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Students: You Gotta Love 'Em 

Dr. Noel Robinson Last Lecture May 17, 2012  

Thank you all for coming and a special thank you to Dwight for 

inviting me. At first I was a little leery because Randy Pausch, 

the Carnegie Mellon professor who gave the famous last lecture 

in 2007 was 47 and dying. I didn't want to jinx myself! It's 

been a year since I've retired and in some ways it seems as if 

it were only yesterday, especially when I think in the context 

of the 41 years I spent here, and in other ways, it seems very 

long ago.  

I do miss you all, but as I've explained to some of you, coming 

up to CCM is difficult. It's a very strange experience to come 

here, knowing it's no longer a part of my life. As you all know, 

I loved teaching and feel blessed to have been a part of CCM. I 

especially want to thank the Emeritus committee and the 

administration for choosing me as a faculty emerita. I feel 

honored to be in the company of other wonderful folks and 

especially to be alongside my two esteemed colleagues, Rita 

Licciardolo and Sara Pfaffenroth.   

To date, my retirement has been wonderful, and for those of you 

on the brink, don't be afraid to make the leap. Charlie and I 

are blessed with good health and have enjoyed a great deal of 

travel this year. Very recently we spent several weeks in China-

- Hong Kong, Shanghai, Beijing and Xi'an, all fabulous. In 

addition, I have been immersed in a number of volunteer 

activities in politics and for the Morris school district. In 

fact, today, unfortunately, I must leave immediately after this 

talk because I have another commitment. 

I had a number of topics in mind for today. I could have spoken 

of the importance of having great colleagues to support and 

mentor one in a career, the revitalization that comes from 

trying to seek out new directions in one's career, the 

excitement and challenges that come from teaching itself, but, 

instead, I have decided to center on the focal point of teaching 

and why one enters teaching in the first place: the students. 

Please know that I'd be happy to hear from some of you after I 

finish speaking, because I know you all have poignant, mind-
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boggling, positive or troubling stories of encounters with 

students, just as I do. 

  

For my colleagues in English, this will be a division or 

analysis essay, according to Bedford, but please don't grade me 

on it! 

After a year away from the classroom and after so many years of 

teaching and I suppose due to my failing memory, there are only 

so many students who remain vividly in my mind, but thoughts of 

many others do pop up at odd moments. For example, when we were 

in Beijing, we visited a silk factory and saw the entire process 

from miniscule silk worm to finished fabric. As I stared at a 

single cocoon and was told that the thread that is unwound is 

more than a mile long per cocoon, I thought of my students. In 

my mind, most of them have melded together like one continuous 

mile-long thread of silk, woven deep around my consciousness. 

However, some students, either individuals or types, have left 

an indelible mark. My advice in terms of a last lecture to those 

of you in the classroom trenches is to try to enjoy or at least 

learn from your interactions with your students, even the 

difficult ones, because in retrospect, you may see these 

experiences in a different light. 

If this were a Bedford division essay, already I would have 

received a failing grade because this is a ridiculously long 

introduction, but here, finally are the categories of students 

I'll be covering: the memorable and the forgettable. Included in 

the memorable are students who were inspirational; students I am 

proud of; students who overcame great obstacles; and students 

whose stories were tragic. Among the forgettable are the 

categories of annoying, clueless and ridiculous students, almost 

none of whom I remember by name. 

The truly inspirational students, and I did not have many, had 

an insatiable passion for learning. With all the students I am 

mentioning, I am only using first names, but I think some of you 

may recognize a few of them. Madodana was an older student from 

Central Africa who spoke with a beautiful British accent mingled 

with an African lilt. The second day of class, when students had 
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their books, I saw Madodana continually leafing through his, 

turning them over, lifting them up, staring and reading front 

and back covers. At last, I asked him to please pay attention. 

He came up after class to apologize. He told me he had never 

owned books of his own before. In his African schools, books 

were a rare commodity and the few there were often were in sorry 

condition. That semester Madodana adored every minute in his 

classes, away from horrors he had known in his own country as 

well as his tumultuous years as a UN Peacekeeper in Africa. He 

was staying with relatives here, trying to obtain a US college 

degree. His written work was meticulously crafted and in class 

he was happy, eager and focused on every word from me or from 

the students. Sad to say, Madodana was unable to realize his 

dream. After he completed the semester with me, he was out of 

money, even though a number of us tried to help him with 

suggestions how to apply for aid, etc. He returned to his 

country, and though I received a letter or two from him, I don't 

know if he ever returned or got a college degree.   

