
“How many of you got 20?” No hands went in the air.
“O.K., 19?” Again, an eerie silence.
My voice became less enthusiastic. At 16 I reminded

them that we were now leaving the A grade territory.
“15, 14?” What’s wrong here? Do I have to stop and teach

vocabulary with this class?
Finally, at 10, a bare 50% mark, one lone hand went into

the air. I stopped and looked at the rows of sullen faces.
“Tell me how you are feeling right now.”
The words started to come out in voices marked by

shame and disgust.
“Bad”
“Ignorant” 
“Stupid”
“Mad”
And finally, “retarded.”
At this utterance, I reached behind me and turned on the

tape recorder. From it came the slow, slurred voice of a man
named Charlie trying to take a Rorschach test from the
hospital psychologist. Dr. Neibuhr asked Charlie what he
saw in the ink blots, and Charlie answered, “I see ink blots.”
The psychologist persisted, so Charlie tried harder. “I see
very pretty ink blots.” He could see by Dr. Neibuhr’s expres-
sion that he was not doing well on this Rorschach test.

“Charlie, sometimes people see things in these pictures,
like animals or clouds,” offered Dr. Neibuhr, his voice
revealing his frustration. But try as he might, Charlie could
only see ink blots. When Dr. Neibuhr snapped his pencil in
frustration, Charlie knew what the verdict would be. “I
think I failed the Rorschach test,” he said quietly.

I turned to this class of highly intelligent young men.
“You felt terrible for failing a test that only one other per-

son in the class passed. How would you have felt if you were
the only one to have failed?”

Their eyes were wide and I thought I might have detect-
ed a tear in more than a few.

“Let’s turn to page one of Flowers for Algernon.” ★
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It was my second year of teaching high school English and
I was worried. This tenth grade class of advanced level boys
was quite a challenge. They seemed to like me well enough,
even to respect me, but they were merciless with one anoth-
er. I had watched as they put a new student from Montreal
through his initiation rites. Mark’s mistake was that he
called me “Ma’am.” No male in the long history of the
school had ever addressed a teacher as “ma’am.” My class
seemed to take it personally that he dared to depart from
the accepted script, even in a minor way. They would break
him if it took all year. 

And so I worried. Not about Mark, who in a private chat
assured me he did not need my intervention, but about
Charlie, the main character in the next novel on our course,
Flowers For Algernon. Charlie was, using the term in vogue
in the early seventies, mentally retarded. The novel traced
Charlie’s participation in a radical medical experiment that
saw his IQ soar to genius level, only to slip back with excru-
ciating slowness to his former state. How would I ever get
these precocious students to feel for Charlie, to get beyond
his blundering, awkward speech and see the bravery with
which he faced each day? 

They filed into class with their collective self-assured
swagger. As fifteen-year-old boys, they loved to impress me.
I began the class with a casual explanation.

“Vocabulary study is part of this course. Now I know this
class has an advanced level of vocabulary, so I’ve thought of
a way of dealing with it quickly so we can go on with a new
novel.”

They liked this acknowledgement of their superior abili-
ties and the chance to subvert department regulations.

“Many of you have read Readers Digest,” I continued.
“It’s written for the masses at a sixth grade reading level.
I’m going to give you one of their vocabulary quizzes called
‘It Pays to Increase Your Word Power.’ It’s just 20 multiple
choice questions and we’ll mark it, take it up, and get on
with the novel.”

“Assuming,” I chuckled confidently, “that you all ace the
test.”

What I neglected to mention was that this quiz is always
challenging and that I had chosen the most difficult one I
could find.

They couldn’t wait to begin. And so I dictated one word
after another with four possible meanings, words like “chi-
canery”, “insouciant”, “iconoclast”. No one breathed a
word of protest. After all, this was supposed to be a mere
sixth grade level of vocabulary.

I quickly dictated the correct answers and asked each boy
to mark his own paper. 

“Now,” I said cheerfully, “ we’ll record the results and
move on.”
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