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COVE FROM AVAY [an extract]

by Roberta Buchanan

| Begin Teaching

Teachi ng was just tal king about literature, wasn't it?
How difficult could it be? After all, | loved literature! |
bought a second hand tape recorder, and attenpted to practise
a typical lecture - say, on The Duchess of Malfi, one of the
four tragedies | would be teaching in English 200. Alas, after
a few sentences and ers and uns | dried up and couldn't think
of anything to say. | made several discoveries: | would have
to wite out all ny lectures, and read them And: it took ne
an hour to conpose one page of |ecture notes, not counting the
prelimnary reading. It took 6 typewitten pages (single
spaced) for one lecture. That was 6 hours of witing.

My office mate, Dr Elisabeth Orsten, arrived back from
Oxford. She snoked a pipe, nmuch to the horror of the
Presi dent, who thought it tarnished the imge of the
Uni versity. There were other young wonen faculty. O ga
Broonfi el d, a Newfoundl ander, who kindly |Ient nme her notes on
t he Bi bliography course, which she had taken as a student from
Dr Story (famous as one of the conpilers of the Dictionary of
Newf oundl and English). An Al bertan, Di ane Schl anker, of
Ukr ai ni an ancestry - one of the few "Canadi ans" (i.e.
mai nl anders) in the English Departnent - |lived a few doors

down from ne on Queen's Road, and we soon becane friends.
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| grew nore and nore anxious as the beginning of senester

approached. The students would soon find out that | knew
not hing, and | would be ignom niously fired! I couldn't sleep,
my stomach was in a constant knot. | went to Dr Kennedy, just

a few bl ocks down on Queen's Road, and asked himfor sone
tranquillizers. He said he didn't prescribe tranquillizers. |
was di straught - perhaps | cried. Anyway, he relented and
wrote me a prescription.

Thus fortified, I went to ny first class - Bibliography and
Research. All | had to do was explain to the students what the
course was about, and give thema reading list. These were al
honours students, the crénme de la crénme. To ny horror, ny

tongue felt thick, nmy speech was slurred, and I found it

difficult to think! Tranquillizers were not the answer.
What a senester that was! |'ve never worked so hard or
been under such pressure. It was worse than Finals. | had a

nine o' clock class on Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday (English
200, 50 students); an evening class, Tuesday and Thursday

(El'i zabet han drama); and ny bi bliography class Mnday and
Wednesday. | had cut one hour of the bibliography class so
that the students could go to the library and | ook at the

bi bl i ographi es assi gned for that week, and report back on them
to the class. That still neant 8 hours of |ectures to prepare.
After my 9 o' clock class | rushed honme to wite the lecture
for nmy evening class. This class had several highly

intelligent teachers in it, and I was always crippled with
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nervous di arrhoea before it. (Luckily, as soon as | started ny
| ecture it disappeared.) On Sundays, | had to research and
write the bibliography lecture on the History of the Book. And
how | westled with Aristotle's Poetics - a difficult text
which | could hardly understand nyself and was hell to explain
to the second year students. No sooner was one |ecture
prepared and delivered than it was on to the next one. | was
always in terror that sone student would ask a question |
couldn't answer, for a professor should know everythi ng about
her subject, | thought. | read as nuch as | coul d!

| knew what kind of professor |I didn't want to be. |
didn't want to be like Dr H, at Keele, who | ooked over the

students' heads at the wall behind us as if we were too

contenptible to contenplate. | didn't want to be sarcastic and
put students down. | would treat themw th respect, always. |
woul d never, ever say, like Dr K., that Jane Austen was a

great writer because she had a "masculine mnd."” And | was not
going to treat Newfoundl and with disdain, as sone of ny
col | eagues did, as the intellectual and social boondocks.
After all, I was a colonial nyself who had been born in South
Africa. | encouraged ny bibliography students to choose a

Newf oundl and writer as the subject for their annotated

bi bl i ography, if they wished to do so. That was the smartest
nove | ever nmade, for it was in this way that | cane to know

sonet hi ng about Newf oundl and literature.
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My nenesi s was teaching poetry on Saturday nornings to
t he second year students. My nmethod was |.A. Richards,
Practical Criticism go through the poemline by |ine.
Explication. We had a textbook which gave the poem and then
two critics' different interpretations of it. This confused
nost of the students, who thought there was only one
interpretation - the teacher's - for every poem had a "hidden
meaning," and it was teacher's job to tell themwhat it was so
they could wite it on the exam Since | was very bad at
remenberi ng names, and nore so when | was nervous, | had the
whol e class sit in al phabetical order, so that | could call on
themin turn and knew exactly where they sat. They hated this,
as it separated friend fromfriend. Saturday nornings were
poetry torture. | called on each student in turn to give their
interpretation of the line or stanza. | didn't realize that
sone students were so shy that they never spoke in class. |
was traumati zing them by calling out their name and insisting
that they answer. In the other classes - Aristotle's Poetics,
foll owed by four tragedies - | gave lectures. But it seened to
me that poetry was different and needed to be di scussed.

Things cane to a head with Wordsworth's "Ode on the

Intimations of Immortality.” Several Saturdays had been spent
intrying to work through this long poem line by line. On the
third Saturday the students' patience snapped. | found witten
in large letters on the board: "NO MORE | M TATI ONS OF

| MMORTALI TY. "
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Poor students! How they suffered at the hands of an
i nexperi enced teacher who was obliged to |learn by her
m stakes. | tried to arouse their interest. | renmenber asking
t he question: Why should we be interested in a play -
Webster's The Duchess of Malfi - witten four centuries ago?
Does it have anything to say to us today? And trying to
convince themthat it did. It was a dammed difficult play too.
At that tine, the courses |asted a whol e academ c year, two
senesters. So we were together for a long time. The students
were very forgiving. At the last class, nmuch to ny surprise,
t hey cl apped. Apparently that was the customat the tinme: that
t he students would show their appreciation in the |ast class.

A very nice custom for a new teacher.



