
Who would ever want to be a teacher? A teacher makes no 
money, gets no respect, and makes no 

difference to anyone! Now wait a minute. Is this true? Or are 
we listening to exaggerations and remembering stereotypical 
images of the bespectacled, mean old Miss Crabtree from old 
movies?

Think back to all of the teachers that you have encountered 
in your eleven or twelve years of schooling. Which one stands out 
in your memory? What grade? Was it your kindergarten teacher 
who was not afraid to give a hug when it was needed? Your third 
grade teacher who taught you the magic of cursive writing? Or 
that fi fth grade teacher who made you retake that spelling test 
fi fteen times until you triumphantly got them all right? The alge-
bra teacher who made math fi nally make sense? A shop teacher 
with a sharp tongue and a helping hand? A foreign language 
teacher who showed you the world? Or an English teacher who 
shared your love of reading and writing? Somewhere in your 
educational career, one or more of these outstanding individuals 
opened your mind and showed you the way. That teacher made 
a difference in your life.

And when you become the parents of the twenty-fi rst century, 
and you will, with young ones to care for and educate, who will 
teach those children? Who will make a difference in the lives of 
the next generation? If none of you choose to go into education, 
to make a positive difference in the lives of children who are not 
even born yet, who will be there to guide them, or direct their 
minds through the beauty and complexity of the vast wealth of 
knowledge that we now control?

As you consider teaching as a career, I’d like to offer my own 
personal response to teaching as a profession. My students often 
ask me, “Why are you a teacher?” implying that teaching is a 
terrible career choice. I tell them in response, “I teach because 
I need you as much as you need me. I teach because once upon 
a time a teacher made a difference in my life, so I am here to 
make a difference for you.” They ask me about the lack of respect 
for the profession. I respond with, “Raise your hand if you don’t 
respect me!” They grin and see my point. They want to know 
about the lack of fi nancial rewards. I tell them honestly, “It’s not 
fair that our society pays its entertainers more than its educators, 
but I make a good living, can support a family, and send my 
children to college. And I get extra benefi ts—smiles, hugs, and 
the knowledge that what I do really matters.”

Historically and traditionally, the end of the bright freedom 
of summer marks the beginning of a new school year. You, as 
students, have accomplished this cycle many times. Each new 

school year is fi lled with new hopes and possibilities—new book-
bags and textbooks, fresh clean paper, and more often than not, 
a new teacher to encounter. A teacher who has the potential, just 
like a new textbook, to open your mind to ideas as yet unimag-
ined. Why not be that teacher? The one who sings the song that 
you’ll always remember. 

Each generation benefi ts from the knowledge of the past. Your 
parents had less to learn than you do, and your children will 
learn more than you can imagine. We will need well-trained, 
dedicated teachers who can make this transfer of vast amounts 
of knowledge a reality.

For education to occur, there must be a learner, a teacher, and 
a place for them to connect. This could be accomplished in a tra-
ditional classroom with thirty students listening to a teacher in a 
three-story brick school building, or through a computer located 
on another continent. But education also happens in homeless 
shelters, hospital wards, computer labs, business offi ces, and 
parking lots. Education sings in hallways as well as auditoriums, 
and dances in small rural cottages as well as gleaming city edi-
fi ces. Education soars when one child and one teacher make the 
connection between the unknown and the known. Where was 
your connection? Who made the difference?

Four hundred years ago someone taught Shakespeare to love 
the language and to make it sing through the ages. Stephen King 
and Martin Luther King, Queen Elizabeth and Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning—all had teachers who prepared the vision and gave 
them the courage to fl y to its heights. What unknown heroes and 
artists wait in the darkness, untouched and uninspired? What 
moment of magic will change their darkness into luminescence? 
And what will you do to light the spark?

The next century will bring discoveries as yet undreamed. 
Your children will need teachers who can provide them with a 
memory of the past as well as a vision of the future. If you, who 
represent the best young minds of today, are not encouraged to 
become the educators of tomorrow, who then will teach the chil-
dren of the twenty-fi rst century?

A child, unlike any other, yet identical to all those who have 
preceded and all who will follow, sits in a classroom today—
hopeful, enthusiastic, curious. In that child sleeps the vision and 
the wisdom of the ages. The touch of a teacher will make the 
difference. And that teacher can be you.

Sharon M. Draper 
Former National Teacher of the Year

Dear Friend,

Become
a Teacher:
Light a Spark

In college, professors will often assign papers or reports requiring you to read traditional print or 
electronic sources—textbooks, journal articles, websites. Using the Internet puts a world of informa-
tion at your fingertips. Yet at the same time, the Internet can tempt some students to copy text and 
paste it into their assignments without properly quoting, citing, and evaluating the Web sources. 

Over the past few years, colleges have become increasingly vigilant about addressing the issue of 
academic dishonesty or carelessness, in some cases imposing stringent penalties on students who do 
not cite sources. 
To be sure you use traditional print and Internet sources properly,

• Buy and use a style handbook. Often your freshman writing instructor will assign one of 
these handy references. If not, visit your college bookstore or writing center and familiarize 
yourself with one of many available handbooks.

• Learn and master at least one major citation style. Modern Language Association (MLA) 
style is most often used in English and other humanities courses. Social science instruc-
tors often prefer Chicago Style or American Psychological Association (APA) style. Rules 
for these various citation and bibliography styles appear on many college and publishers’ 
websites, and in the best style handbooks. You’ll find that some professors are more relaxed 
about which citation style you use, so long as you do provide adequate page and biblio-
graphical references.

• Learn good note-taking skills. If you need more practice, seek help from your academic 
support or peer tutoring center on campus, or your writing center. Set up a meeting with a 
tutor or writing lab staffer, or take a workshop on notetaking, whether from class lectures, 
discussions, or your reading.

• Summarize and quote directly; don’t paraphrase. All too often, when a student paraphras-
es something she has read, she may unintentionally plagiarize, using words that are too 
close to the original author’s. It’s better to summarize or quote directly, noting the pages or 
website url where you found that good quotation, than to paraphrase. 

• Get trained in a reference software program, such as Endnotes, RefWorks or Procite. 
Check with your college library or academic support services to see if workshops are of-
fered during the term on these helpful programs, which assist you in notetaking, keeping 
accurate records of page references for material you want to quote in your paper, and 
recording essential bibliographical information. These programs automatically organize 
your footnotes and bibliography, into whatever citation style—MLA, Chicago, APA or an-
other specialized academic style—your professor is requiring for your paper.

• Plan ahead and practice good time management. Don’t leave your research and writing 
until the night before your paper is due. Start early, within a few days after you get the as-
signment, and seek the guidance of your instructor or your college writing center or library 
staff.

• Above all, don’t be afraid to ask for help on when and how to cite sources you use in your 
essay and report writing. Your freshman composition instructor, tutors at your college 
writing center, and professors in other courses who assign writing based on outside sources 
will welcome your questions and show you how to acknowledge sources correctly in their 
specific disciplines. 

Lynne S. Viti, The Writing Program, Wellesley College


