




Herr Weathers

“Teaching is like conducting a great piece of music.  First comes the planning, the choreography, and then after the piece has been written, it is presented to the class.  The class then acts out the piece, and like an orchestra you pull them together to perform what you have constructed.  My students are my orchestra; I love it.  I feel like I am a conductor when I am teaching.  There’s so much energy in the room.  I just love it,” said Herr Weathers as I slowly walked into his classroom.  Herr Weathers’s classroom is not your ordinary classroom.  No. It feels like walking into a haven, a safety net, a comfort zone and most importantly, a place of learning.  Herr Weathers’s classroom does not only include posters, bulletin boards, flags, books, videos, magazines, some DVDs, candy, elves (yes elves, the German kind, you know, from Brother Grimm Fairytales), desks, a library, two TVs and a stereo system connected to the video system and computer.  Herr Weathers’s classroom includes a data projector, an overhead projector and a camera projector called Elmo-all purchased by Herr Weathers, some with the help of the German Club.  He couldn’t wait to display his classroom activities, including his own website, on these new technological devices.  

In addition to the fact that his classroom provides a comfort haven for his students, it is tastefully organized and colorful.  Everything has its own place.  Everything is alphabetical and belongs to certain, specific space that is reserved for that certain specific item. His face radiates with excitement as he points at the technology he ordered and explains to me where he is going to put a new piece once he receives it: “I think over here would be a good place to put it.  What do you think?  The kids are going to love this.”   Everything Herr Weathers does or ever did is for the kids.  If there was a technological advance or any other invention that would make the learning process for his students easier and more interesting, Herr Weathers would get it.  

Herr Weathers is a high school German teacher at Dondero High School in Royal Oak, Michigan.  He has been teaching at Dondero for about fourteen years.  The students are entertained by his motivation and the energy he brings to class every day. I know I was.  He grew up in Royal Oak and absolutely loves Michigan.  Over the winter, he finds himself putting on layers of clothes  and taking walks through Royal Oak’s streets with his wife and dog.  Over the summers he takes trips to Michigan’s Upper Peninsula or to the shores of the Great Lakes.  I always saw Herr Weathers as an extraordinary man and meeting him and talking to him about his personal life seemed somewhat surreal.

For those of you who do not speak German, “Herr” means “Mr.” in German, and Weathers is his last name.  We call him Herr Weathers.  His first name is Monty. He is an ethnic mixture, like most Americans, mostly German and Polish.  He remembers growing up in an ethnic household.  He is the oldest of eight children.  As he joyously recalls his childhood, he recalls his mother teaching him Polish in the fifties.  Suddenly, his eyes freeze as one particular memory presents itself to him vividly: “I would make little workbooks for my brothers and sisters, and I would sit down with a wire recorder and I would actually record the words in the books and teach them and we would have a little class.” His eyes open wide and he continues, realizing he had to recount the moment: “I would teach them Polish and I would teach my brothers and sisters how to read as well!”  There is the pride of accomplishment and success by achieving a goal in his tone as he recalls his childhood: “I think there was always something in me that wanted to be a foreign language teacher and I always had this dream of going to live in Europe and I finally did it.”  Listening to Herr Weathers made me realize how much he wanted to point out that he really always wanted to be a teacher.  

I knew that Herr Weathers loves to talk about teaching, so I was interested in his teaching career and the imprint it leaves on him today.  I always knew Herr Weathers as a motivated teacher; however, I was curious to find out more about him, about what he loves when it comes to teaching.  I wanted him to reflect on his teaching career.  He began talking about the year 1974, his first year of teaching.  Initially he started as a third grade teacher in Richmond, Michigan: “I got a salary and I was so pleased,” he smiles, “and I had a contract as well,” his eyes open and he continues smiling.  In a very humble tone: “In my first year I made $8,800 and I thought that was great, and I bought myself a new car,” he recalls.  It seems as if he is going back to 1974 and thinking how times have changed and how much he learned since then.  As Herr Weathers recalls the beginning of his teaching career, there is a certain pride, an inexplicable work ethic in his voice.    

“Go, shake Moritz’s hand!” he laughs.  I walk up to the big, fat, plastic, yellow M&M man, filled with chocolate and shake his hand.  As I shake his hand which is raised in a greeting manner, a couple of M&M’s fly out of the fat, yellow buddy.  It immediately reminds me of the time that I spent as a student in Herr Weathers’s class.  The class was a great place of learning, but it really was like a huge toy store at the same time, a toy store where everything and anything was interesting and had a kind of hidden meaning, as if it held a mystery.  It is like walking through a Wonderland.  The kind of toys that you have never seen, you know.  It is a surreal place that Herr Weathers ambitiously built for his students, a place of comfort that his students will miss one day once they leave school.

