geometry. Math … Ugh! Though as 14-year-old I already knew I had the
gift of using words and wit to charm others, I also already knew that I did
NOT have the gift of math.
I struggled in school. Actually that’s
not true, I killed it with social skills part
of school, what I struggled with was
being a student. I couldn’t sit still and
pay attention. Fortunately, I knew how
to fake my way through most classes, in
fact, it was a skill I developed
throughout high school, but math, math
was a different story. My brain just
didn’t naturally work in a way in which
math made sense. As a result, it was
impossible to fake. Not even the
smoothest scammer could glide math
through pretending to know what they
were doing.
Despite my bad attitude going into
the class, I was glad I got Mrs. Shropa
as my teacher. She was kind, but firm and had a reputation of
committing to whatever it took to help students understand and feel
successful. I liked her, but was conflicted about that because she taught
math, the worst subject ever. Liking my math teacher went against
everything I had ever believed as a student. Mrs. Shropa was always
staying after class and after school, patiently working with students. She
made students feel like being there for them was her only priority, despite
the fact that she had a husband and two kids at home. She wasn’t
bubbly and fun, or even super warm, in fact, she was quite serious and
no nonsense, but I liked her because she recognized and respected that
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not everyone was good at math and she didn’t judge or hold that against
us. She explained concepts in a non-condescending way that didn’t leave
students feeling foolish and hopeless.
Since my parents were teachers in the small school district, they
were friends with many of my teachers outside of school, this included
Mrs. Shropa. Mrs. Shropa would regularly update them on my progress in
math class when she would see them at parties or other community
events. High school teachers have an opportunity that few others have
in that they have a full range of teenagers available to babysit their kids.
As a teacher you build relationships and find those students whom you
would trust with your own kids. For teachers with kids and access to
teenagers, it’s win-win. Mrs. Shropa was no exception. Despite my math
struggles and difficult attitude about circumference and radius, she liked
me, or at least I assume she did because she asked me to babysit her
kids.
I know that being allowed into the personal lives of your teacher is a
big deal, but being allowed into the home of your teacher is a really big
deal. Mrs. Shropa allowed me into both. She and her husband had two
great kids and it was easy to hang out with them, watching t.v., playing
computer games and eating junk food. The relationship with your
teacher outside of school is special because not only are you exposed to
the food in their fridge and the weird stuff in their medicine cabinet, but it
usually allows you one on one time to chat with them as people. After
babysitting a few times I began to realize that I was not just her student
any more, but someone she cared about.
I had been especially struggling with the chapter on measuring
angles. So, the next time she asked me to babysit, she told me to bring
my Geometry homework with me and that when they got home she
would help me with it. At first I was embarrassed that I needed extra help
and that she knew I needed extra help, but then I realized that getting
one on one help from Mrs. Shropa always helped me understand better,
and doing this at her kitchen table shouldn’t be any different.
I probably just had a crush on her, but the thoughtfulness and
patience Mrs. Shropa exerted for me and my geometry misunderstanding
late on a Saturday night at her house was uncanny. Now, nearly 30
years later, I’m the schoolteacher. Honestly, I still don’t understand
Geometry, but I understand even more how special that relationship was,
and I hope I’ve been the “Mrs. Shropa” for my students.
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“Master Teachers” by Kimberly
teach·er
ˈtēCHər/
noun
noun: teacher; plural noun:
teachers
a person who teaches,
especially in a school.
Hmmm. I take issue with the
second part of this definition I
found on the Googles. Teachers
are everywhere and the most
important ones in my life were
not found in school buildings.
They were and still are the
women in my family. Upon
further research, I found a better
description of these forces of nature:
“A master teacher recognizes that the education process is about much
more than sharing content. It's about creating independent learners who
have the critical thinking skills to grow and thrive. These educators put
their students first and adapt the curriculum to their learners' needs.”
-Colorado Christian Academy
Is it okay if Auntie Kimberly tells you guys a story?
