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Personal History


The grand tradition of learning is a timeless practice that is passed on from educator to student, parent to child or friend to friend.  Learning though does not always take place within the confined walls of an academic forum.  Often, the most profound learning occurs outside in the “real world.”  It is there that I gained most of my knowledge and wisdom.  Yet, I now find myself back inside the academic halls seeking to further my formal education; hoping to combine years of life’s wisdom with academic instruction.


I grew up in a typical American, white, middle-class, two-parent household.  My younger sister and I were raised in a very loving, strong family environment.  We were taught to treat others with respect, with morals and values that were based on a Christian doctrine.  Within this context, I recall learning that all humans are God’s creatures, and as such are the same in God’s eyes.  As children we sang, “Jesus loves the little children, all the children of the world.  Red and yellow black and white, we’re all precious in his sight.  Jesus loves the little children of the world.”  This song may have taught me on a very basic level about the racial differences that exist throughout the world, but it also taught me that in God’s eyes we were all the same.  As a result, I did not equate differences as a bad thing, they were just differences.

Although most of my friends from school were also white, my best friend for many years was a black girl my own age.  We spent a lot of time together, and it is because of this exposure to a child of another race at such a young age that helped to form my racial worldview in later years.  I never thought of her as different.  In my innocent eyes, she was my best friend, and someone that I cared a great deal about.


For the first eight years of my life, my family and I lived in Southern California, but in the ten years that followed, we lived in Incline Village, Lake Tahoe.  The community itself was small and quaint.  People always looked out for each other, and could be counted on in times of need.  I recall an incident with my sister’s best friend who was hit by a drunk driver on Halloween.  He was in critical condition, and given very grim possibilities of ever living a normal life again.  He lived in the hospital for many months, and with the mounting bills, the family was not sure how they were going to make it through the tragedy.  The town saw the dire need of the family, and held a benefit dinner and concert to help with the growing bills.  Almost everyone in the village, and many people from the surrounding areas showed up to give their support.  It was a true example of the togetherness that this community had.  I remember thinking to myself at the time how wonderful it was that the community pulled together so strongly, and how proud I felt to be a part of it.


The school that I attended contained an almost entirely white student body.  I only remember a couple of Hispanic students, and two black siblings that attended the school.  Although it would seem that their differences would exclude them from the majority, that if far from the truth.  Looking back, I honestly don’t remember them being any different from anyone else in the school.  They were treated just like everybody else.  This may be due in part to the fact that the majority of the area was affluent, and these “minority” students were economically a part of the majority.  As a result, all interactions that I had with them were always positive and enjoyable.

Despite my obvious cultural shelter in school, I was fortunate to have a father who was a pilot.  As a family, we traveled frequently.  Much of my cultural diversity was gained by traveling throughout Europe and Russia.  We have friends who live in Belgium, and most often, when we traveled to Europe, we stayed with them.  One time in particular I recall arriving just in time to celebrate the couple’s 25th wedding anniversary with them, their friends and family.  It gave me an opportunity to experience a festive aspect of their culture.  It was quite a spectacle.  The first noticeable difference between American society and European that we encountered was the greeting.  Everyone (men, women, the elderly and children alike) greeted each other with kissed cheeks and hugs every time they said hello.  It was a definite shock in the beginning, but within moments, it became a custom that I quite enjoyed.  From there, the festivities went on to include dancers, puppeteers, and family comedians.  Everyone present participated in the festivities, and unlike most American parties that tend to unwind most often around midnight, this celebration didn’t start fizzling out until four in the morning.  The celebration taught me the great sense of family and tradition that our friends have within their culture.

In sharp contrast to the loving atmosphere that I experienced in Belgium, the culture in Russia in 1984 in the midst of the Cold War was very different.  The general mood was very ominous.  The people on the streets were quiet and somber, and wore clothing to match this behavior, primarily black or dark colors.  They showed little outward joyous emotion.  I was fortunate though to meet some teenagers my own age.  It was because of them that I learned that these people found happiness for themselves in different ways than I was accustomed to.  When we got together, we played guitars and sang songs.  We laughed and shared stories.  They were very aware of the fact that in general, Americans had more opportunities offered to them.  Although they envied the sense of freedom we had, the Russians did not dwell on that fact.  They found hope in what they could do, and were thankful for what they had.  This left me feeling almost guilty for what I had, and the opportunities that were open to me.  Despite the feeling of inadequacy, I did learn that within what looked on the outside to be a very grim place, were people who lived, loved and played within the bounds that their society allowed.