A second student who was truly inspirational was Augustine who 

also was a student from Africa, Ghana in fact. He was an editor 

of the Youngtown before I became its adviser. In fact, since the 

paper had fallen on hard times, he decided almost single-

handedly to resurrect it and spent countless hours on weekends 

writing, editing and learning Pagemaker so that it could be laid 

out digitally. Augustine was very well read and his tastes were 

eclectic. Mention a book or a literary idea to him, and he'd 

either have read it, would know about it or would go get it to 

read. I knew him as an amazing student of journalism and the 

humanities, but his first love was science, especially 

chemistry. I was not surprised when he was accepted at Cornell, 

nor when he was named one of USA Today's top ten community 

college students in the nation. I have lost track of him in 

recent years, but I do know that he too had monetary problems. 

He left Cornell before graduating and was teaching high school 

chemistry at a local private school the last time I saw him. 

The third inspirational student I had, Barbara, was also an 

editor of the Youngtown long before I became involved with it. I 

had her in a Comp II class. She was a mother of three small 

children, soon in the throes of a divorce, but she was 

determined to get an education and become successful. She was 
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driven and ambitious, but also giving and caring. In addition to 

devoting herself to her studies and her many activities at CCM, 

I know she was a good mother. Barbara was highly intelligent and 

an excellent writer. In the remarks on her research paper, I 

recall saying that she did not follow instructions and write a 

research paper. Her writing was much closer to a master's 

thesis. Barbara went on the Rutgers and then Rutgers Law School 

where she graduated near the top of her class. She was featured 

on one of our billboards in the "I Started Right" Campaign. I 

last saw her after she was named by New Jersey Monthly as one of 

the Rising Stars in the legal profession. She works for one of 

the largest law firms in the state doing corporate law.   

Next are three students I am incredibly proud of. I had them in 

recent years and all were also editors of the Youngtown. First, 

Diego was a student in several of my classes. During his first 

semester here, he was not a very focused student, often doing 

work merely to get by. I knew he could be a better student. I 

encouraged him to become involved with the Youngtown and he did. 

He became more focused and passionate about not only writing, 

but about devoting himself to making the world a better place. A 

few summers ago, he and four friends took a cross-country 

charitable bicycle trip. When he was at Rutgers Newark, he was 

chosen to deliver the commencement address. In the last few 

months he e-mailed from Peru where he is a volunteer teaching 

children. Here's what he wrote: "I’ve teamed up with Otra Cosa 

and the mayor of El Tropico to create a journalism club for the 

kids ages 11-16. Our goal is to: Involve, Educate, and Empower, 

by teaching the group how to utilize reporting in order to 

improve their community." 

I am also proud of Brendan for his incredibly hard work in 

achieving his goal of becoming a journalist. Brendan too 

blossomed as a writer over the course of the several semesters I 

had him. He was addicted to sports and dreamed of becoming a 

sports writer. However, he came from a very poor family, and in 

the course of my knowing him, he constantly worried about his 

parents losing their home and becoming bankrupt. He was never 

quite sure he'd be able to complete his education. While still 

at CCM, he managed to get a position as a sports freelancer and 

then worked at ESPN in New York. Because of his earnings, 
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Brendan was able to put himself through William Paterson. Since 

then, he's turned from sports to AOL's Patch, on-line news. He's 

now the chief Patch editor for three local towns. Brendan works 

insanely long hours and is always on the move chasing a story, 

but he's also very happy. 

The third student I am very proud of, almost in a maternal way, 

is Dave. Dave was a very smart guy, honestly, too smart to make 

the stupid mistakes he made. He started out at the University of 

North Carolina as a journalism major in its excellent program. 

However, he admits he was a party guy and flunked out of school. 

After he came home, he got himself even deeper into trouble 

after getting arrested several times for DWI and having his 

license revoked. The semesters I had him, he was commuting to 

CCM via a very circuitous bus route, but was determined to turn 

his life around. He proved to be an excellent student and 

Youngtown editor, and won several writing awards. At first, he 

wished to return to UNC, but eventually decided on Rutgers, 

where he is thriving.  

