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Introduction:

The Ramah camps have always excelled in active, experiential learning. Whether it is learning how to call balls and strikes in Hebrew, determine the viability of a man living in the belly of a fish or discussing the best way to make an apology, Ramah campers take these lessons with them for life. The summer of 2010 will be no different as we introduce a multi-faceted unit on Derech Eretz and Shmirat Ha Lashon, or put

differently, using and abusing language.


Being away from parents and the rigors of school limits, the camp atmosphere often feels permissive when it comes to trying on behaviors and testing new limits. After all, in a peer community such as Ramah, it seems natural to try language and behaviors that are closely watched at home under parental supervision. Specifically, campers tend to use more foul language than is acceptable at home and tend to be intensely motivated

to share details about others – whether true or false- more readily than at home as well.


One of the hallmarks of a Ramah experience however, is learning to look at life and choices through a Jewish lens. The unit presented here is one window into the issues

that surrounds the use of foul language, gossip and rumors, and includes actions to

make camp a "cleaner" environment as people speak. These materials were collaboration by the educational directors of each of the Ramah camps using the 4MAT curricular philosophy developed by Bernice McCarthy. For more information on 4MAT visit www.aboutlearning.com


This curriculum is the basis for a 4 week unit on Derech Eretz and Shmirat

HaLahon.   The unit emphasizes the power that words have which is both to harm and to

heal.  The campers will experience that their own words are very powerful. It is our goal

that they begin to become cognizant of how they speak to others in camp and in their

home communities.  Additionally, the campers will understand that Judaism holds us

responsible for how we use our words.

Objective: Campers will

· Read and discuss texts related to derech eretz.

· Read and discuss texts related to shmirat Halashon.

· Apply texts to camp interactions.

· Begin to notice how words cause others to react emotionally.

· Begin to think more carefully before they speak and act.

· Be introduced to concept that speech and action is a gift and can affect tikkun olam.
Day 1:  Icebreakers and Introduction:


1. Use the first session to introduce yourself to your campers. Set a warm, inviting, respectful tone. The first session will most likely be a short one, as the campers are generally divided up into kitot and the teacher will take the campers to the location which will be used for the perek throughout the month.  Get to know each camper’s name and something about each camper. Play icebreaker games.  
2. If time permits (or else do this for the next class) introduce the concept of Vahavta l’reyacha camocha.  Perhaps explain how Rav Hillel expressed this to be the most important mitzvah of the Torah. Illustrate that this phrase is found in the middle sefer of the Torah in the middle parasha of the sefer, and practically in the middle of the entire Torah scroll!  Point out the bracha in the beginning of Siddur Sim Shalom which exclaims to G-d our readiness to fulfill this important mitzvah.  

Day 2:  “Camp Sitting Duck.”  From the book Why Be Different; Berhman House
1. Discuss the story answering such questions as; “Who do you think was right?” “Who do you think was wrong?” “What distinguishes those who acted properly 
from those who acted improperly?”  “How did words influence the actions of the characters in the story?” “What might have happened if some of the kids in the bunk stood up for Morris?”  “What was the effect of silence?” 
2. Look at the text of Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 31a. Rabbi Hillel (remember him?) said that “What is hateful to you do not do to your neighbor, that is the whole Torah.” What does he mean by “that is the whole Torah?” What about all of the very specific mitzvot in the Torah? How do these mitzvot relate to Hillel’s statement?  Discuss how knowing this text might have affected the kids at Camp Sitting Duck. 
3. In smaller groups rewrite the story of Camp Sitting Duck. Have the campers rewrite the ending of the story that exemplifies Hillel’s statement.  The campers should create a skit.

4. Have each group perform their skit.

Day 3:  Lashon HaRah and the “rumor clinic” activity.
1. Get 3 pictures, either from a collection you have, online, or from somewhere else.  Your third is your back-up in case the description of one of your main two is overheard or you want to do a third round

2. Divide your campers into two not-necessarily-even teams.    
3. Send half your campers out of your space, but tell them not to wander anywhere. With your remaining campers, tell them that you are going to show them a picture and that they must quietly come up with a detailed description of what’s going on.  Then show them a picture.   
4. Go find your other campers, make and then tell them to get in some sort of order.   
5. Return to your “inside” campers, tell them to finish up, listen to their description of the picture, and then tell them to determine who will share this description.  Once they have a person, tell them that you will remove the picture, the chosen person will describe the picture to the first person who comes in, everybody else will be silent, and then the chosen person will also sit down and be quiet.

