
expectations.   Mr. Henry announced 
that by bringing a parent to the par-
ent-teacher conferences we were able 
to earn some extra credit which I 
sorely needed, but I didn’t want my 
parents to actually talk to any of my 
teachers.  So, I talked my cousin, 
Darrin, into impersonating my dad.  
Darrin was a 19 year old goof who 
barely made it through his senior year 
in Ft. Collins, Colorado.  My dad had 
recently secured him a job on his line-
crew as a favor to my Uncle who had 
indicated that he was ready to tear 
Darrin limb from limb.   Darrin was 
living with us on a very short leash at 
the time.     

I told my cousin just to play it cool 
when he met with Mr. Henry.  I ex-
plained that I doubted that the 
teacher would even know I was one of 
his students.  Believe it or not, the 
parent-teacher conference was held 
on the overhead just like every class 
Mr. Henry taught!  I stopped worrying 
so much about the fact that my cousin 
actually looked as young as I did since 
the room was dark and Darrin’s begin-
ning of a goatee actually looked more 
established in the dark.  Mr. Henry 
had all the class grades on a transpar-
ency and would uncover each individ-
ual student’s average score of home-
work and tests when he talked to 
their parents.  Sure enough, Mr. Henry 
had no idea what my name was and 
had to ask.  Throughout the confer-
ence, however, my cousin was very un
-cool.  I wanted him to just sit there, 
say things like, “I see” and “Thank 
you”.  I hoped that Darrin would 
simply shake Mr. Henry’s hand firmly 
and walk out of the meeting with a 
few extra credit points in my column.  
Darrin took this opportunity to let his 
true colors show. 

First of all, Darrin started by asking 
“Why on God’s Green Earth” did Mr. 
Henry not know what his son’s name 
was after six weeks!  Darrin made 
reference to not caring enough for 
kids to even know their first name.  
He was also throwing in cuss words 
here and there to make his point.  I 

The beginning of school every year is 
exciting and filled with hope.  Students 
hope to see their friends, parents hope 
their children will be successful and 
learn, and teachers hope that they can 
make a difference in children’s lives.  As 
a teacher, the beginning of school for me 
was a time filled with excitement and 
anxiety.  I was excited to start a new 
year and try out the new ideas or lessons 
based upon my reflection of the previous 
year.  The anxiety always came from the 
understanding that I had to find a way to 
get to know all the new students before I 
could truly teach them anything.   

We all know that great teachers don’t 
stand in front of a class and spew infor-
mation that students just absorb.  Great 
teachers know their students at deep 
levels.  Great teachers know what their 
students like, how they think and what 
engages them in learning.  Great teach-
ers know where their students are in 
their learning.  This always filled me 
with anxiety at the beginning of every 
year because I didn’t know the new 
“crop” of sophomores.  How was I realis-
tically going to get to know nearly 400 
students in a single year as they rotate 
through my classes?  I knew it was going 
to take some time to get to know my 
students, but it was essential that I did 
know who they were and what they 
knew.   

Those first weeks of school are the most 
critical and the most stressful because 
they aren’t spent “teaching”, they are 
spent assessing students—much like a 
high school coach trying to figure out 
what kind of individual athletes she/he 
has before establishing the type of train-
ing that must occur to get the athletes 
into an actual team.  It would be insanity 
to start the first day of basketball season 
running specific plays with a team of kids 
who didn’t have an understanding of 
what a guard or forward did.  Yet, that’s 
what happens traditionally when we start 
our first week with the first page of our 
curriculum map and trudge ahead saying 
things like, “Well, you were supposed to 
know that from last year.  I don’t have 
time to re-teach that just because your 
teacher didn’t teach it last year.” 

