
 In my first years of college, at Monroe 
Community College in Rochester, NY, I was 
lucky to have an outstanding math 
professor, Mike Wagner. He showed me 
that with enough organization and 
preparation, a teacher can make even the 
hardest math seem straightforward and 
easy. Before then, I’d never really put much 
effort into a math class. I had always 
figured that math is what I’m best at—I can 
get decent grades without working too 
hard. But with Professor Wagner it was 
different; it was obvious to me that he put 
much more effort into teaching his classes 
than any teacher I’d ever had before. 

 After a few weeks in the class, I started to feel guilty if I got a bad grade on a quiz or test 
because I knew he had worked so hard to make sure that everyone in the class had everything we 
needed to succeed. I ended up getting a B+ and went on to take three more classes with him—I 
got A’s in all three. Professor Wagner inspired me to give a 100% effort in his classes, and in return 
my rewards were some of the first A’s I’d ever received; a very good feeling and one that was new 
to me. 
 It was so rewarding that gradually that same effort level started creeping into all my classes. 
Before Professor Wagner, I graduated from high school with a C average. But things have been 
much different for me since. Last year, I graduated from SUNY Cortland with a BS in mathematics 
and an A average overall. 
 One teacher can make a huge difference in a person’s life. 
 Last fall, through one of my education classes at Cortland, I did 25 hours of tutoring at Fowler 
High School on the Near Westside of Syracuse. Before starting at Fowler, I was already familiar 
with the school’s reputation as one of the poorest and lowest performing in New York State. While 
tutoring and observing, I noticed the students were much more indifferent toward their education 
than I was accustomed to in my own high school experience, which I expected.  

I’m sure it was partially because I was a fresh face, but 
it was such a good feeling for me to be able to work with 
students who were really frustrated with a math problem 
they just didn’t understand and watch their attitudes 
change to one of relief when I showed them that it was 
actually pretty easy. 

The kids in a high-need urban environment like Fowler 
High School often come from homes that aren’t able to provide the stability and support that I 
know I enjoyed. As a result, teaching in a high-need school will certainly be more challenging. But 
for me, I know it will also be more rewarding and more interesting. The kids who are the worst off 
are the ones you can help the most.  

And I know that one teacher can make a huge difference in a person’s life. 
 
 

What I did not expect was how 
easily I was able to connect with 

a lot of the kids. 