6. Return to your “outside” campers.  You can retell all of them that when they go in the previous person will describe a picture to them and they need to listen carefully.  Bring in the first camper to the group.
7. The representative of the inside group describes the picture to the first person from the outside group.  .  
8. The representative of the inside group then sits down and the camper who just heard the story now how to tell the next person who comes in the description.  This continues until all of the “outside” campers have heard the description. When all people are brought in, have the last person describe the picture to everybody, then the representative from the inside group describes the picture and then you show the picture.  
9. Switch the inside and outside groups and repeat the activity.  
10. Discuss what they learned from this.  If you have time introduce the text; “Death and life are in the power of the tongue.”
Day 4:  Mishlei 18:21.  “Death and life are in the power of the tongue.”  
1. Ask the campers to explain this phrase. What does it mean? Is any camper able to think of a time when something someone said made them feel good? Bad?  Invite sharing or comments.
2. Give each camper a paper with an outline of a face drawn on it. Have each camper reach into a box and choose an index card upon which you have pre- written a scenario to be illustrated.  Based upon the stated scenario, the camper will illustrate the face to reflect how the person is feeling. The camper will use colors to assign a feeling. The colors are Blue = Sad; Red = Angry; Green = Embarrassed; Yellow = Jealous; etc…  For example: A camper chooses a card which reads: At school recess, a student has just asked a group of students if he can join in their game. They laugh at him and tell him that he can’t play and that he should never ask them again.  Have the camper color in the person with the color, the amount of each color, and the facial expression representing the feelings of the person in the scenario.  Have each camper read the card, show the picture, and explain why the face is colored the way s/he has chosen.  Have each picture titled with the verse from Mishlei “Death and life are in the power of the tongue”.
3. Teach the song (or ask a staff person from Shira) to teach the song Mi Haish, from Tehillim, which incorporates the sentence N’tzor lshoncha m’rah, usfatecha, ldaber mirma 
4. Discuss the meaning of the song and sing again:



Who among you loves life and longs to enjoy good for many days?



Then guard your tongue from evil and your lips from deceitful speech.



Turn away from evil and do good.  Seek peace and pursue it.
Day 5:  “Death and Life are in the power of the tongue” continued

1. Read the story of Kamtza and Bar Kamtza. Help the campers to connect this story as an example of how one person treating another person poorly (or violating the dictate Vahavta l’reyacha camocha.which we have already learned is the primary manner in which to treat one another) and the power of words caused the destruction of Jerusalem.  

2. Role play situations based on the concepts and situations found on page 150 in It’s A Mitzvah.  
3. Based on the campers’ understanding of Lashon Ha Rah have each camper create an artistic interpretation. Play in the Dirt. Take the campers outdoors and using natural objects (mud, dirt, sticks grass, leaves, etc.) have the campers create something that is an artistic representation of LaShon Ha Rah. Let each camper explain what they created and why. 
4. Introduce to the campers that in our tradition when we hear Lashon Hara we should bury it 7 fathoms deep into the ground.  Let each camper bury the “Lashon HaRah”.  Stamping it into the ground!
5. Discussion:  What would you say to the people spreading LaShon Ha Rah about someone you know?  What is your responsibility to people you don’t know? Will this affect how you react the next time you hear gossip?

Day 6:  Telephone Relay Race and Vayikra 19:16 “Do not go about as a talebearer among your people.”   
1. Have your campers divide into 2 teams. Get them into an order. 
2. Inform the campers that they are going to play a Telephone relay race and that they will be doing the following: Passing a message on from one person to the next at the assigned locations around camp.  The goal is to be the fastest and most accurate team.  Once they are done, they are to return immediately to the bunk (or wherever you are meeting).  
3. Tell each person where they are starting and where they are going.  The list below will clarify what this means. 
4. Disperse your campers, making sure that person 1 from each team stays with you.  
5. Tell both campers one sentence, making sure it has enough phrases that it stands a good chance of getting changed but not too long.
6. As the campers return, discuss “Do not go about as a talebearer among your people” Vayikra 19:16.