Another category of students who remain etched in my memory are 

those who overcome nearly insurmountable obstacles. In one of my 

last semesters here, I had Lauren in two of my classes. She too 

was a gifted writer and I was happy to see that she recently won 

a writing award. Lauren always had some problems with 

attendance, so she was never a perfect student, but it was 

understandable because she was the cement holding her family 

together. She more or less single-handedly was raising her 

younger siblings. Her aim in life was to be successful so that 

she would never suffer her mother's fate, that is, a constant 

downward spiral due to drug addiction and an abusive 

relationship. 

Evelyn too overcame obstacles. She was a student I had one of 

the first years I taught. She was an older student, older than I 

was, an African-American single mom who had not gotten a very 

good education. Money was also very tight for her, but she was 

determined to graduate from here and follow a career. She was a 

very hard-working student, studying to master the writing 

techniques that were completely new to her. She went on to 

support herself, but always retained her love of learning and 

CCM. She returned here for additional degrees and certificates, 
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and when she stopped by to see me just a year or two ago, she 

was now taking art classes in retirement and loving them, and 

even shared with me a poem or two she had written. 

Finally, no student I ever had overcame more obstacles and ended 

up achieving more than Tom. Some of you may remember that I 

mentioned him at my retirement dinner. I take no credit for his 

success, but I know there were other mentors and professors who 

shaped his life. Tom was a very troubled student in one of the 

first classes I ever taught. He scarcely came to class and 

submitted almost no work. However, in one short piece of writing 

he did submit, I saw a spark. I spoke to him about it, but he 

merely shrugged and shortly thereafter, dropped the class. A few 

semesters later, I ran into him in the hall. He told me that 

when I had had him in class, he was addicted to drugs. Since 

then, he had returned to his native Iowa to enter drug rehab and 

was now clean. He graduated from CCM, and I had no contact with 

him until the day I graduated from Drew with my Ph.D. and was 

surprised to find that the Drew President highlighted Tom as an 

outstanding science major at Drew who had just been accepted to 

medical school. A few years later, he was featured in a Drew 

alumni magazine. He was a practicing psychiatrist, specializing 

in treating drug addiction. 

Unfortunately, there are also a few students whose lives ended 

tragically whom I also recall vividly. Mark was a student years 

ago in a Comp. II class. He was bright, full of life and an 

enthusiastic student of literature. One weekend during the 

semester I had him, he died in an auto accident. I remember 

sending a note to his parents and hearing back from them. The 

suddenness of it all and the loss of Mark cast a pall over that 

class for the entire semester. 

I had Carl in an American lit. class in one of my first years at 

CCM. He was a bit older, quite shy and soft-spoken. Because he 

had difficulties with speech and writing, I recognized he had a 

neurological impairment. He was an only child, still living at 

home with his parents. A few years later, I learned he had died 

at home in his swimming pool by himself. His parents had pre-

deceased him. Carl never forgot his affection for CCM. 

Apparently, his parents were quite successful as philatelists 

and numismatists and he inherited a great deal of money, most of 
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which he left to CCM. I think of him when I see references to 

the CCM monies in his name. 

Last, the saddest story I can recall was that of my student 

Cindy. She too I had many years ago. Cindy was small, 

attractive, very high-strung and a real chatterbox, in spite of 

my constantly telling her to quiet down. She was, however, quite 

a talented and enthusiastic English student. I surmised she came 

from an unhappy family and a hardscrabble background. In the 

semester I had her, she also had a bad auto accident and wore a 

neck brace for some time afterwards. The last time I saw her, 

was at her graduation from CCM. She excitedly told me that 

rather than going on to school, she had fallen in love with a 

sailor in Louisiana and was heading south to marry him. 

Impetuous moves were characteristic of Cindy. A few months 

later, I was heartsick to learn that she had been murdered in 

Louisiana and that her husband was arrested. Eventually, he was 

convicted. It still disturbs me, after more than 30 years, to 

think of poor Cindy.   

Now let's shift gears and turn to types of students I cannot 

recall by name, which is probably a good thing. These 

forgettable students are, to be kind, the less successful 

students. Here I have three categories: The annoying, the 

clueless and the ridiculous students.  

First, the annoying students. You all know them. They arrive 

late consistently, climbing over seven students and just about 

settling down before their cell phone rings. They never seem to 

have the book with them, or a pen or their homework, for that 

matter.  

