September 20, 2008

Fall is arriving in the North Country. It’s been a wet summer and the rivers and streams have been higher than normal for most of the summer. This has stressed the trees lining their banks, and it has caused the leaves to adopt their fall colors early. Most of the trees lining the riverbanks are in full color already—brilliant blood reds—although those a few feet up shore are still green.

The Canada geese are beginning to get restless. The zip about overhead in large, noisy flocks, rushing from place to place, all the while encouraging each other like coxswain—“stroke, stroke, stroke”—or maybe they’re saying, “flap, flap, flap.”

School has begun and is off to a good start. I am supervising student teachers, teaching two sections of undergraduate level elementary science methods and team-teaching one graduate level section. The team teaching is a bit of a lark. A couple days before the class began I discovered that a colleague, with whom I have worked before, is teaching a section of the graduate level class at the same time I am, so I emailed her and asked if she’d be interesting in combining the classes and team-teaching. The way she teaches the class is very different from the way that I teach it, but we both have the same goals and share similar opinions about how science should be taught in the elementary schools. So it’s interesting to combine ideas and learn from each other.

This is the first semester that I have been supervising student teachers. I really enjoy doing this. All my student teachers are placed in schools on the Akwesasne (Mohawk) reservation on the US/Canadian border. I really like the schools they have up there. The class sizes are very small, usually between 14 and 18 students per class, and the kids are generally pretty good, so the student teachers can really focus and developing interesting curricula and sharpening their teaching techniques. When you have 30+ students in a classroom, like I did my last couple of years at Lakeview Elementary, you spend so much time just putting out fires that it leaves you with little time for experimentation and innovation. (Although some teachers there always seem to pull it off; I still don’t know how they did it.)

We had a nice visit back in Bloomington. It was great to see so many old friends again. We got our house ready to put on the market (I had forgotten how quiet and peaceful our front porch is) and listed it with a realtor. Now we just have to be patient and wait about ten years or so for the housing market to get back on track so the house will sell. Either that, or list it for around $17.95 so it will sell quickly.

A couple of weeks ago we went up to Ottawa to see “Wicked.” All the major Broadway touring companies come up to Ottawa, so it’s great to be able to see full scale productions so close to home. I really enjoyed “Wicked.” It’s the prequel to “The Wizard of Oz;” it’s about how all the major characters became the way they were in the story. But it focuses mostly on the Wicked Witch of the West, who it turns out wasn’t really all that wicked after all, just misunderstood. This was the first time that I was up in Ottawa in really beautiful weather. We walked around the downtown area and the Parliament building—which was built with Potsdam sandstone!—and along the lock system that connects the (I think) Ottawa River with another river that eventually leads into the St. Lawrence Seaway system. 

Tom and Marcia—Michele’s sister and her husband, who happens to be an old friend of mine—were up here for a visit and joined us for the play along with two other families. We had a wonderful time hosting Marcia and Tom. We don’t get to see them nearly as often since we moved up here, and it was a lot of fun showing off the area to them.

The crisis help line that Michele has been a volunteer on is starting a new training session for volunteers this weekend, and the people running it have asked Michele to help mentor some of the new trainees. This is quite a vote of confidence for Michele’s wisdom and skills, which has surprised Michele a lot more than it surprises me. I knew it wouldn’t take the people there long to appreciate how well Michele interacts with people, especially marginalized people like many (but not all) of the people who call the crisis line. But it also means that she will spend most of the weekend working.

Michele is also sitting in on a chemistry class at SUNY Potsdam. Although her professor is, unfortunately, not particularly inspiring, she is learning a lot and glad to be in the class. Last week she had to take part in a class debate about the irradiation of food. It’s a pretty large class in a large lecture hall, so she was pretty nervous about her presentation and speaking in front of the class, but she said her confidence grew once she started, and she was able to take and answer questions from the audience. Overall she was quite pleased with her accomplishment. 

I’ve joined the Big Brothers/Big Sisters program up here and have been hooked up with an 11-year-old boy from Massena, which is around 18 miles from Potsdam. Because he lives so far away, we don’t get to see each other very often, but when we do we usually spend the whole day together, so that’s nice. Two weeks ago we climbed Ampersand Mountain, which at the top affords one of the most beautiful views in the whole Adirondacks. It took us the entire day to get up and back down. His grandmother dropped him off at my house around 10:00 A.M., and I finally got him home around 7:30 P.M. Blayke was tired by the time we finished (okay, I was, too) but he was very excited and proud to have done the climb. He also discovered puffballs for the first time—round little mushrooms that emit a puff of smoke—actually millions of tiny mushroom spores—when you step on them. That’s one of the reason it took us so long to reach the top. Every puffball along the way had to be examined and stepped on. Today we are planning to go hiking around Lampson Falls (fewer puffballs there). There are a lot of trails along the river that goes over the falls. For the most part the trails are pretty flat (unusual around here) so hopefully we’ll get about 6-8 miles of hiking in. This is a nice time to hike because there are a lot of migrating birds in the area right now and some nice fall colors along the riverbeds.

Corina is playing on the high school soccer team and having a lot of fun. She’s doing pretty well considering she hasn’t played much before. Most of the girls on the team have been playing for years, and it shows. The team is currently undefeated and in first place in their division. She started out on defense, but recently the coach moved her up to halfback so she would get more playing time. Halfbacks tend to run a lot more than the defensive fullbacks, so they tire more quickly and have to be replaced more often.

In addition to soccer, Corina is still working at the Save a Lot grocery store and working hard in school. She’s got a really tough schedule this year—pre-calculus, Spanish, English, history, chemistry and advanced placement (college-level) biology. So far she has been able to keep all her grades up and usually scores among the highest grades in her class on tests. It’s good to she her really challenge herself and be so successful. I think she’s really gaining confidence in her academic abilities.

Isaac is still in Ghana, and Julius is back in Ithaca. They are both taking classes, and the last I’ve heard neither has received their financial aid yet, for different reasons. Other than that I haven’t heard much from either of them, so I assume everything is going okay. Julius sent me an email the other day asking if we were related to Pasquale Simonelli (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simonelli). I’ve never heard the name before, but my guess is that we probably are. Both Pasquale and Joseph Simonelli, my grandfather, came from Naples around the turn of the century, were bankers, and owned homes in Long Branch, New Jersey.

That’s about all from Potsdam at the moment. Everything is going well. It’s time for me to get my hiking boots out and prepare for Blayke’s visit. I hope you have an enjoyable fall.

Warmest wishes,

Glenn