7.  To wrap up, discuss the accuracy of rumors by having the person at the last station for each team and then the first person for each team shares their message.  Point out that they can see how the messages change and how this is a similar situation to what actually happens at camp (they see/hear something and go racing off to tell somebody else).  How does this relate to Vayikra 19:18?


Possible Station List for Telephone Relay Race:




Person 1 – your “classroom” → the Odyssey/Never-Neverland




Person 2 – the Odyssey/Never-Neverland → the bridge by the lake 


to the Chadar




Person 3 – the bridge by the lake to the Chadar → the Tzorchania




Person 4 – the Tzorchania → the pool




Person 5 – the pool → the laundry shed




Person 6 – the laundry shed → to radio shack




Person 7 – the radio shack → the entrance to Makom Cochavim




Person 8 – the entrance to Makom Cochavim → your “classroom”





* optional extension out to the Marga’am if needed

Day 7:  Feather Story and Earlobes and fingers

1. Take your campers to the waterfall.  Along the way, have them pick out a leaf that they like.  It’s best that they should take from the ground. Stop at some convenient place on the way and have each camper (and you) share why you chose the leaf you did.  Continue to the waterfall.
2. At the waterfall, each camper (and you) should throw your leaf into the water. 

3. Take the kids back to a quiet spot where they can all sit and you can talk. Tell (or read) the story of “The Feathers in the Wind” (below).
4. Post-story, point out that just as the man couldn’t gather back his feathers, so too the campers can’t recover their leaves; once they are released downstream, it’s nearly impossible to get them back.  Discuss the story

5. You can share the “Nails in the Fence” story (below) and discuss
“Feathers in the Wind”

(there are many versions available)


In a shtetl in Eastern Europe, there was a tailor named Mendel.  In a time when new clothes weren’t readily available, everybody came through Mendel’s shop sooner or later and Mendel heard many stories about people, some true and some not so true.  Mendel wanted to be liked by the other people in the shtetl, so he would share these stories with other people, even if the stories weren’t true.  Every so often, someone would get hurt by one of his stories and over the years, Mendel managed to hurt nearly everybody in the shtetl by spreading a story that wasn’t true.  


Eventually, Mendel realized that by spreading stories he was hurting people and Mendel wanted to make up for what he had done.  He went to the shtetl rabbi, as the rabbi in shtetls was known to be the wisest person, and asked him what he could to make up for spreading stories about people.  The rabbi thought about it for a bit and told him to go home and bring a feather pillow back (in those days, all pillows were stuffed with goose feathers).  Mendel thought this was a bit strange, but did as he was told.  He came back and said, “Ok, now what?”  The rabbi said, “Go to the top of the hill in the middle of the town and cut open your pillow.  Dump it out and come back.”  Mendel now was seriously questioning the rabbi’s sanity, but he did what the rabbi said and returned again.  “Now what should I do?”  “Go back to that hill and gather all the feathers again into your pillow.”  “But rabbi, that’s impossible!  The wind has spread the feathers all over town!” “That’s true, Mendel,” the rabbi said, “and unfortunately the same is true about your words.  Once you let them out of your mouth, you can’t take them back.  All you can do is apologize to the people you’ve hurt and try to change your ways.  You can’t change the past, only the future.”

“Nails in the Fence”


There once was a boy who had a difficult time not being mean to people, and as a result he didn’t have many friends at school.  He came home and complained about this to his father, and as his father discussed why he didn’t have many friends, the issue of him being mean came up.  His father thought about the issue for a while and then said to his son, “Follow me.”  He took his son out to a thick wooden fence in the backyard and said to him, “Starting tomorrow, every day that you are mean to somebody you will come out here and pound a nail into this fence.”  Being an obedient son, the boy did so.


Eventually, it got to the point where the work of pounding a nail into the old, thick wooden fence outweighed the short pleasure that the boy got from somebody’s pain when he was mean to them, and thirty seven days after he started the boy told his father, “I wasn’t mean to anybody today.”  The father said, “I’m very proud of you.  Every day that you are not mean to somebody, you may take out a nail from the fence.”  The boy wasn’t able to take out a nail every day, but eventually the day came when the boy could tell his father that all the nails were out of the fence. 