When I was five, my Mother remarried and we moved from the safety of
my Grandmother’s house to what can only be called “the compound,”
where my new stepfather’s family lived. And man, they were intimidating;
especially for a sheltered plump brown-skinned girl such as myself. They
possessed a sharp wit that was a shock to my system. I was unsure of
my position in my new family but I knew one thing; if they saw my master
teachers, my new family would see past my ugly duckling phase and see
what I would become. And you know what? It worked. I saw their faces
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as my grandmother, her sisters, my grandfather’s sisters and all their
daughters entered our newly-built home and began to socialize. I dare
anyone to find more genteel, charming and beautiful people as these
ladies. I stuck close to them in the crowd of people who were there for
the housewarming, knowing that the love they had for me would show
and their magic would rub off. In that moment-- a moment I remember so
distinctly 40 years later, my downy feathers began to molt and my
confidence began to rise.
As I get older and they become ancestors, the lessons remain.
The Teachings
1. There is no one better than you. Also, you’re not better than
anyone.
2. Always make time for old people.
3. The higher your boobs, the closer to Black Jesus. Always wear
good foundation garments.
4. Love hard, but don’t lose yourself.
5. Faith: in the Lord and in yourself can fix most problems.
6. Be kind.
7. Earn and demand respect.
8. Family is your most important resource.
9. You can go anywhere in the world but always remember home.
10. Food is a love language.
I have had a great many fantastic traditional teachers but none compare
to the women who raised me and continue to lift me up.
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“Sisterhood Material” by Jeanne
I was an impetuous sixteen years old in 1964, growing up in rural Virginia
and attending a catholic girls school. There was an opportunity to go on
a retreat for girls who were considering becoming a nun. It would be at
the Motherhouse of the Benedictine in Manassass, VA. It was an
imposing structure with giant mahogany
doors and stained-glass windows on the fist
floor. It looked…like a nunnery.
I suppose all girls educated by nuns, as I
was, consider this venture at some time in
their live. I was no different. I went to early
mass often and could be found in the
chapel most days. My friend Christine and I
went together to the retreat. We ere rather
immature and adventurous so the rules of
the retreat enticed us. Prayer for ages, no
speaking after 8pm.
We had snuck some champale in our
suitcases and at about 8pm, decided to
guzzle it down, hoping for a high. We were just silly teenaged girls who
were definitely not material for the sisterhood! Finally, we got into our
nightgowns and proceeded to ponder our next move. We wanted some
adventure!
Across a great expanse of Lon only Linton Hall, a military school for
boys. Was 10 PM and we decided to go explore that building. We weren’t
prepared for what happened next.
Wearing only our nightgowns, we creaked open the front door, surprised
that it was unlocked. We wandered through the school dormitory. It was
dark with only low lights burning. Quietly need to talk through the rose of
sleeping boys until we came face-to-face with…a priest! “Oh, hi…hi
Father. How are you?” “What are you doing here” Well, ah, we, ah,
couldn’t sleep, so we decided to take a stroll!” “Well, you can just stroll
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right back the the Motherhouse and Sister Ernestine will see you in them
morning!”
We simply ran like lightning out of there, across the campus, through the
door, up the steps, into our room: panting, laughing, crying, and…
petrified. What in the world are they going to do to us? Oh body! We
really blew it. What are we going to do until morning? Pray!
We lay awake for a long time, wondering what fate awaited us. Sister
Ernestine - the mother. Her name described her severe facial features long nose, pointed chin, beady eyes. Severe is all I can say. And I had
to call hr “Mother.” Couldn’t she have a sense of humor? At least have a
good laugh? I didn’t think so.
Morning came and Christine and I went to early Mass. As we entered the
chapel, we felt the eyes of everyone of the nuns boring down on us.
Afterwards, we were ordered to the Mother Superior’s office. “I suppose
you know where you are here. What in the world possessed you to do
such a thing?”
“We were just having fun, Mother.”
“Fun?!” Dear God, give me strength! You are to leave this day.
Someone will drive you to D.C. where you will catch a bus to Richmond.
I suggest you spend the rest of your time here in prayer after you pack
your bags. I really do’t think you are material for the sisterhood. Please
be dismissed.”