And if that wasn’t enough, Herr Weathers had (and still has) a German Club where he introduced us to even more German candy, Lederhosen, German Christmas store trips, German music, restaurants, and everything there is to know about Germany and German culture.  Even though I lived in Germany for about four years, I felt more surrounded by German culture in his classroom than a German classroom in Germany.  

I never quite understood Herr’s love for German and his motivation to teach German, but he was eager to tell me a story about it.  Being an English and German teacher myself, I was curious to find out what persuaded him to study and teach German.  Why German?  It didn’t take Herr Weathers but a second to answer this question.  He expressed that while he learned multiple languages in high school, German was the most special to him and perhaps that was also because he was half German.  He has not only enjoyed teaching in Richmond and Royal Oak, but took special pleasure in teaching at the Frankfurt International School in Germany.  It was there that he taught English students from all around the world. “What was special about the Frankfurt International School was that the students were all very eager learners.”  He spent seven years teaching in Germany and one year as a college student there.  In the United States he has taught elementary school, middle school, and has been teaching high school for the last fourteen years.  He absolutely loves every minute of his job: “I love it more than ever” he says, “and I think it’s because I’m really doing now what I’ve always wanted to do.”  His clock with “Kook”, one of those traditional Black Forest cuckoo clocks has an almost real looking bird jump out of it and marks the second session of my interview.  It is incredible how fast the time flew as I interviewed this fascinating teacher whom I consider one of the greatest mentors.  

Herr Weathers’s ambitions don’t extend only to everything that I have said so far.  They expand even further.  Every now and then, especially during the well-known German Oktoberfest, Herr Weathers would put on these short green Lederhosen, pull his socks all the way up to his knees, put on a hat with a feather on the side, take out his accessory – the famous accordion and he would start singing German songs whether we thought he was “cheesy” or not.  He didn’t care.  My first impression of this “scene” that I witnessed for the first time after arriving from Germany was, well, how should I put it, shock.  Maybe it was because I was this painfully shy, reserved and an anti-social “wannabe” who would answer questions only when asked, but whatever the excuse, I was shocked and embarrassed as if I were the one in front of the class dancing around with the accordion.  Then it hit me.  I wasn’t shocked that Herr Weathers would do this but I was shocked that he would pull this off in front of high school students and the high school students would take him seriously.  I was so sure that they would burst out laughing as soon as he started singing.  They didn’t.  I was turning around and I saw them smile, but nothing major, no big jokes at his expense.   “What is going on?” I thought, however, the song was over and my peers asked for more.  Suddenly all the students who were “cool” during lunch because of their umbilical cords that were connected to certain cliques, became a bunch of nerds who begged for this teacher’s attention.   It was like an episode from “The Twilight Zone.”  When I reflect on it now and analyze it, I can only agree with him as he patiently explains to me that all his students are just “big little kids,” which means small kids stuck in adult bodies.  These are the students who love to have fun while learning and that is what he has been achieving as a teacher.  

His high school class made me realize how beautiful teaching can be and how wonderful and creative lessons can be made.  I was stunned to find out that being “cheesy” actually means being “cool” and if you are not “cheesy” then you are not a “fun” teacher.  You are a boring teacher and no kid wanted to have a boring teacher.  It didn’t take me a week to enjoy every minute of the songs he performed on his accordion, which he was playing ever since he was eight years old. We loved every minute of his class.  We all memorized the songs and couldn’t wait for Herr Weathers to pull out his accordion and start playing.  We would have a binder of songs, beautiful songs that he would have us sing along with him.  

Aside from the common cultural parties such as bringing in food from a particular country, our foreign language class with Herr Weathers did much more.  We were the “nerds” of foreign language learning.  We had our German recipes cookbook which Herr Weathers put together for us – his students.  Everyone came with various foods and we had a wonderful time.  Herr Weathers would show us challenging movies which he purchased and continues to purchase for his students.  His library of movies is expanding on an almost daily basis.  On multiple occasions I remember myself thinking, “How does he afford all of this?”  but hey, we loved it.  We loved the movies and we learned from the movies that he showed us.  We loved the music videos and the music that he played for us.  He even hosted one of the greatest performers for German language learning through music, Uwe Kind, to my high school, where Uwe performed for the whole school. Uwe Kind is not only Herr Weathers’s mentor, they have become close friends. 