It was not until I visited Ireland at the age of fifteen that I realized the internal importance of heritage.  I am of Irish and German heritage, and have visited both countries in my growing up, but it is my Irish ties that I most closely associate myself.  I loved the sense of community and family there, it reminded me of the wonderful sense of tradition that I experienced in Belgium.  I was fortunate to have been able to stay with an Irish family from Dublin while I was there, and partake in a few customs and traditions.  My host family found it necessary (and funny) to serve me black sausage, a traditional Irish food.  Although I was pre-warned about this interesting delicacy, and the fact that it was made with some sort of animal blood, I did try the food with trepidation, so as not to offend the family.  Needless to say, I was only able to eat a couple bites and can safely say that I will never try it again.  

While in Dublin, we visited a family pub where we were introduced to other traditional foods, although this time they were a bit more appetizing.  Some local children entertained us by dancing their traditional Irish tap dance.  We were then able to enjoy the rich history of the people when we visited a few of the beautiful castles and their surrounding areas.  I learned the strong importance of their unforgotten history, and the personal push for them to try to revive their heritage, even in the face of adversity.  There were many elders that I met along the way who had not given up the native language of Gaelic, and were on a quest to teach future generations the beautiful dialect.  

One of the most intense struggles that I dealt with during my youth was with my best friend.  Paul and I worked together during my late teens and early twenties.  From day one, we became instant friends, and began spending a lot of time together.  Little did I realize though that from the beginning he was hiding a very deep secret from me.  Paul was gay, and he feared that I would shun him just as many other people had in his past.  The night I found this fact out, an intense internal struggle took place.  I had never knowingly been friends with a gay person before that time, and was unsure how to handle the situation.  Although I knew that he was a wonderful person with whom I thoroughly enjoyed spending time, I wasn’t sure how to deal with his sexuality.  I was worried about how other people would perceive me because I was a friend of his.  Then within one profound moment, I realized that it was who he was inside that mattered to me.  His sexual orientation was really of little concern to me.  In that one moment, my ideas about minority cultures in general changed forever.  I began to see the differences in people around me, not as barriers between us, but rather as new experiences that were awaiting my understanding and interest.

The incredible relationship that I shared with Paul changed my life forever.  Up until that point in my life, most of the exposure that I received to outside cultures other than those that I had visited was through television and media.  It was there that I was first exposed to cultural biases and indifference.  I rarely was shown positive images of gay people, so my first interaction with Paul was very difficult.  I realized that my awkward feelings about Paul were brought on mainly because I did not know or understand what he was going through. However, through the experience I learned not to jump to conclusions about people before getting to know them personally.  I also learned that the images the media portrays of people are often wrong, and should not be used to judge other people or cultures.

Throughout my life’s experiences, I have come to realize that I am fortunate to be an analytical learner.  I rarely accept things at face value; instead, I want to know the inner-workings of things.  This has passed over on to how I perceive people.  I strive to get to know people, and “how they tick.”  As a future teacher, I believe this attribute to be very important; one that will allow me to be more patient with my students and their many differences.  I realize that I do not know (and will probably never know) all there is to understand about every culture in the world.  Yet as a future educator, I am aware that I will be constantly learning through my students, other people, and the environment around me.  It will be my job to widen my students potential to succeed through cultural diversity and understanding.

Through my travels and experiences with many cultures and people, I have learned that as a white female living in America, I have been afforded many opportunities.  These opportunities have opened up the window of understanding in myself about the world around me.  I know that I must strive to understand people from their perspective, rather than from my own personal cultural viewpoint.  It is then that I will gain a more thorough understanding of other cultures.  A Midwestern poet, Theta Burke, wrote of the differences of perspective, and how we should not see other points of view as wrong.

On yonder mountain shines the sun.

From the rising to the setting

its light falls in varied shadows

at different times of the day

But that does not mean that either the sun


or the mountain changes

or that they who describe them differently

are liars.





Theta Burke