They are the masters of excuses: "I don't have the work because 

my computer crashed/ the printer isn't working" (modern versions 

of the dog ate my homework or I left it on the bus) and 1,000 

other variations; "I've been absent seven times because (you can 

fill in the blank), but I know I can make up the work by the 

deadline tomorrow."  They constantly have their hands in the air 

interrupting with either completely irrelevant questions-- "When 

did you say spring break was?" Or with the repetition of a 

question you answered 10 minutes ago. It takes the patience of 

Job to survive a semester with these students, but they're the 

ones you meet in the hall in mid-May after failing them, who 
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announce with pride, "Guess what, Dr. R? I'm taking you for 

Comp. I again next fall!" 

Next are the clueless students. They are not the sharpest knives 

in the drawer, and they just can't quite get what college is all 

about. These students come up to the English Dept. at the start 

of the semester looking for their professor whose name is Mr. or 

Mrs. Staff. Once, one of these students told me he wasn't going 

to buy the books, because if we were using them in class, a 

student next to him would have them. Another student was absent 

for several weeks in a literature class and asked if I could 

just give him a copy of everything we said in class for those 

weeks. 

These clueless students also show up at the final exam after not 

being in class for two months and say, "I've been doing the 

reading. I'm sure I can pass." They ask you in an American 

literature class when we're getting to Shakespeare or in a 

British lit. class when we're getting to Robert Frost. Oh yes, 

there was a clueless, but very attractive young woman in my 

Intro. to Journalism class who told me she wanted to be a news 

anchor someday, but didn't like current events or interviews or 

TV production. I hope her looks have helped her. 

Finally, there's a small percentage of truly ridiculous 

students, God love them, who may have a full six pack, but I 

think they lack the plastic thingy to hold it all together. In 

the words of an unnamed esteemed colleague, they are dumb as 

dirt.  

Even though these students usually fail the course, or maybe, by 

Herculean effort pull off a D, they provide fodder for endless 

rounds of department humor. All through the years I kept a file 

labeled "bloopers" of all the absurd, ridiculous information 

students wrote on papers and tests. Frankly, I rarely glanced 

back at it through the years and almost tossed it out when I 

retired, but, finally today, it has come in handy. I swear, by 

the way, that all of these came from my own students. First, a 

few gems from literary term papers when I was teaching Comp. II: 

 Edgar Allan Poe papers. I stopped allowing students to 

write about him because the results were usually as 

laughable as these: 
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Quote "Edgar (some students continually called famous 

literary figures by their first names, like Bill or Will 

for Shakespeare) Edgar was sorely grieved by the passing 

of his beloved mother" (plagiarized to be sure).The next 

sentence: "It really blew his mind." OR 

Quote "Edgar met a lover. She in turn met a Mr. Smith, 

fell in love and ran off with him, leaving Edgar holding 

the bag." 

 From a Scarlet Letter research paper, "Roger Chillingworth 

kept spying on Hester because he wanted to know who had 

adulterated her." 

 On Hamlet: "Hamlet, according to the medieval theory of 

humours, suffered from an abundance of female hormones," A 

new one for the critics who have pondered what's wrong 

with Hamlet. 

 From a paper on the Beat poet Jack Kerouac (listen up, 

Debbie!) "Kerouac searched for himself and tried pot and 

sex before they became permissible." 

For many years I taught world literature and was often 

entertained by my students' new take on ancient literature:  

 Troy is in Crete and it was said to be destroyed by a 

title way. 

 Xerox (never Xerxes) was king of the Persians 

 The Peloponnesian War was a war between Greece and 

Polynesia. 

 On Achilles killing of Hector in the Iliad: After Achilles 

kills Hector, he cuts up his body and MARINAYED it with 

wine and has a feast for the gods." I don't know. Is that 

better or worse than dragging Hector's body behind his 

chariot for all the Trojans to see?? 

Of course, my journalism students also provided me with some 

gems. Among my favorites: 

 After the police arrested him, they did not charge him with 

a felony, but only with a mister meaner (MISTER MEANER) 

 He won a famous award that is given only to journalists, 

the PULLET SURPRISE.  
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I'm certain I could continue on with many more from my 

Blooper file, but I think I should have a conclusion or the 

Comp I essay graders will get after me. I should have some 

sage advice for all of you still on the front lines in the 

struggle to wrest a few pithy lines or gems of knowledge 

from your students, but I'm not sure what that is. I know 

that when I started my career I had hoped to spend years 

researching Middle English literature and sharing my 

findings with eager, clever literature majors. Never got 

there. Never did that. But I know I learned a lot more 

about human nature and had a lot more fun teaching here at 

CCM with you folks and with our beloved students.  

Thank you. 

 

 


