Nora Dempsey

Interactive Education 
Four years ago when I was a freshman at the Ethical Culture Fieldston School, I remember reading a poster on the wall of my Graphic Communications class.  It displayed a quote that reflected the progressive, non-traditional approach to education that Fieldston espouses: “I hear and I forget. I see and I remember. I do and I understand.”  At that time, I had no tangible experience to substantiate this assertion made by Confucius, but toward the close of my senior year I would have an opportunity to appreciate and understand its significance.  After a semester of studying the “moral obligation of civic responsibility” in Civics class, my classmates and I made several trips to Norristown, Pennsylvania with our History teacher in attempt to register voters and assist registered voters to procure the newly required identification needed at the polls. It was there, in Norristown, that by ‘doing’ I would come to ‘understand,’ among other things, that I had the ability to effect change.  For me, acquiring a profound and lasting ‘understanding’ is the ideal from of education.

I met Gladys while she was walking her dog. Gladys, a 91-year-old African American woman, is a retired hotel worker and has lived in her home on Powell Street for the past 40+ years. During this time Gladys has walked 4 blocks to the local library to cast her vote. Although she is registered to vote, Gladys does not drive and does not have the proper state identification that is now required. Gladys told me “not to worry” because “everybody knows her” at the library and that she does not need identification. I tried to explain to her about the new law that had passed, and she waved her hand at me. I was finally able to persuade Gladys to allow a volunteer from the Obama campaign office to drive her to the Registry of Motor Vehicles at her convenience the following week. She gave me her telephone number, and I noted her address. Then, I moved on to the next home.

My friend and co-volunteer Cody and I continued going door to door explaining the new law, giving out registration cards, and scheduling pick-ups.  We were genuinely surprised at the significant number of the residents in Norristown who did not possess the mandated state identification.  Once, when asked what constituted proper identification, I had replied “a drivers license, a passport…” But when the man guffawed, “Passport! I ain’t got no passport!” I stopped mentioning passports as an option.  Although I did not know what to expect when I signed the volunteer sheet at school, I was genuinely surprised by the warm reception we received.  As we knocked on doors, people welcomed us into their homes.  They were exceedingly kind and many were interested in discussing the social and political issues that concerned them.  I remember discussing stem cell research with one woman whose daughter had recently been diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. The people we met that morning were genuinely appreciative of our efforts and wanted to know how to register and to be sure that they were properly registered and could vote.
Later that afternoon Cody and I were stationed outside a supermarket with voter registration cards.  Our goal was to return the Obama headquarters with as many completed cards as possible.  We noticed that we had more success with young people, so be began to target them as ‘potentials’.  I remember following/stalking a sinister-looking ‘potential’ wearing earphones, who was desperately trying to avoid me.  After he reluctantly admitted that he was unregistered, I implored him to fill out the card, explaining that it was imperative for him to vote in the upcoming election, especially in his critical ‘swing state’.  
Cody was beside himself with laughter when I returned with the completed card from this ‘unlikely’ voter and incredulously asked how I had succeeded, whereupon I responded only with a smile. 
That day I had discovered more about how our political process works than I had all year in Civics class.  In William Backus Guitteau’s 1913 textbook, Preparing For Citizenship, he defines the reciprocal relationship between citizen and government as a “living organism”.  And, on the bus ride home that evening, I felt I understood and agreed with his assessment made almost 100 years ago. The abstract concept of ‘government for the people, and by the people’ became tangible to me through the physical experience of registering voters.  I received a tremendous sense of satisfaction by actively participating in the democratic process, and I felt fortunate and proud to be an American citizen.  Although I frequently watch news programs and read newspapers, magazines and political blogs, learning in this interactive manner was different because it fostered inside me an intellectual curiosity and belief that anything can be possible, even when challenges seem daunting or overwhelming.  I also came to realize that success or failure is secondary, and that ‘trying’ or ‘doing’ is what is fundamentally rewarding.  
To my understanding, the learning process can take place anywhere and at any time.  Furthermore, any traditional learning that takes place within the classroom may be profoundly supplemented, or confirmed or repudiated, with educational experiences that occur outside of that environment.  For me, this interactive learning experience was meaningful and connective, and therefore more enduring.

Nora,

This is such a great essay – I love how beautifully, clearly, and intentionally you write your sentences and stories.  I think you do a solid, great job of establishing both the story and having a strong analytical perspective to bring it all together.  It was such a wonderful experience reading this essay!
A suggestion for revision, which I mentioned in the comments on the side, are (for the purposes of this particular assignment), letting the narrative do the explaining (“showing” rather than “telling”) – at least in the very beginning.  You may choose to weave tid-bits of conclusions within the narrative, but I think it is strong enough to stand on its own.  Great job!

Jen

�I love, love, love this paragraph and think this is beautifully written!  One suggestion that I have is to let the narrative, particularly in this piece for this assignment, to do the talking first.  This looks like a beautiful conclusion which, after a second reading, fits in beautifully!


�Great story, so vivid and rich in detail!  How did you feel after what appears to be a victory?


�How did you get him to talk to you?


�Wonderful On Education Philosophy!