The crazy bird from the cuckoo clock jumped out again, alarming me that I should bring my interview to a close.  To be honest, it wasn’t the bird, nor was it the end of my interview.   Herr Weathers was eager to talk a bit more because he loved talking about his students and activities that he plans to do with his students.   He made these “freezing movements” which symbolized his movement disorder called Dystonia.  “If you don’t laugh about it, it will just bring you to tears,” referring to his disorder and his ambition for teaching.  I felt that I needed to ask my sister about her experiences with Herr Weathers.  When Herr Weathers was teaching me, he didn’t have Dystonia, which gives him spasms as well as moments when he is postured in a “freeze frame,” unable to move.  I asked my sister about Herr Weathers and her impression of his class can be viewed as this: “Although, at first kids see a humor in a lot of things he does, we all appreciate him.  This was especially true, in March 2003, when he was out of school for three weeks due to his illness.  The usual kids with sarcastic remarks in class found themselves saying... ‘Man, I hope Herr is alright, I feel really scared for him.’  Once we had our Herr back, we truly valued the time in class, but of course, there is always room for sarcasm, Herr Weathers can take it.”  I viewed my interview with him as a stamp for a letter of appreciation that I was always wishing to give to this great teacher.  These days, Herr Weathers has gained even more respect for me, if that is even possible, than ever.  
His doctor emphasized to Herr Weathers that due to his disorder he will probably not be able to walk one day.  Herr Weathers told me how alarmed he was when he found that out. He would rather teach from a chair in his classroom, though, than to sit at home in a chair unable to choreograph the days to come with the toys in his classroom.  “I feel like I’ve always been a teacher since I was a child, and when I do retire I want to retire because I am tired, not tired of teaching,” he reassured “but just tired.”  On multiple occasions he expressed his love for teaching and how teaching brings out the best in him, however this time there was so much certainty and passion, almost as if he wanted me to remember this forever, “and because of my disability, if I am not a teacher, what am I?  I would just be a handicapped person and I don’t want to think about that.” His voice was humble, honest and the most passionate as he uttered this sentence.   

No comment.  

In utter disbelief, I just took a deep breath and blinked my eyes a few times to cover my teary eyes.  Even at this moment, I understood how terrible he would feel if he didn’t come to school, to his room, to his students.  The thought that now at last his body supported by the force of dedication and dignity would fall due to a medical condition, made me tremble.  The other day as I was sitting in a subway, I remember thinking to myself that I cannot even understand the world where there is no recompense for Herr Weathers’s effort.  

I took a small pause before going on to the next question.  My eyes teared, but I made sure he didn’t notice.  Considering the fact that I was sitting across from a teacher, my favorite teacher, I am pretty sure he noticed.

I decided to ask him one last question. 

“What was the highlight of your personal life?”  “It makes me choke up to think about that.  The highlight of my personal life,” his voice started shaking, one hand removed his glasses and the other covered his teary eyes, “was when I shouted out ‘It’s a girl!’   My wife and I brought forth the love of our life in a hospital in Frankfurt, Germany.”  He exhaled joyfully, “when our daughter was born, I think that had to be the best thing to ever happened in my life!”  His eyes cheered up as soon as he started talking about his daughter, Sarah, “and you know what, what makes me really happy, makes my wife and me very happy is, my daughter calls almost every day!”  The pride that he feels and expresses for his daughter is stunning and most of all touching.  He has been married for twenty-nine years.  Jo Powers, his wife, is a great painter and also, significantly, a teacher as well, teaching college art.  “I appreciate her hard work and her love for teaching.  She is a great painter, but most importantly she is a great teacher, and an inspiration to me.”  Talking to Herr Weathers became a learning experience for me.  Sure, I always listened and found this teacher to be fascinating, but now, now, when I got to know him better, my appreciation for him and his dedication to work was more in perspective.  Herr Weathers’s modesty made me realize how grateful we should be for the smaller things in life, and how much we should appreciate people that care about us.  

After having the opportunity and, most of all, the privilege to interview this great man, I realized how being dedicated to things that really matter to you in life can be rewarding.  I realized how rewards can be great if one is humble, honest, sincere and most of all passionate about the things that one admires.  I had the opportunity to meet with a man that defines ambition and motivation.  I am proud to have been part of his “orchestra” and these days I am looking forward myself to come close to “conducting the music” just the way he does.  

“If I were to be remembered, I wouldn’t want to be remembered as a person so much as one of the teachers who made the learning experience in school special.  I look back at all the wonderful teachers I had.  Almost every year as I grew up I would think, “This is the best year of school yet.”   Well, I just hope that my students can look back and think about the experiences in my classroom with pleasant memories,” he summarizes.  

I know that is how I will remember Herr.

Dzenana Kurtovic

