2007 TEACHER APPRECIATION DAY SPEECH – BRIAN STUHLMAN
Good evening to you, ladies and gentlemen, scholars, parents, faculty, staff, teachers, instructors, professors, tutors, mentors, babysitters, counselors, Missourians, out-of-state-ans, and Dave Welch.  It is my humble honor and distinct privilege to herald your attendance here tonight at this Missouri Scholars Academy Teacher Appreciation thing, and extend a welcome on behalf of the scholars…   


Welcome to Nerd Camp!  We associates with MSA have been calling MSA Nerd Camp for a long time.  It may seem a rather harsh title considering the outstanding clientele we have here, but believe me, ladies and gentlemen, no better name exists to describe the goings-on of this place.  For those not familiar with MSA, these 320 students this year are, indeed, representatives of the best young minds of the state…but they are also some of the classiest nerds you will ever meet…and that’s a good thing…and I feel I can say this without offense, because I myself was a 1993 Nerd…er, Scholar.  

It was 14 years ago this week that I decided, it was in my MSA major class, that I was inspired to become a teacher…inspired by a teacher just like you.  I am teaching at the academy now, and can still see aspects of myself in some of these folks.  These folks who, for example, balked the first time they were told they were in Nerd Camp…and then wrote down the joke in their pocket notebooks so they could use it later.  But these students are class act human beings, and I know that your presence here means so much to them.  It can sometimes feel like a big risk to acknowledge one’s heroes, and I am very glad that you were able be here tonight to be acknowledged.  Your presence speaks volumes of your commitment to teaching and the ultimate effect you may have had on at least one rising young mind.

I would like to be selfish for just a second and pay special attention to two people here…first, my own nominee for tonight…my mother Ellen.  My mom went back to school after we four children were in school, and graduated from college a year before I did, with a slightly higher GPA, and now teaches middle school English in Palmyra.  It’s been said that, “Teachers teach more by what they are than by what they say,” and my mother is a beautiful teacher of brilliance and light.  With her tonight is the other woman who’s taken it upon herself to help mold my mind, my wife Maryna, with whom I am celebrating two years of wedded bliss tonight.  

Anyway, I was asked in an email to do this speech about three or four weeks ago, and since that time I’ve been wondering…WHY?  Our grand poobah Ted Tarkow made my pondering even worse when he sent me a list of those that have given the speech before…teachers like Frank Corley, Sweet Lou Jobst, Joan Potthast, Roger Richardson, Nancy Fischer, Jim Meyer…names that some of you may not have heard of…yet…but names which, for an MSAer, stand for loyalty, compassion, creativity and scholar-arity. These folks are not only great teachers, they are my heroes and mentors.  Yes, even Lou.  I know each one of them in their time got up and delivered an address of content and polish.  I was…am…daunted.  

After that first email, and once my wife extricated me from the fetal position beneath my desk, I began trying to cipher out what to write about.  I asked Ted what I should talk about, and he said…”about 8 minutes”.  And so, I began like many of us begin assignments of this nature…I disregarded my recent lectures on being original and avoiding plagiarism, sat down at my computer and desperately searched around for things I could steal for my speech.  Isn’t it amazing how we teachers will scavenge for stuff sometimes!  I thought…well, I’ve seen some great speeches in my day, I’ll just parody them.  

But teaching about the wrongs of plagiarism and then stealing a speech from somebody else came across as, at the very least, ironic.  In my comedy class, we’ve talked about irony, and how irony can be a difference between what is expected and what is realized.  You might expect, for example, teenagers on summer break MIGHT relish sleeping in until noon.  Around here, you realize groups of teenagers on summer break thundering down the dormitory stairs at 6:30 a.m. on the dot…to sign up for MATH COMPETITIONS and POETRY WORKSHOPS…Strange people.  So, I didn’t want a realization of charlatanism from this teacher when the expectations might be that they picked a Language and performing arts teacher who could put together a short speech.  

So the real challenge for me this evening was to strive for a message, to talk about teaching, to try to make you feel awesome about being here, and to make sure I wrote something that was original, yet hopefully not horrible.  And so, rather than follow directions, I took the side of irony and I wrote this poem to express some ideas and thoughts I have about teaching and teachers.  My sincere apologies to Dr. Seuss.

Congratulations, dear colleagues, Hip Hip Hooray

Today you are appreciated here at good ole MSA.


With much glee and excitement, you were asked to come to MU


So that one of your ner- uh, students could say they’re glad you’re you.

All you teachers are special, you are one of a kind

And it’s nice that these scholars have you in mind.


It’s not often that teachers are given such lauding


We rarely are subject to wine, cheese AND applauding

Teaching today is such a fickle occupation

Causing many of us here constant consternation.


Lawyers and doctors and ball players call what they do practice.


Yet we teachers have to WORK…the simple, plain fact is

We work at a time when public opinion’s quite changeable

And the things we must deal with are really quite strange-able.


Teachers! Our strife can seem less than laconic


When we must deal with so much that’s completely ironic

For example, dear friends, less than strictly for fun.

We journey to lounges so we can get MORE work done.


We say to students “Don’t steal” and other such quips


Then abscond with personal copies and “borrowed” paper clips

We rejoice the ending of regular school with a loud “HIP HOORAY”

Then turn around and start summer jobs the very next day.


Or consider my friend Paul, whose story I’ll rob


He celebrates his retirement with four, part-time jobs.

We talk about trust and about feeling protected,

And require our students to be ‘metal-detected’


We must deal with misplaced derision, it’s a real bummer,


Don’t you hate when people say, “BUT you have OFF the whole summer.”

We talk about communicating, using all of our trickies

Yet take away cell phones and other doohickies.


It’s enough to drive a sane person mental.


Especially those whose plans don’t cover dental.

The times they are a-changing quite fast

The good times before technology are past.


We must comfortably use computers and other technical tools

We curse calculators and long for the return of slide rules (maybe not)

There is a new world ahead, we must have the guts and the nerve

To give all we can and “stay ahead of the curve.”


For this new world ahead, we must be ready, not scared


There’s lots more coming our way, we should be prepared.

For example, dear teachers, take a second to ponder

A time in the future…way, way off yonder.


The year’s 2070, the world culture’s on fire


And the scholars down here are just ready to retire

We are charged with the task of getting them set

For situations and jobs that haven’t been invented yet.


We must face this task with our hearts and our minds


And with a collective oath of “NO SCHOLAR LEFT BEHIND.”

So I finish the poem, and climb off my box of soap,

And I hope to leave you with a message of hope,


We try to teach our kids about life, there isn’t any doubt


Yet they are the ones who teach us what life is all about.

May your successes be many, and your troubles be few,

May you continue in happiness and health on a course that is true.

Thank you for being an instrument of inspiration

And for letting us thank you with this celebration.

