Stupid and Stupider
When I was a sophomore in high school Mr. Wall and Miss LaDore, my two English teachers decided to save me.  Looking back now I realize that I needed saving.  I had come to the fifteen-year-old realization that everything was stupid and  my job was to make fun of it.  I had been fairly active in school the year before, playing sports and involved in student government, but somewhere between ninth and tenth grade I lost the thread that made sense of it all.  

Mr. Wall and Miss LaDore invited me into their homes along with my friends, Guy and Steve, who also needed saving.  We laughed and argued and did stupid things together.  While they preferred the word “absurd”, Mr. Wall and Miss LaDore agreed that everything was stupid, but argued that some things were stupider than others and suggested that declaring all things equally stupid was too easy.

They gave us fruit and cheese hors d’oeuvres and we made Plaster of Paris masks and listened to classical music.  They tried to convince us to live the examined life, learning to consider and weigh our experience and separate the stupid from the stupider.  We would sit and listen to their passionate speeches about Thoreau and others and we would laugh and laugh.

In class I called Thoreau a hypocrite.  “He spent one night in jail!” I shouted.  “His mother walked to his cabin every Sunday and brought him cookies!  Let’s not elect the guy to sainthood!”  And Mr. Wall and Miss LaDore laughed.

“And school is the last place to find the examined life,” I insisted, “full of pointless content and busy work assignments.”  Grades were just a reward for kissing up to teachers and playing the game.  My junior year I argued, failing to see the ironic connection to Thoreau, that I should get school credit for living in the woods for a month.  Mr. Wall and Miss LaDore suggested that the administration might accept an Outward Bound course, but in the end the school wouldn’t pay for it and I didn’t have the money.

“Why don’t you teach a class for six weeks to sophomores?” Mr. Wall asked.

“You can teach them everything you learned in school,” Miss LaDore said and giggled.

“Sure!” I agreed, calling their bluff.  “But I get to pick the kids, I get to pick the curriculum and I get to pick Guy as my co-teacher.”

“You do?” Guy asked.

“Sure,” I said.  “It will be fun.  And we’ll get to skip English, right?”

Since it was the early seventies, the administration agreed and a month later I found myself in front of a hand-picked class of twelve sophomores reading the opening chapter of Don Juan: A Yaqui Way of Knowledge.

Guy left after the second week; I turned into a despot railing against rote learning and giving the teacher what he wants.  I threw stacks of student papers in the garbage and dared them to think, to be original, to find their own learning.  Occasionally Miss LaDore or Mr. Wall would peek into the room and try to contain their laughter.

In the end the kids presented twelve different projects ranging from writing an original Nancy Drew story to a research paper on Buddhism to a step by step demonstration of how to add a door or window to an existing wall.  The final project was a presentation to the three Sophomore English classes they had left behind six weeks before.  While I paced nervously in the back of the room, Wall and LaDore smiled.  My students presented their view of the six weeks and asked the other students to make lists of the things that were really important to them, of what they would want to learn if they could learn anything, of what they wanted their lives to really be about.

The students from the classes raised their hands and asked if there was a lot of homework, if the assignments were hard, if they got into trouble for skipping class.

“Zombies!” my students yelled.  “Brainless idiots!”  They stood en masse and walked out.  I followed like a proud father.

Miss LaDore and Mr. Wall laughed, gave Guy an A and me a B and laughed some more.  In the end I had to agree it was the least stupid thing I’d ever done.
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