The father took his son by the hand and led him to the fence.  He said, “You have done well, my son, but look at the holes in the fence.  The fence will never be the same.  When you say mean things or things in anger, they leave a scar just like this one.  If you put a knife in somebody and pull it out, it doesn’t matter how many times you say you are sorry – the wound is still there.  A verbal wound is as bad as a physical one.  I know that you have learned how powerful your words are and will use them for good and not to hurt people.” 
6. Break into Chevruta groups and study text from Talmud.  Go through part 3.

      See the next two pages.
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Day 8:  In The Pickle and Text Study 
1. When your class arrives, ask them to raise their hand if they have heard the phrase “in a pickle”.  Ask a volunteer to explain it to you.  If nobody has heard this phrase, explain that it is a baseball term for when a runner is stuck between two bases, and the players at those bases keep throwing the ball back and forth; the runner has to try to beat the ball to one of the bases.  The phrase is also a general term for having a dilemma, a difficult situation. 
2. Next, ask your students to tell you pickles that they might find themselves in middle school.  Write these down on the back of a sheet of paper.  Choose one of them and ask the students to give you possible solutions.   Also write these down.  Next, present the options (you may have to eliminate or consolidate a few options) and ask the students to vote on the best option.

3. Break the students into 5 groups.  Give each group a scenario pasted on a pickle; tell them to read the scenario and then come up with 3 possible solutions and what the best option is.  Then bring back the groups and share the scenarios/solutions.  
4. Finally, read the texts and ask the students to raise their hands if the scenarios apply to their pickle.  Discuss why they think that text represents their scenarios. 

5. Ask the campers if they know what Derech eretz mean and what does it mean to be a mensch.

Texts:


Love your neighbor as yourself. – Leviticus 19:18



Honor your father and mother. – Exodus 20:12 



G-d said: I have given you the whole earth to take care of. – Genesis 1:27



The first day of the seventh month will be a holy day to you; don’t work. – 


Numbers 29:1



Don’t do to others what you don’t want them to do to you. – Hillel


Pickle Scenarios:


You are the star goalie of your soccer team.  You have an important away 


game against the league leader, but it’s on Rosh Hashanah.  You’re in a 


pickle – what do you do?



You really don’t want to do lashon harah, but some girls come up to you 


with some juicy gossip.  You’re in a pickle – what do you do?



Your parents have asked you to not text message during school, but all 


your friends are messaging you and you want to respond.  You’re in a 


pickle – what do you do?



You’re friends with the “different kid” when you two are alone, but now 


all your friends are teasing her.  You’re in a pickle – what do you do?



You are concerned about the environment, but as you are walking home 


your friends drop their candy wrappers on the ground.  You’re in a pickle 


– what do you do? 

Day 9:  Mishnah Page Exercise 
1. In preparation for this activity, show the campers a page of Talmud.
2. You will need 5 poster boards.  On the center of each poster board write one text from the In the Pickle Have on each poster board.

3. Have the campers visit each board and write his/her interpretation of the verses along the edges of each page.  Let the campers know they may also comment on another person’s comment.  
4. Come together and discuss each mishnah page.  Discuss the meaning of derech eretz and mensch.
Day 10:  Mensch Lesson:  
1. Have campers work in hevrutta.  They will receive a dilemma which they will need to roleplay and come up with the solution.  Give each group a cup of water.
Dilemma:


You are on a backpacking trip with a group in a remote area, and you and 


one other person lose the group and get lost deep in the woods.  You only 


have one canteen of water between the two of you, and no food.  If both of 

you share the water from the canteen, there will not be enough for both of 


you—you will both die before you are able to make it back to a place 


where you could ask for help.  If only one of you drinks all the water from 


the canteen, you will survive long enough to make it to a place where you 


could ask for help, but then your partner would die of thirst.


How would you resolve this situation?  Work with your partner to act out this 
scenario and come up with a solution.

