On a Life of Teaching

By M. E. Kabay, PhD, CISSRISSMP
Program Director, MSIA
School of Graduate Studies, Norwich University

In a recent discussion in tl@mputer Security Incident Response Team Manageroergeof

the MSIAthatt 6 ve b een unetaAugust@007, a stutentXtold a wonderful story of
helping a formerly homeless man in one of his college courses reclaim a sense of personal worth.
The other students expressed appreciation for their colléagoemitment to teaching and
specificallyasked me if the pleasure that their fellow student had felt in watching his student
progressvas something that | also felt.

| promiseal to respond and am therefore thinking and writing about my own career as a teacher.

Sometimes | marvel at what a stgee child | must have been. From my perspectikaew only
that the other children considered me weird, but | always thought of myself as Hdrathl.
completed high school math by the age of ninetatlalways been happy to help my fellow
students, v few of whom | could call friendsyith theirarithmetic and then witelementary
algebra and geometry probleritelping people learn stuff was one of the few ways in which |
could ingratiate myself to an otherwise hostile group of Anglos who geneesihysgd me for
being a Frencispeaking kidvith a strong French accent whadithe vocabulary of a college
professoii albeitafrequently mispronouncegbcabulary
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Figure 1. Picket Slide Rule showing why my slides use a yellow background.

It seemed perfectly reasonable to me at the age of 13, in grade nine, to stand irttieothi 60

students at Westmount high school one day at the school assembly and announce that | was

going to teach classes in how to use the slide rule. | had been walking aitund/ Pickett

Model N4ES VectorType LogLog DualBase Speed Rufer sometime (the case still shows

the childish hand in which | wrot&x pondere et numero veritagrom numbers and

measurements, trutl)n d t he hi gh school seniors were alre
nickname Unfortunately, my first foray into groupteahi ng di dndét go very wel
trying to explain logarithms as the basis for how the slide rule wakddhe room cleared very

quickly. In later years, | learned always to start with practical stuff and then work into theory

later.

In the sumrer of 1964, before | began grade tebegan tutoring some grade 11 students
(seniors) who had failed their matriculation algebra examinations. | found the experience
exhilarating. Many of these students had rudimentary math skills; they could barelycadd
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subtract, let alone solve practical problems. | never felt superior to them; | just felt sorry that they
hadbeen draggedo far with suclka muddled grasp of the basics. | remember having to explain

to one of these huge football stars why | was dgllim on basic arithmetic; he grumpily

accepted my argument that without practice he was never going to be able to move on to the next
stages of algebracertainly had a strong motivation to help my students succeed: | charged the
princely sum of $7 andur for my tutoring even though the high school teachers were charging
only $3.50. The difference was that i f my stu
they woul dndét pay me. They passed.

My weird, unpopular friends and | were physics lab agststand chemistry lab assistants as
well as members of the model parliament and of the debating team; in other words, we were
classic geeks and nerds, generahyvilling to participatan organized sports, woefully ignorant
of popular cultureand not vey good at pretending that we were sorry about our failimgsead

of listening to the Beatleshen | was 13 (in 1963), | was memorizing Barsiring quartets,

s i n gi n@arntina Buradaand dscussing the virtues of Schoenberg versus Alban Berg.
Popular guy, eh?

On the whole, life in high school was about as

bad as what how knowmost people

experiencd in different ways. In my case,

daily life included being beaten up or at least
threatened by the reforsthool kidsand

being called a queer/fagify by the rich kids

You will understand why | have been involved

in civil rights action for the rest of my life;

| 6m not Dbl lafeMembebafthe | 6 m a
NAACP.l 6 m not havemarcledinut |

Gay Pride paradesvery year since 1988

d o n 0 t thetbhllieswould understand that

but | think anyone whoos

Figure 2. Westmount High School, Montréal, QC.  end of bullying will know exactly how | feel
about prejudice and persecution

| was not sorry to leave Westmotiigh School [

At McGill University, | had terrible grades.
From having been 0in the province of Québe
with a 92.5% matriculation average | fell to the
bottom of the €grade It took four years for me
to figure out that doing badly was my &Ry
unconscious rebellion against the domineering J&

father who had punished nmteoughout f
childhood every time | came home with a less
than perfect exam score. | still remember the
time my report card read 100%, 100%, 100%, Figure 3. Roddick Gates of McGill University.
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100%, 100%, 99%, 100%00%,100%1i and he yelled abuse at me for three days for being a
fool and an idiot in nEsing that one answer on one of the tests. However, | eventually did figure
it out and did much better in my mastatdMcGill (19701972) and doctoral prograah
Dartmouth(19721976)

Decadedater,with the help of a psychotherapiktjnally graspedhat poor llya Kabashnikoff
(Fatherchanged his long name in 193Raving seen family members slaughtered irRbssian
Revolution and also in thdolocaust, only wanted to protect us by giving us a way to earn a
living even under the worst circumstandds dearly wanted me to be a docfboo bad | still
hated him when he died in 13 7ut | eventuallynellowed as | grew older

| was a lab assistant at Dartmouth and enjoyed those
experiences (exceptthetimeldr Copenhaver 6s
biochenmstry lab when Iforgot to test the pH of a buffer |

made up and ended up pickling all the lab specimens students
were working ori talk about embarrassing! was the only
graduate student up to that time wWiaxlever created his

own graduate course: | decided that | teaihmy fellow

graduate students to learn about applied statistics (one of my
favorite topics even today) and so | got permission to hold
weekly sessions with a small group.

After | got my PhD in 1976, | taught for two years at
Université Nationale du Rvsaa in Butare, Rwanda. Those
were fascinating years for me; | worked very hard with the
students to help them master applied statistics in the Faculté
des sciences économiques et sociales and in the Faculté
Figure 4. Gilman Laboratories, d 6 a gr olmemember shortly after | arriveaiit before |
Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  could begin classes that a couple of the professors from
Canada and Belgium spoke to me in private ahout little |
should expect from my studenfthes were
faculty members who speas little time as
possible at the Univsity and who seerno
think of Butare as a kind of country club.

When | began my first class in applied

statistics, | told the students this (in French):

il have been told that | should not expect
same level of academic performance from

you that | would expect from sdents in

North America. | think this ipure racism. If

you work with me, | will help you learn as

much as you want. You may have to work

hardeiy ou dondt havidwutc Figure5. Université Nationale du Rwanda, Butare.

| promise youhat youwill| ear n. 0
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