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Fable #15 - Grad Teaching Assistants


Have pity on the poor graduate teaching assistant and,
occasionally, on the poor undergraduate who has the poor graduate
teaching assistant as an instructor.

Universities have taken a haughty position recently on graduate
teaching assistants. Some schools have gone so far as to demand
graduate assistants be certified in their ability to speak English
before being approved as classroom instructors. The purpose is less
an attempt to eliminate foreign language speakers but designed more
to prevent course instruction by mumblers, whisperers, chokers,
droners, snorers and whistlers. Possessing understandable speaking
skills is a rather harsh prerequisite for university teaching, and
thankfully, one that hasn’t been extended to the full-time
faculty.

But with the recent emphasis on graduate assistants as classroom
teachers, I am reminded of my own nemesis, Mr. Mitchell Efflefoos,
or as students in our class affectionately called him, Mitch the
Match.

I remember nothing about the subject matter of English 101, but
I’ll never forget The Match. It was his first teaching experience,
and he was absolutely petrified of his students because he had
never spoken publicly before an audience larger than his bathroom
mirror. He was the kind of teacher who, in an effort to seem
relaxed and natural, would walk in front of his desk and sit on the
edge of it, but would invariably slide off and barely maintain
balance enough to miss the two students in the front row (the front
row remained empty after the first class meeting).

Now, this was back in the days when college teachers smoked in
class: Who could deny a professor his pipe? The Match was a smoker,
and under the extreme tension of having to lecture, a chain smoker.
He took cigarettes from one of the two packs in his shirt pocket
and rolled them between his fingers, occasionally pointing them for
emphasis as he lectured. Frequently he broke them while he was
talking and had to brush tobacco off the front of his jacket. He
put them to his lips, but his lips were so dry the cigarettes often
fell to the floor. And through it all he continued to lecture as if
unaware of this awkward ritual. When he successfully placed one, he
lectured through clenched lips while the cigarette dangled and
bobbed. And then the real show began.

He reached for his little box of Red Diamond matches. Apparently
he had cornered the market on them because he had them in every
pocket and he needed every match to get through a class period.
Eyes remained riveted on his every motion as the matches were taken
from the box and struck against the flint-like compound on its
side.

A nervous smoker goes through a mountain of matches, and
Mitchell personified nervousness. He’d strike and miss, strike and
break, and strike again. When he finally did actually light one,
there was no guarantee it would be the winning match as Mitchell’s
vacillating breath usually blew it out before he could light the
cigarette. The only time he paused in the lecture was when he had
to inhale to finally light the cigarette. He’d beam with
accomplishment and continue to lecture as he tried to shake out the
match, the climax of the show. He attempted this with wide waves of
his arm and hand, but the match almost never went out on the first
try, or the fourth. Mitchell’s eyes would fill with tears as the
still-lighted matches scorched his fingers. And even as the smell
of smoldering flesh filled the room and the corners of his mouth
winced in pain, he was never daunted: The lecture went on without
interruption.

When the match did go out, Mitchell would toss it at the
wastebasket by the door, some 10 feet away. Thankfully, he never
tossed a lighted match, but when the students witnessed this
three-point basket attempt the first day, they all sat away from
the door in case he erred and set the wastebasket on fire. Through
the entire semester, he never once landed a match in the basket,
although he rimmed it twice. I lost a lot of lunch money betting on
him.

In truth, it is unfair to claim that I never learned anything
about English from Mitch the Match. I have only reviewed the
highlights of that semester. There’s a lot to be learned in English
101, even if the semester is spent huddled elbow-to-elbow with
other students in the back four rows in one corner of the room. I
did learn something, and you may, too, from the next exciting
episode of the continuing saga of graduate teaching assistants.
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