2. Have all groups come together and have the present their roleplay and solution.

3. Discuss the scenario and resolutions.  Have them vote on which resolution would be the best one.

4. Share the following text and discuss: Adapted from Bava Metzia 62a



…Now how does Rabbi Yochanan interpret “that your brother may live 


with you” (Leviticus 25:36)?  He uses the following teaching to help 


illustrate: If two are traveling on a journey far from civilization, and one 


has a pitcher of water, if both drink, they will both die, but if only one 


drinks, he can reach civilization.  Ben Patura taught: It is better that both 


should drink and die, rather than one should see his companion’s death.  

Day 11:  WWMD:  What Would a Mensch Do?

1. Have the campers work in small groups.  Read each scenario and have the groups discuss among each other and then discuss as a whole group.  Come up with a consensus of what would be the best choice for a Mensch.

WWMD scenarios:



The Wallet




You are walking through a crowded shopping mall, and the person 



in front of you accidentally drops her wallet.  You are the only one 



who notices what has happened.  If you took the wallet and kept it, 



no one would know.




WWMD?  Why?



Gossip




Your best friend comes running over to you with some really juicy 



gossip.  It has to do with another friend of yours.  Your friend says, 


“Wait until you hear this!  You won’t believe what’s going on.  



Listen…”




WWMD?  Why?



The CD Player




You go into a store to purchase a CD player.  You want to buy the 



top-of-the line model, but you only have money for the less 



expensive one.  You ask for and buy the one you can afford, but 



the salesperson makes a mistake and gives you the more expensive 


model instead.  You could leave the store with just what you want 



at the price you can afford.  No one would ever know.




WWMD?  Why?



The Eavesdropper




You are sitting at a table having a snack.  The people sitting at the 



next table are speaking loudly about someone you know.  They are 


saying things about the person that you know are untrue.  You hear 


them laughing and boasting about how they are planning to do 



something mean to this person.  You can’t tell if they are joking or 



not.




WWMD?  Why?



The Horrible Deed




Your best friend has done something horrible.  She says she can’t 



tell her parents and she has come to you for advice.  You have no 



idea what to do, but if she doesn’t get help soon things will only 



get worse.  You urge her to speak to her parents anyway, but she 



refuses.



WWMD?  Why?
Day 12:  Pay it Forward- Mitzvah Goreret Mitzvah

2. Introduce the Pay It Forward concept
3. Show a diagram of the Pay It Forward concept. go to the website www.payitforward.com - then click on the 'Pay It Forward' near the bottom of the page and watch the mini-slide show to see the effect before you present it.
4. Discussion questions:



What does it mean to "Pay it Forward?"



Do you think that paying a favor or good deed forward is better than 



returning a favor back to the person? Why or why not?



If they say no, then ask, what could the benefits be of paying it forward?



How would you feel if someone did something nice to you for no apparent




reason?
5. Show the clip from the movie "Pay it Forward" where the boy is presenting the concept of Pay it Forward. Show Chapter 3, "How about possible" (tracking 7:35-12:20) and Chapter 10, "That's the idea" (tracking 33:00-35:00) Total it is 9 minutes of video.  You could choose to show the entire movie as a Peulat Erev either before you start the unit, at some point during the unit, or as a culmination of the unit.
6. Discuss with campers to see if they understand “Pay it Forward” concept.

7. Camper will learn through Jewish texts that discuss the concept of Pay it Forward-Mitzvah Goreret Mitzvah. 
8. Texts are printed individually and around the room. 
9. Have the campers walk around and first read all the sayings. Then have campers go to the text they like best.  

10. Have one teacher lead each small group. Have the group discuss the quote, why they liked it, what they think it means and give some examples of that action. 
11. Then have each group create one poster with the quote written with illustrations and drawings of what the text means (magazines for collage would be a nice option.)