So, we packed up and sat for a long time, just looking out the window,
feeling unwanted, stupid, sort of scared, and just plain dumb. We
wondered if we were going to hell.
Finally, they got us in the car and we drove, in silence - punishable
silence. We got tickets and got on a bus to Richmond. Once seated, I
put my head on Christine’s lap and fell asleep, dreaming of heaven and
home.
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“Professor A” by Glynis
Teachers have been beacons in my life, from an impoverished
childhood to me now, as a 50-year-old woman audacious enough to
have a new dream—teachers have served as sentinels to remind me I
am more than I ever I imagined.
It would make sense my encore
career leads to education, to come
back to college after 20 years to
complete a B.A in English—with
goals to go even further. Being a
student at 50 is way different than 10,
although my irrepressible joy with
new school supplies remains the
same. To step onto VCU’s campus,
the first time since 1997, brought on
what Rip Van Winkle must’ve felt.
Then there are my classes.
While I’ve never felt out of place, I
admit it is a bit sobering to share a
peer group with students two years
older than my recent high school
graduate grandson, Khalil. There are
times even I question my goals. Maybe I am too old. Who am I to want
to be a professor by 55, and even a Dean of Students someday? Am I
crazy? I have friends who are retiring, or in the last leg of a longplanned and pursued career. I, the eternal gypsy soul, got a life plan
two years ago after being unexpectedly laid off. Funny thing thougheverything since that day has fallen into place, as if the universe
sighed and said, “we have been waiting for her to catch on
FOREVER.”
After a great first semester at VCU I went into the next
apprehensively. I’m life-seasoned, so the truth as being jaded has
become a part of my DNA. Not because I am Negative Nellie—more of
a Realistic Rita. What are the odds of a repeat performance of a first
semester with professors who assured me through guidance and
mentorship I was in the right place?
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Be open minded, my amazing advisor Dale Smith told me. You
never know.
When I emailed to introduce myself to my Advanced Writing
professor in December 2017, I did not know what to expect. I figured I
started my first semester that way, why change what worked? Andrew
Spencer (aka Professor A), responded with warmth and humor.
Now, don’t get me wrong. If there was ever a prototype for a
tough talking old bear who is secretly a kind-hearted middle-aged PhD
student, it would be he. From assigning books that got feathers ruffled
(talk about class discussion!) to adamantly promoting mutual respect in
the classroom, Andrew (Mr. Spencer is my dad, he said) showed me,
through his engagement with students, that there is very much a place
and need for real world meet academia meet funny, quirky stories.
I broke my wrist in March. It was my writing hand and it happened
midway semester—on the last day to withdraw from classes, to be
exact. Yet I never considered anything different than pressing on
because I instinctively knew Andrew had my back. This is the guy who
reminds me that my age is an asset, with us sharing war stories of
“remember when” as he is in his 40’s, so experiences like 9/11 we
recall acutely while my classmates ranged from not born to toddlers at
the time.
Andrew accommodated me, cheered me and allayed any fears
when my inner critic suggested that I was lagging because I literally
could not write. Now, this is no special Glynis thing—this is Andrew. If
there was ever a student’s professor, he’s the guy. For all his CV
accolades, publications, and such, he has no issue with sharing with
his students’ first-hand experiences with the pain of work that seems
endless, of pushing when you think it doesn’t matter. Critical thinking
can hurt—but please do it anyway.
This summer I signed up to teach middle school social studies
through a summer enrichment academy. For all my confidence, there
was one person I needed to talk to.
I emailed Andrew, and he told me what I needed to hear: “Are you
freaking kidding me? You got this.”
Great teachers grow great teachers.
Thanks Professor A—I plan to make you proud.
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Richmond Story House’s mission is to

unearth and amplify untold stories in our community.
Founded in 2017, we focus the majority of our efforts on the East End of
Richmond by running writing and storytelling workshops that help
participants remember and frame their true life stories.
Our mobile workshops run in the Richmond city jail, nursing homes,
schools, and other organizations. We also hold monthly drop-in sessions
in our writing studio, located in the East End (near Union Market).

Stay in the loop at: www.richmondstoryhouse.org

