Student teachers quickly discover the truth about teaching, which turns out to be something other than what they originally imagined. The bright, adoring crowd of youngsters exuding rapt attention and intoning, “Good morning, Mr. Stott”, somehow failed to make its appearance. What this student teacher discovered instead is that teaching is hard, unpredictable, and messy. The lesson plan that worked last period, failed miserably in this one. Technology that made dry subject matter compelling, is now useless in the face of a burned-out LCD projector bulb. Yesterday, they were eating out of my hand, today they’re eating my lunch! Though often difficult and mystifying, teaching is as crucial as ever to the future well-being of society. What problems do we have that were not faced in some fashion by those who came before us? What challenges cannot be overcome through consistent, long-term, sound educational practice and execution?
My one piece of advice for graduating seniors is this—pursue what you love. I came to teaching after several years as an editor and publisher, so my decision to alter the trajectory of a successful career was a difficult one. History had gradually become a fascination for me as did a need to share its basic lessons with others. I’m fortunate to convey that my days are filled with laughter, learning, friendship, and meaningful interactions with colleagues, administrators, parents and students. I live to generate lessons which genuinely involve my students in history and help them make a personal connection to the past. Because I pursued what I loved, I now love what I do. 
Good teachers place the mirror of truth before students, praising strengths and helping correct weaknesses. Because this mirror reveals challenges and painful realities, many students won’t look directly into it, nor will they necessarily choose to employ a teacher’s advice. This is the mirror that good teachers use. However, I believe exceptional teachers employ a two-sided mirror. This mirror reflects not only on the student, but directs an image back on to the instructor as well. It is into this mirror exceptional teachers must gaze. They make necessary corrections, acknowledge weaknesses and forgive mistakes. In the process they become new students themselves. As students, teachers can better empathize with those they teach as well as gain patience and kindness. It’s no coincidence that the award you see here is reflective; it is akin to the rigorous process its very fortunate recipient endured in order to attain it. The Golden Apple Foundation allows teachers to be formally honored and recognized, but most importantly, it compels them to dust off their mirrors and actively engage in improvement.