12. Bring the larger group back together and have each small group present their poster.  Wrap up by defining Mitzvah Goreret Mitzvah-Pay it Forward
Texts used for this Study:


Love your fellow person as yourself... (Leviticus 19:18)



I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine. (Song of Songs 6:3) 



This is what the Holy One said to Israel: My children, what do I seek 


from you?  I seek no more than you love one another and 




honor one another; and that you have Yirah (awe and reverence) for 


one another. (Tanna de Bei Eliyahu Rabbah 26:6)



God has told you, O people, what is good, and what the Eternal 



requires of you: Only to do justice, to love goodness, and to walk 



humbly with your God.  (Micah 6:8)



Rabbi Eliezer said: "Let the honor of your fellow person be as dear to 


you as your own..." (Pirke Avot 2:15)



(Sinat Chinam) The first Temple was destroyed because of the sins of 


idolatry, harlotry, and murder. The second--in spite of Torah studies, 


Mitzvot, and deeds of love executed during its existence--fell because of 


groundless hatred. This teaches us that groundless hatred is a sin that 


weighs as heavily as idolatry, harlotry, and murder. (Yoma 9b) Rabbi 


Yochanan ben Torta said:  "The destruction of the Second Temple 



came about because people loved money and hated one another." 



(Tosefta, Menachot 13:22)

Day 13 & Day 14:  Preparation for Yom Mensch

1. Introduce to campers that they are going to have a Mensch Awareness day- Yom Mensch for the whole camp.
2. Preparations for Yom Mensch- create commercials about being a Mensch for the camp radio; create posters to place throughout camp; prepare skits for the chadar ochel on what it means to be a mensch; create a Yom Mensch board which will be used on Yom Mensch for campers and staff to write nice things about people in camp which will be displayed on the mirpeset of the chadar ochel; write a presentation for each age division to kick off Yom Mensch that will be presented in each makom tefillah; and create blue ribbons that will be given out for at the kick off. 
Day 15:  Yom Mensch

1. Campers will be split into 7 groups to kick off Yom Mensch at each Makom Tefillah.  They will present their skits and give out blue ribbons.

2. Throughout the day the Radio chug will read the commercials the campers wrote

3. Mensch skits will be performed during meals in the chadar ochel.

4. Throughout the day all campers and staff will have an opportunity to write something nice about someone in camp on the Yom Mensch board.

5. Your campers will come to their regular class and they will go around the camp and fill out the Derech Eretz Survey-see next page
6. Discuss how everyone thinks Yom Mensch is going.  Visit the Yom Mensch wall.

Your mission is to go around camp and ask people what would make them really happy. Ask them what you can do for them in order to show them דרך ארץ, respect for what they are doing for you.

Please write your answers on this paper and be back here by 5:20.

DO NOT BE LATE.

Thanks and good luck!

You need to ask the

Shmira Staff ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Kitchen Staff  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Business Office Staff

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Rosh Eidah ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Ask any person of your choice

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Day 16:  Last Day-Siyyum
1. Wrap up- Art project- make Door hangers that have Derech eretz quotes in Hebrew to welcome on to a room.

2. Read “All the Good Things”, about the student who kept the compliment sheet his teacher had the class do for each other and had it on his body when he was killed in Vietnam.
3. Each camper should have a piece a paper and they should write their name on top of that sheet.
4. Once the story has been read (or perhaps not, as it may have more impact if the students don’t know what effect this story is supposed to have), rotate papers so that each person writes something nice on everybody’s sheet of paper and the papers.  Teacher will collect after everyone writes on each paper. 
5. Letter will be sent to each camper at Rosh Hashanah. 
All The Good Things

He was in the third grade class I taught at Saint Mary’s School in Morris,

Minnesota. All 34 of my students were dear to me, but Mark Eklund was one in a

million. Very neat in appearance, he had that happy-to-be alive attitude that

made even his occasional mischievousness delightful.

Mark also talked incessantly. I tried to remind him again and again that

talking without permission was not acceptable. What impressed me so much,

though, was the sincere response every time I had to correct him for

misbehaving. “Thank you for correcting me, Sister!” I didn’t know what to make of

it at first but before long I became accustomed to hearing it many times a day.

One morning my patience was growing thin when Mark talked once too

often. I made a novice-teacher’s mistake. I looked at Mark and said, “If you say

one more word, I am going to tape your mouth shut!”

It wasn’t ten seconds when Chuck blurted out, “Mark is talking again.” I

hadn’t asked any of the students to help me watch Mark, but since I had stated

the punishment in front of the class, I had to act on it.

I remember the scene as if it had occurred this morning. I walked to my

desk, very deliberately opened the drawer and took out a roll of masking tape.

