July 11, 2011

This will be the last edition of North Country News. Next month Michele and I are moving to New York City. Our home is on the market. Anyone moving to Potsdam? I know of a nice house for sale.

Perhaps I should explain:

As I said in the January newsletter, I've decided that I want to return to teaching at the upper elementary/middle school level. I spent much of my free time sending off resumes and 4-to-6-page applications to different schools all over the state of New York. Some of the public schools were very nice and wrote back thanking me for my interest but regrettably informing me that they had no openings. Most of the schools, however, just ignored me. With the current self-inflicted economic upheaval in this state, many schools, especially in this area, are laying off teachers. None are hiring.

Within the super-high-priced private school economies, however, times are good. Bankers' bonuses are back up to pre-crash levels, and subsequently private-school applications and enrollments are surging. Many of the most prestigious independent schools in the state are looking for teachers. I got three interviews from some really good schools. All three schools invited me down to New York City to present sample lessons. I really thought I had a shot at a position and was feeling very upbeat. One school called me back the next day to apologize and tell me the position was no longer open. Another school waited until I drove down to the city to announce that the person they thought was leaving had decided to stay on. The last school ended up filling the position internally. Suddenly, I was back down again.

But I decided to make the best of it, and I realized that with a little effort I could make my job interesting again. Because of budget cuts, class sizes were going to double in the fall, so I planned to totally revamp my class, streamlining the assignments to make my workload manageable. Plus, this spring I had gotten approval to offer a new class in astrobiology—the study of the possibility of life on other planets and all the issues involved in the search for life outside of Earth. So I wouldn't be able to sleepwalk my way through the next semester even if I wanted to; I had some interesting challenges, and I was beginning to feel pretty positive about sticking around for another year.

A professor in the geology department invited me to accompany him to Nova Scotia with a group of geology students for a 12-day field experience. In exchange for helping him with logistics and supervision, he would provide free transportation and lodging. We left  on a Monday, the day after graduation, and returned late Thursday night the following week. It seemed like a great offer--I've never been to Nova Scotia before--so I accepted even though I knew that the Tuesday after my return Michele and I were leaving on a 2 1/2-week trip to Indiana, Florida and North Carolina to see friends and family. It would be hectic, but I'd have the rest of the summer to rest up and start planning next year.

The Thursday before we left for Nova Scotia I got a call from the Dalton School, an independent school in New York City; they wanted me to come down to NYC for an interview and to present a lesson. I thanked them for their interest and explained that I would be leaving town and unavailable for about 5 weeks, well after their school year had ended. Someone called me back Friday morning and suggested a Skype interview (a long-distance video interview using computers). I agreed, and we connected later in the day. They asked me if I could change my travel plans; I said that I couldn't. They asked for references, and I gave them some, along with the names of people in the other two schools that I presented lessons at. Then I forgot about them, figuring I had little chance of getting hired. I mean, how smart is it to not only decline to visit the school for a face-to-face interview, but to then give the names of people who interviewed you and chose not to hire you as references?

I went to Nova Scotia with the geology students and had a fantastic time. Nova Scotia has an amazing geological history. It's basically two separate land masses smashed together due to plate tectonics, with multi-kilometer-thick layers of sedimentary rock that have subsequently been squeezed together, eroded, pulled apart, squeezed together, eroded some more and then pulled apart again. It's a geology nerd's paradise. I collected some beautiful 280-million-year-old carbonized plant impressions, and I found a rock with the preserved 300-million-year-old tracks of a large salamander, probably at least 24 inches long!

So I had a great time, but when I returned home there was a message for me to call the Dalton School. I called back and answered a few questions about my resume. An hour or so later the director of the middle school called me to offer me a job teaching 4th and 5th grade science, which I accepted. So that's why Michele and I are moving to New York City. The job starts at the end of August, but Michele and I are hoping to move down to the city around August 1 so we'll have some time to explore the city before my work begins.