I recently ran into my former Algebra 
teacher from high school at a 3 on 3 
basketball tournament in Casper, 
Wyoming.   Mr. Henry was not a par-
ticularly good teacher.  He was the 
exact teacher that I just described.  
He believed that if he taught it and 
you didn’t get it, it was your problem, 
not his.  He had a pacing guide, which 
was his textbook, and he followed it 
from the first page to the last for 
each semester.  Mr. Henry didn’t 
know his students by name—we each 
had a number in his grade book and 
we were assigned a seat based upon 
the number starting at the door going 
around the room.  Since I was a “D” 
for “Dockins” (not my GPA) my num-
ber came early, and I sat in the back 
of  the room next to Chris 
Collingsworth.  Chris was amazingly 
smart at math and he tutored me 
through the class. 

Mr. Henry’s teaching style was such 
that he sat at his overhead every day 
and worked algebra problems from 
the previous day.  His room was al-
ways dark with the overhead as the 
only source of light in the class.  He 
took attendance on the overhead, 
wrote down the new assignments on 
the overhead, had every quiz and test 
on the overhead and worked every 
sample problem on the overhead.  He 
had no idea what those of us who sat 
in the back even looked like.  

At midterms our school had the tradi-
tional parent-teacher conferences 
where the parents were supposed to 
go from class to class meeting with 
teachers.  Our parents were notified 
by a letter which each student was 
supposed to take home.  By high 
school, my parents never attended 
those conferences—mostly because I 
told my parents that when we got to 
the high school, they didn’t have 
parent-teacher conferences anymore 
and very few notes ever made it home 
with me.     

I was missing a few assignments and 
my grade in Mr. Henry’s class wasn’t 
anywhere near my mom and dad’s 
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remember cringing with each expletive he let 
loose.  He then went into a tirade about working 
for fifteen years in the “real world” and never 
using algebra once.  Mr. Henry calmly tried to 
explain the value of algebra, but Darrin kept saying 
it was a waste of time.  The last thing I heard 
Darrin asking as I was fleeing the classroom saying I 
felt sick was why Natrona County High School’s 
football team was so terrible.  Eventually Darrin 
came out of the classroom and said he thought 
things went well.  I called him every nasty thing I 
could think of and caught a ride home with one of 
my friends.   

That next Monday I was worried about the fallout 
as I entered Mr. Henry’s classroom after my 
cousin’s fiasco.  Mr. Henry welcomed me to class 
by name and asked about my weekend.  This was 
very strange behavior for someone who didn’t 
know my name last Friday.  I did get the extra 
credit and Mr. Henry always remembered my 
name—I seemed to be the only student he could 
remember because I was called to answer every 
question for the remainder of the year.  Because of 
that, I actually did all my assignments and learned 

a great deal about algebra by the end of the class.  
Mr. Henry never changed his teaching style, yet I paid 
attention because I knew Mr. Henry wasn’t going to 
let me slip by on anything.   Mr. Henry genuinely 
knew if I understood what he was teaching because 
he assessed me every single day.  I feel sorry for the 
rest of the class who missed out on those assess-
ments.  Thankfully Chris Collingsworth was there to 
help me through the stuff I didn’t understand.  Mr. 
Henry also never passed up the opportunity to ac-
knowledge me in the halls, at the mall, in restaurants 
and sporting events for the next three years.   He 
appeared to actually care about me. 

As Mr. Henry and I were standing on the sidewalk 
catching up on our lives, he told me that he plays 
golf with my dad on occasion.  I was taken back 
because I knew he wasn’t talking about Darrin, who 
still lived in Ft. Collins, Colorado, and who would 
only find a golf club useful to whack pinecones out of 
his yard.  To my knowledge, he had never actually 
met my parents or found out about my criminal past.   
Mr. Henry winked and told me to take care of myself.  
I chuckled to myself and thought about how smart I 
had considered myself back then and how this 
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Inservice for Teachers New to 
USD 

All teachers new to Uintah School District are 
strongly encouraged to attend a training scheduled 
to be held from 8:00 AM until noon on Monday, 
Tuesday, and Wednesday, August 16, 17, and 
18.  These three half-day trainings will focus on 
Uintah School District’s implementation of the 
fundamentals of Professional Learning Communi-
ties (PLC’s) and Response to Intervention (RTI), 
and will provide these teachers an opportunity to 
learn about the culture of our district with respect 
to these tremendously important topics.  The 
Monday and Tuesday sessions will be held in the 
board room at the district office, and the Wednes-
day session will be held in the Vernal Middle School 
media center.  Please contact Lee Gagon at exten-
sion 1005, or email her at lee.gagon@uintah.net, if 
you have questions. 