Without saying a word, I proceeded to Mark’s desk, tore off two pieces of tape

and made a big X with them over his mouth. I then returned to the front of the

room.

As I glanced at Mark to see how he was doing, he winked at me. That did

it! I started laughing. The entire class cheered as I walked back to Mark’s desk,

removed the tape and shrugged my shoulders. His first words were, “Thank you

for correcting me, Sister.”

At the end of the year I was asked to teach junior high math. The years

flew by, and before I knew it Mark was in my classroom again. He was more

handsome than ever and just as polite. Since he had to listen carefully to my

instruction in the “new math,” he did not talk as much in ninth grade.

One Friday things just didn’t feel right. We had worked hard on a new

concept all week, and I sensed that the students were growing frustrated with

themselves- and edgy with one another. I had to stop this crankiness before it got

out of hand. So I asked them to list the names of the students in the room on two

sheets of paper, leaving a space between each name. Then I told them to think

of the nicest thing they could say about each of their classmates and write it

down.

It took the remainder of the class period to finish the assignment, but as

the students left the room, each one handed me their paper. Chuck smiled. Mark

said, “Thank you for teaching me, Sister. Have a good weekend.”

That Saturday, I wrote down the name of each student on a separate

sheet of paper, and I listed what everyone else had said about that individual. On

Monday I gave each student his or her list. Some of them ran two pages. Before

long, the entire class was smiling. “Really?” I heard whispered. “I never knew that

meant anything to anyone.!” “I didn’t know others liked me so much.!”

No one ever mentioned those papers in class again. I never knew if they

discussed them after class or with their parents, but it didn’t matter. The exercise

had accomplished its purpose. The students were happy with themselves and

one another again.

That group of students moved on. Several years later, after I had returned

from a vacation, my parents met me at the airport. As we were driving home,

Mother asked the usual questions about the trip: How the weather was, my

experiences in general. There was a slight lull in the conversation. Mother gave

Dad a sideways glance and simply said, “Dad?” My father cleared his throat.

“The Eklunds called last night,” he began.

“Really?” I said, “I haven’t heard from them for several years. I wonder

how Mark is.”

Dad responded quietly, “Mark was killed in Vietnam,” he said. “The funeral

is tomorrow, and his parents would like it if you could attend.” To this day I can

still point to the exact spot on I-495 where Dad told me about Mark.

I had never seen a serviceman in a military coffin before. Mark looked so

handsome, so mature. All I could think at that moment was, Mark, I would give all

the masking tape in the world if only you could talk to me.

The church was packed with Mark’s friends. Chuck’s sister sang “The

Battle Hymn of the Republic.” Why did it have to rain on the day of the funeral? It

was difficult enough at the graveside. The pastor said the usual prayers and the

bugler played taps. One by one those who loved Mark took a last walk by the

coffin and sprinkled it with holy water.

I was the last one to bless the coffin. As I stood there, one of the soldiers

who acted as a pallbearer came up to me. “Were you Mark’s math teacher?” he

said. I nodded as I continued to stare at the coffin. “Mark talked about you a lot,”

he said.

After the funeral most of Mark’s former classmates headed to Chuck’s

farmhouse for lunch. Mark’s mother and father were there, obviously waiting for

me. “We want to show you something,” his father said, taking a wallet out of his

pocket. “They found this on Mark when he was killed. We thought you might

recognize it.”

Opening the billfold, he carefully removed two worn pieces of notebook

paper that had obviously been taped, folded and refolded many times. I knew

without looking that the papers were the ones on which I had listed all the good

things each of Mark’s classmates had said about him. “Thank you so much for

doing that,” Mark’s mother said. “As you can see, Mark treasured it.”

Mark’s classmates started to gather around us. Chuck smiled rather

sheepishly and said, “I still have my list. It’s in the top drawer of my desk at

home.” John’s wife said, “John asked me to put his in our wedding album.” “I

have mine too,” Marilyn said. “It’s in my diary.” Then Vicki, another classmate,

reached into her pocketbook, took out her wallet and showed her worn and

frazzled list to the group. “I carry this with me at all times,” Vicki said without

batting an eyelash. “I think we all saved our lists.”

That’s when I finally sat down and cried. I cried for Mark and for all his

friends who would never see him again.