Michele and I went to NYC last week to look for a place to live. What an overwhelming task that is! The city is huge, and housing is expensive. Brooklyn, just one of the 5 boroughs that make up the city, would be the fourth largest city in the US if it wasn't already part of NYC. And the population of Queens, another borough, is expected to surpass that of Brooklyn within the next 10 years. Fortunately, Will, one of the teachers at the Dalton School, spent the day driving us around the city, showing us different neighborhoods, helping us in our search for a place to live. Originally I had hoped to live in Manhattan so that I could walk to work, but Will showed us some really beautiful areas of Brooklyn and Queens that I had no idea existed. That really helped us narrow down our search, and by Thursday Michele and I had settled on a small but almost affordable two-bedroom apartment in Sunnyside, Queens. It's in a group of two-story townhouses--we'll have the entire second floor, the landlady and her family live on the first--on a quiet side street just a couple of blocks from the main shopping area with a lot of ethnic restaurants and groceries. It looks like most of our practical needs are all within easy walking distance. And Sunnyside is very close to Manhattan, about a 25-minute bike ride, maybe 20 minutes via the subway. It's actually a shorter commute to my work than many areas of Manhattan, (but alas, probably too far to walk; Google Maps says walking there would take over an hour). Here's our new address:

41-44 39th Place

Apt #2

Sunnyside, NY 11104

All summer people have been asking me if I'm excited about my new job and moving to the city: I haven't been because so much has been up in the air, what with me being out of town and unable to finalize anything. But now that I've finally got a signed contract and we've found a place to live that we really like, now I'm getting very excited. It will be hard to leave Potsdam. The North Country and Adirondack area is breathtakingly beautiful, and we've made a lot of really good friends in the four short years that we've been here, but I think this will be a good challenge for both of us. I'll know more about the Dalton School once I begin teaching there, but I've heard a lot of good things about it, and apparently teachers tend to stay there a long time. The school was founded in 1919 by a student of Maria Montessori, and it supposedly has a progressive tilt: lots of hands-on, experiential learning, which I’m a big supporter of. Although it's very expensive, the school is committed to maintaining economic diversity; last year it gave out $6.5 million in scholarships.

Michele is also getting excited. She has decided to recommit to becoming a postpartum doula, that is, someone who supports mothers of newborn babies and facilitates the bounding between them--what grandmothers did a generation or two ago. She had started doing this successfully in Bloomington, but had to give it up in Potsdam due to the small population and lack of demand. Many people have assured her that there is a great demand for doulas in NYC, so she'll have an opportunity to reinflate this goal again. But for now her first priority is to deal with the millions of different chores and issues involved in relocating our household and downsizing our possessions so that we can fit into our new, much smaller living space.

On a more somber note, Michele's father died while we were in Indiana. Earl was 95 years old, and he died peacefully after a 5 1/2-year battle with cancer, remaining cheerful and optimistic until the last couple of days when he finally lapsed into unconsciousness. Michele was with him when he died, along with most of her siblings. He was a good man and will be missed by many people.

Corina came down to NYC over the weekend and got to see our new apartment. She was very pleased with where Michele and I will live. She has moved out of the dorm at SUNY Albany and now has an apartment of her own that she's sharing with three other students. She's been living and working in Albany this summer, continuing her research into the causes of terrorism. Also, she has joined a group of softball players and has some nice wounds on her knees to show for it.

Julius has graduated from college and has spent much of this summer in Indiana. He and a friend took a weeklong bike trip to Arkansas. They had originally planned to meet Isaac in Oklahoma, but they had to cut the trip short in order to return to Indiana in time for Earl's funeral. Julius is coming to Potsdam tomorrow to pack up and move out all his remaining stuff since we'll have no room to store it in our New York City home. Hopefully, he'll have some good stories about his bike trip and time in Indiana.

Isaac continues his world-traveling ways. After spending a few days in Las Vegas watching the national poker championship, he, Julius and some friends went to Oklahoma for the national noodling competition. What's noodling? Well, apparently it has something to do with sloshing around in muddy water, sticking your hand blindly into holes in the mud in the hopes of encouraging a catfish to bite it, at which point you thrust your hand further into the fish's mouth, out through one of the gills, and wrestle it out of its hole and onto dry ground. Or something like that. I guess it's some kind of Americana folklorey-type thing. Actually, it sounds kind of stupid to me, but who am I to judge? Maybe some day I'll tell you about some of the things I did when I was his age. Anyway, Isaac and Jackie are planning to move to Thailand next month for a couple of years. Hopefully, Michele and I will go to visit them next summer.

So that's it for this, the final edition of the North Country News. It's been a great 4 years. Be on the lookout for news from Sunnyside in the near future. Big Apple, here we come.

Best regards,

Glenn