 

Substitute Training 
Each year, all USD employees are required to partici-
pate in a mandatory training to review important 
policies and laws affecting our responsibilities as 
school district employees.  
As a requirement of substituting for Uintah School 
District during the 2010-2011 school year, all new and 
current substitute employees are required to partici-
pate in a mandatory training session.  The training 
should last approximately 1 ½ hours, and subs may 
select from the following session times: 
          Monday, August 9 – 9:00-10:30 AM; or 
          Friday, August 20 – 9:00 – 10:30 AM 
These sessions will be held at Vernal Middle School, 
and subs need only attend one session.   
 Additional training dates will be scheduled throughout 
the school year.  Please keep in mind that substitutes 
must have attended one of these 2010-2011 trainings 
before they may accept sub jobs. 
Please contact Lola Searle at lola.searle@uintah.net, 
or 781-3100, ext. 1007, if you have questions.   

teacher had played along for some strange rea-
son.  I’m sure he tells a very different version of 
this story to his buddies when he is reminiscing 
about his former students.   

What I learned from Mr. Henry, besides algebra, 
is that teachers need to know their students.   
We can’t allow a student to hide in the shadows 
and just get by.  We need to know where each 
student is in their learning and challenge them to 
make progress.  We can do this for every student 
by keeping an intense focus on learning, by using 
high-performing collaborative teams, and by 
focusing on continuous improvement and student 
results.  These three “big ideas” are what will 
drive our teaching to reach every student.  If we 
can operate with those driving ideas, we will 
know what all of our students know and how to 
get them to continually improve.   

New Employee Orientation 

All new employees hired between June 1 and 
August 20, 2010, are required to attend a half-day 
New Employee Orientation from 8:00 AM until 
noon on Friday, August 20.  This meeting will be 
held in the Vernal Middle School media cen-
ter.  Please contact Lee Gagon at extension 1005, 
or email her at lee.gagon@uintah.net, if you have 
questions. 

dents will be better students, cooks will be 
better cooks, and secretaries will be better 
secretaries etc...  

Watching students walk in the building on the 
first day is one of the hidden rewards of teach-
ing. As much as they pretend to hate school, it is 
pretty obvious how excited they are to start a 
new adventure. When I saw students walking in 
the building I knew I was finished with the open-
ing meetings of the school year. We had already 
been told the new words that described what we 
had been doing for the last 50 years in educa-
tion. We had already had our heated discussion 

Without a doubt the last day of school is the 
most exciting day of the school year. The 
thought of an upcoming vacation and the satis-
faction of completing a successful school year is 
a combination that is hard to top. My favorite 
school day is the first day of the school year. 

I love when the smell of a freshly cleaned build-
ing morphs into the smell of new clothes and 
notebooks. The excitement and energy is equiva-
lent to an opening night of a musical or the first 
game of a season. Everyone in the school is 
committed to have a better year than the year 
before.  Teachers will be better teachers, stu-

on when is a tardy considered an absence or what 
to do with a kid in the hall without a hall pass. At 
the High School we had the annual brutal discus-
sion if teachers’ children should be allowed to 
park in the teacher parking lot. Elementary 
schools have been known to discuss where teach-
ers’ kids can be during teacher work time. Even 
those meetings could not take away from the 
excitement of seeing students that first morning 
of the school year. Because we all know this is 
going to be the greatest year ever. 

MY FAVORITE DAY OF THE YEAR– Kevin Dickson, Student Services 

A teacher affects eternity; 
he can never tell where his 
influence stops. 

— Henry Brooks Adams 
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