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It was Sunday in a classroom of a Catholic school in Sunset Park, Brooklyn. I was nineteen years old, 

facing 58 empty heavy wooden chairs.  There was a  nun with me who  handed me  three books and 

showed me where I should write on the blackboard so that the children would be able to see.  When the 

children, all 58 of them, would appear the next day, I was to be there teacher.  In those days, teachers in 

Catholic schools didn’t need to have a college degree; they didn’t need to know much about teaching.  

They learned, or didn’t, on the job.  But actually I was more prepared than my story suggests.  When I was 

in 3B, or the second half of third grade, there were 78 other kids in my classroom in a Catholic school in 

Corona, Queens and the last two rows of the seven rows of heavy wooden chairs were filled with younger 

kids from 3A . Sister Mary Emma asked me to help her teach the kids in those two rows whenever I was 

finished with my 3B work.  I began making lessons plans each evening for those two rows of children and 

when each day there was a chance for me to try out a lesson and check to see if each kid was learning, 

making a plus or minus on each work sheet, I became  more and more enthralled with the idea of being a 

teacher.  The classroom would become for me and has been ever since a place of imagination, of 

creativity, the place for the practice of the art of teaching  and learning. 

 

And for one more story from those early days.  During my second year of teaching second grade in that 

school in Sunset Park, Brooklyn, I was asked to attend a seminar given for teachers in Catholic schools 

who were trying to use ETV—educational television—in their class rooms but were discovering that 

students found the programs boring.  The seminar was taught by, none other than, Marshall McLuhan, the 

famous media theorist. (I doubt most of teachers knew who he was; I didn’t). What I heard in that seminar 

had a profound affect on me. Because my second grade class went to four o’clock in the afternoon and 

ETV programming went off at three o’clock, I had an idea, broadly inspired by McLuhan that I would show 

the children the actual TV shows they watched at home from three to four o’clock.  We would watch them in 

the classroom so we could talk about them and reflect on what the kids were actually taking in.  The 

discussions were amazing as I recall but they came to an abrupt end when parents complained that I was 

‘just letting’ the kids watch TV.  No matter how much I tried to explain what might be the importance of what 

I was doing, I was not allowed to continue viewing the TV shows with the children.  

 



Today you are about to learn about teaching at CUNY by learning how to make, use and reflect on a 

syllabus as an outline of lesson plans for a semester.  You will no doubt find that the syllabus has become 

something more complicated that an eight year old child could master. Its contractual nature, its 

requirement to indicate objectives and ways they will be met, the precise detailing of expectations required 

about attendance and grading,  all might smoother the creativity and imagination necessary to teaching and 

learning.  I am not saying planning isn’t necessary for creativity, or that structure doesn’t give backbone to 

imagination, I mean only to underscore that CUNY is a great public institution in a social environment in 

which support for such institutions is not merely being withdrawn but rather is being reinvested in a 

refashioning of civic life.  Whether experienced consciously or unconsciously, this is the environment in 

which you are developing your professional lives as scholars and teachers. While each of you will have a 

particular response to this environment, each of you will have to engage it not just with extra curricula 

activities such as protesting and the like but in planning and executing the syllabus.  

 

The syllabus has become part of a technology of education, a technical instrument in the retooling of 

teaching and learning that often buttresses a stratification of civil life along ethno-racial, class, gender, and 

sexual lines determining those who succeed by dint of risk-taking and those who fail in facing risk, 

becoming the ‘at-risk.’  But this too is not to say no to the syllabus but to ask you to have a double vision of 

what you are doing when you are planning the syllabus and when you imagine it to be the first move you 

will make in meeting your students.  The syllabus, its distribution and execution, should tell your students 

that you do know them, or that you know what the larger institutional arrangements of our society are in 

which they are studying. At least you know these in a studied way if not an experiential way and so you 

know these as your students are just coming to face the reality of their positions within theses 

arrangements.  What you know about your students is what is already programmed for them to become.  In 

this sense, I hope you will remember that none of you really are ‘brand new.’    

 

Now I am and have been distinguishing between program and plan—the double vision.  It is you who know 

the program, of which your syllabus necessarily is a part, part of programming your students   But they 

know the plans, their plans for living in which lies their capacities for imagination and creativity.  We can do 

all sort of things, and no doubt we should do all sort of things, the sort of things you will learn today that will 

enable you and your students to meet the aims and goals stipulated on the syllabus. But there only is 

teaching and learning in any substantive way when the teacher is learning the students’ plans in order to 



help them engage their plans in a way that allows for elaboration or revision.  Of course I am not talking 

about career plans but plans for living where hope, as well as the capacity for imagination and creativity 

have been enfolded, a hope that always is a boost to education no matter the social environment. And I 

want to remind you that you are being programmed also and you too have plans. The classroom should be 

a place for you to elaborate and revise your plans enfolding your hopes, creativity and imagination that 

brought you this far and must be what carries you further.  And if I may just remind you of that wonderful 

plan I had in inventing media studies for second graders, how I invented on the spot a plan against what 

was the boring ETV programming.   But the TV is not a mere element in this story because a number of 

years after leaving the school in Sunset Park Brooklyn,  I would go on to help start the Media Studies 

program while in my first teaching position at Fordham University, Lincoln Center. Further teletechnology 

would remain a central concern of my scholarship and writings, as if to take those first impressionable  and 

wondrous days of teaching along with me.  

 

But I also want to use the TV to make another point.  The technology of education that  the syllabus is apart  

is in fact amazingly technological or it is part of that technology, digital technology, that like the kids’ actual 

TV shows, is quite exciting and ought to be a support to the art of teaching and learning.  It requires a 

double vision to be able to make a plan against the rigidities and reductions of many of the digitally based 

programs with which you will be engaged in your teaching and scholarly future.  That plan for a creative 

and imaginative digital technology is something that can’t be programmed into the syllabus.  So let there be 

lots of blank spaces in your syllabus in which your students can write or better upload whatever excites 

them.   

 

Finally as you already seem to know just by your presence here, you need a group behind you to teach and 

learn well.  It is not an individual kind of thing no matter how much schools try to make it that through 

assessment, accountability protocols, and risk management. It is a social endeavor and it is, perhaps, for 

each generation of students and teachers to discover together the sociality of their time, what context it 

offers for   teaching and learning.   

 

Thanks so much for this opportunity to address you and good luck.   


