Saturday, March 01, 2008

Well, the big news up in North Country is that I have finally found a grocer that sells good capicola. For those of you in red states, capicola is an Italian spiced ham, usually coated with ground chili peppers. It’s delicious, and I haven’t had any good capicola since I left New Jersey over 30 years ago. The reason it took me so long to track it down up here is that the supermarket that sells it doesn’t have it displayed in their deli case. They keep it behind the counter! I had ordered some genoa salami, and when the woman behind the counter handed it to me and asked if I wanted anything else I, on a lark, asked, “You haven’t got any good capacola, have you?” They had some! Why it wasn’t in the display case, I’ll never know—it must be some kind of secret that only the old-timers are in on, but I guess they decided that I’ve shopped there long enough to grant me admission into their elite little gourmand club; I’m surprised I didn’t have to say, “Joe sent me” in order to buy some. But she let me have an entire pound of it, and it was excellent. So I’m very, very contented now; I can finally make a decent antipasta tray. If I can just find some good, extra sharp provolone, Potsdam would be perfect. Oh, and maybe some nice Italian pastries.

The play I was in was a success. We had a sold-out house all three nights. It was a period comedy, written in the 18th century, so I assume that at least 75% of the men in the audience were there to please their wives. But that notwithstanding, it went over well. Many of my ad libs got laughs—at least, that’s what the people backstage told me. On stage it seemed like nothing was going over well, but when I went offstage the people on the sides commented on how much everyone was laughing. At first I thought people were just trying to make me feel better, but then I heard other people say the say thing—they thought none of the jokes were going over, yet I could hear a lot of laughter from the sides of the stage—so it must have been something about the room that kept the sound of laughter from reaching the stage or amplified it on the sides or something. Anyway, I had a lot of fun being back on stage after 35 years, and I’m glad it’s over. I’d forgotten how much work was involved in putting on a play. Having rehearsal every night for 6 weeks straight gets to be tiring with a full-time job. So I’m in no hurry to go out for another play, but maybe in a year or so I’ll be ready again. In the mean time I’m growing my beard back because my bare face gets SO COLD walking to work in the morning without it. It’s a wonder anyone shaves up here.

Work has definitely taken a turn for the weird. I have a student with whom, right from the beginning, it is obvious that something is a bit off. [I’ve decided to edit out much of the particulars of this situation before posting it on the Internet for reasons of confidentiality and respect for the student’s privacy.] I could go on about some additional behaviors, but the bottom line is that this person is a textbook example of a paranoid schizophrenic. This creates major problems, because next semester the student is scheduled to begin a teaching practicum, which involves spending one day each week in an area elementary classroom. I don’t think this person is potentially dangerous to himself or anyone else, but in my opinion, he is in no condition to be having field experiences in elementary classrooms. His mental state is much too unstable and unpredictable. I mentioned this to some of his other professors in the program, and they share my concerns. So we called a meeting with the university administration to alert them to this situation. Their response was . . . well, let’s just say that the education professors all came out one dollar richer. I figured we were in trouble when, after relaying my conversation with the student to a member of the university administration, his immediate response was, “Well, you know that’s what he said, but how do you know that he really believes these things?” I can appreciate their point of view: in the interests of maintaining diversity and not appearing insensitive toward people with mental health problems, they don’t want to kick someone out of the program just because he acts “a little odd.” This is a reasonable position. But I don’t think they appreciate the ethical and moral implications of placing someone so mentally unstable and prone to unpredictable outbursts in a classroom full of young children. Basically, what they told us is that we have to wait until he displays some behavior that is in violation of the School of Education’s disposition (behavior) code, is given a formal warning, and then repeats that behavior before they can do anything. Until that happens we have to allow him to progress through the program. To be honest, I feel sympathetic toward this student—he is obviously confused and struggling—and I have no problem with allowing him to remain in my class or on campus. But there is no way I will keep quiet if they let him go on to have a field experience in an elementary classroom, which he is scheduled to do in the fall, and I am willing to put my job on the line to prevent this. Right now it seems like everyone is just hoping he will go away, and maybe he will, but if he doesn’t then I will have to take a stand that may force me to resign my position. I hope this doesn’t happen. We’ll see what develops. I should mention that everyone in the School of Education is on our side, including the Dean. It’s the university administrators who are reluctant to intervene for fear that the student will sue us for discrimination.

Actually, even if—however unlikely—I did resign it wouldn’t be the end of the world. Lately I’ve been pondering whether or not to renew my two-year contract when it runs out after next year. (Even though this is a tenure track position, I work on a series of renewable two-year contracts until I achieve tenure.) In a nutshell, I love everything about my job except the work itself, which is kind of dull. After teaching the same course for 5 years, (albeit, at three different colleges) I can certainly stand a change, and lately I’ve been thinking a lot about returning to the elementary or middle school classroom. As a hedge, I’ve taken steps to get my Indiana teaching license transferred to New York State. What an incredible hassle! It will take many, many hours of tests and workshops and ultimately cost me over a thousand dollars. The New York State Education Department is surely one of the world’s most intimidating, unyielding and dysfunctional bureaucracies. They would humble the Soviet Communist Party if the old gray boys were still in business. But anyway, at this point I’m just toying with the idea, and I don’t need to make this decision for a while yet unless our administration’s attitude toward my schizophrenic student forces the issue prematurely.

Michele continues to thrive here despite the cold winter weather dragging on and on and on (snow-covered ground since Thanksgiving). She and Corina had a great visit in Bloomington last week, although I think seeing a lot of her dearest friends has made Michele miss them even more. But she has recently gotten involved with the local crisis hotline, and she has been undergoing some very extensive and intensive volunteer training to help answer the phones. The hotline is kind of a central switchboard for all kinds of emergency information and social support organizations: AA, rape hotline, mental health, etc.; I think about 10 in all. There are many, many hours of training involved, perhaps 70 hours all together, including just shadowing other trained volunteers and watching them take calls. I think at this point Michele may be around 1/3 to ½ of the way through her training. She is now at the shadowing part of the program. Michele seems is very impressed with the expertise and dedication of the people involved, almost all volunteers, and rightly so in my opinion. It must be pretty inspiring to be surrounded by people willing to give so much of themselves helping people in crisis whom they don’t even know. The humanity of some people really humbles me sometimes.

Corina has been spending a lot of time with Kevin, her beau—true, perhaps more that we would like, but probably less than she would like. And she is really chomping at the bit, for softball season to begin. I believe the pre-season is beginning next week. I think Corina is a little disappointed with the lack of enthusiasm and dedication she sees toward softball up here. But she is truly loves softball, so maybe her attitude and motivation will inspire some of her teammates. Perhaps she will be the catalyst that the school needs to push the program into a higher level.

Both Michele and Corina have had issues with their backs recently—they both discovered that they have congenital abnormalities that can cause problems periodically. At one point Michele could hardly move without experiencing extreme pain. But she has been to a chiropractor and her back is no longer giving her any pain, although she had to give up her position at the food co-op, and she is no longer shoveling snow. (Guess who’s picking up the slack.) Corina is now seeing the same chiropractor, so she should be back up to speed very soon. Her pain was never as severe as Michele’s, and with a little time and treatment, she will be fine.

Well, I see it’s snowing again. It seems we get snow about two or three times a week lately. Looks like I’ll have to do some more shoveling today, but that also means conditions will be good for some cross country skiing, so I’ll have to make that a priority today. 

