Looking back at the 3Rs

Remember walking into a new class?

By LYNN ORR

Frosty mornings and plaid skirts. sli-
cker-yellow buses and bumpy roads.
the odor of purning leaves and sweat-
ers excitedly donned for the first days
of school that grew itchy and warm
during hot September afternoons.

Those are the images that recreate
themselves each fall when the neigh-
borhood kids troop off to school.

My first day -of school in Farm-
ington occurred when I walked into a
fifth-grade classroom in Gill Road
School. Riding the school bus. packing
a lunch. and walking into a roomful of
strangers were all new experiences
for a 10 year-old who had walked to a
Detroit schoo! with her childhood
friends.

Farmington was different then. in
1956. and Vara Hoekstra was a new
teacher in the districl. Probably look-
ing out over that sea of faces eficited
a similar response of excitement and
wariness in her as well

She had taught high school in her na-
tive Missouri but she found in fifth-
graders the kind of class she likes.
Currently. she’s finished 346 years of
teaching all together. the last 21 at’
Gill Road School, teaching either fifth
or six grade. And she still loves it.

THAT'S PROBABLY why I remem-
ber fifth grade as my best elementary

The slide (above)
still gets a lot of |
play at the Gill Road
Elementary Schoal
playground. So do
the flasheards inside
the school (right).
The game is “Who
gets the answer
first?"" as teacher
Vara Hoekstra holds
the flash cards for
gamesters Melissa
Cameron and Mark
Shugerman.

class. The flaver of a teacher is still
the most essential ingredient in the
classroom and Mrs. Hoekstra was.
and is. an exceptionally warm and
wonderful teacher.

She loves traveling and we learned
the states. state capitals and major

rivers. She tells me now that she's |

traveled to every state in the union in
the 21 years since I've seen her.

She loves square dancing—"grace
and poise"— and I can still do an ala-
mand lef{ with some semblance of
Mair. Her kids will be square dancing
this year. no doubt. I wonder if the
girls will feel as sell-conscious as we
did waiting for a partner to walk
across the room.

She loves politics and we learned a
lot about the government for a fifth
grade class. We had our own elections
to capture some of the feeling for the
election process and to learn how a
group votes. 1 think we voted out
math one day. but we quickly learned
ghal democracy wasn't always work-

ing.

She still emphasizes the five Rs—
respect. responsibility. reading ‘riting
and ‘rithmetic. and special projects.
like creative writing and puppet
plays. still take a place in her exten-
sive classroom plans.

I REMEMBER the thrill of direct-
ing an adaptation of a Nancy Drew

1

mystery that our class performed. We
wrote the play.made the sets and cos-
tumes. and gieefully gave perform-
ances to some other grades.

Of course. there are changes.
Today’s girls wear pants, while I re-
member wearing skirts, with heavy
leggings under the skirts in the
middle of winter. I remember Mrs.
Hoekstra in flowered dresses. while
today she wears pantsuits.

“The dress code for me has
changed. and what a blessing.”" she
says, as she sits on the floor to hold
up multiplication flashcards for one
boy and one girl. '

“I'm approaching retirement, and
I'm still trying to find out which are
smarter. the girls or the boys.” she
says to her class. with a twinkle in
her eye for me. A girl won the day be-
fore T visited her class. while Mark
Shugerman beat out Melissa Cameron
on the day of my visit.

1 guess Mrs. Hoekstra always knew
that the battle of the sexes was a sure
way to get her kids interested in learn-

ing.

She says she’s more al ease with
her students now. although we didn't
notice any problems then. During the
year her mother died. and the follow-
ing vear her father died.

*It’s taken me a number of years to
be more relaxed with the children.”
she says, but teaching continues to be

one of the most important things in
her  life.

KIDS ARE more aggressive today.
she admits, but now that she can legal-
ly apply a little body English when
sombody pokes a classmate with a
pencit, discipline is easier to main-
tain. she says.

But today's students are more in-
formed and ready to tackle a wider
range of subjects. she adds.

“Our curriculum is more advanced.
and the children are more aware of
their surroundings.” Television plays
a big part in their extended knowl-
edge of the world. she explained. .

“Basically T want them to develop
an awareness of the society in which
they live.” she says.

Car! Wilson. who has two years in
the district over Mrs. Hoekstra.
taught at Bond School from 195455
and “came in with the first load of
bricks™ at Gill. he says.

Wilson agrees with Mrs. Hoekstra
that today's children are more aware
of the world.

“1 think they and we are better
than when I first started teaching.
*“Now we want them to learn to think
for themselves and we emphasize the
world as a unit. with an emphasis on
thinking rather than memorizing."

Anather changing aspect of educa-

tion is the importance of physical edu- *

cation. he believes.

*These kids are more coordinated.
and they can organize a soccer game
during recess by themselves. instead
of beaing each other up."

Wilson shares Mrs.- Hoekstra's en-
thiusiasm for square dancing and his
dress code has also changed. Whereas
I remember him in the room next
door in dark blue suits. he now wears
light colored slacks and blazer.

‘The building itsell has changed. A
new wing and a media center make
the old place look completely differ-
ent. Grannis McCarty. who was princi-
pal, retired many years ago . and
Frank Kasun has been behind the ad-
ministrator’s desk in the office for 12
years.

From the rear windows, Power Jun-
ior High has filled up a vacant field.
while the playground remains the
same.

1 assume. however. that the first
days of school are similar to what
they were—a little exciting. a little
frightening. and a chance to begin
again. no matter what side of the
desk you're on.
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Wendy Anglin eagerly awaits
game as she keeps the tally

the result of the daily Rash card
of who scores.

“ VARA HOEKSTRA

CARL WILSON

HUDSON

porcelains, metals, bronzes and cl

cache pots, bowls, boxes, jardiniers, tea caddies, teapots,
piates, wood objects, scrolls, and among them, museum-
quality pieces. From only $15 to $15,000. Beautiful,

affordable investments. Right now i
only, in the Furniture area, 1st leve

Valet Parking, too—Lot A, by Package Pick-up.

HUDSON'S NORTHLAND IS OPEN
MONDAY THROUGH SATURDAY 9:30 TILL 9. .

 WITH GREAT PRIDE,

PRESENTS THE

7. $500,000
SREDNICK

COLLECTION OF

REPUBLIC OF CHINA
AT NORTHLAND ONLY.

It's a collection of great beauty, rarity and value. Superb
antiques certified by the custems department of the U.S.
and the Chinese government t0 be from the Ch'ing Dynasty
and made over 100 years ago. You'll find magnificent
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