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There were so many teachers in my life that really affected my thinking, my learning, my attitude toward education and even in who I believe I am today.  Mrs. Mills told me that I should not pursue literature and that I really did not have a knack for it.  Mr. Hamell was so brilliant! He knew every novel that we had to read backwards and forwards.  Mrs. G was so overbearing it was painful sometimes, but I learned more about our nation in that one civics class than I did in all other social studies or government classes combined.  But out of all the teachers that I encountered and sometimes endured in high school, none could compare to the professors that came in college.  Dr. Naperkowski was the funniest guy I had ever come across and I never liked Thomas Aquinas or Chaucer until he opened up his books.  Dr. Pellow was so demanding but I know that I possess a great amount of my knowledge base thanks to him. But the one professor that possessed all the qualities of a truly effective educator was Dr. Andrea Herrera.  



Dr. Herrera was one of my last instructors in my pursuit of an English degree.  I was newly married and in a few weeks into the class I would find out that I was expecting my first child.  In the span of just a few short months Dr. Herrera altered my entire literature understanding almost as much as my newborn son would alter my world.  Dr. Herrera taught minority studies primarily, not literature.  However, she offered one course that could count for both literature majors and minority studies majors.  One of her finest qualities was her ability to balance the focus of both majors in one class.  Short stories written by minority authors that are normally passed over for literature classes because they did not fall under the umbrella of either American or British literature were brought to life in Dr. Herrera’s class.  Novels that questioned the reality of who we are as humans and what our perception of self is based on kept the class buzzing beyond the length of the class period. Dr. Herrera was a like a juggler in a circus act sometimes, discussing the literary qualities of what was read and the relevance to the minority community at the same time. She balanced the lecture with the discussion nicely in her class, not letting us veer too far off course but sometimes letting us hang over the edge to our great pleasure. Her greatest balancing feat was in her ability to address several different learning styles, though.  Some of us learned better visually, some of us were better with things that we heard and still others were better retaining information that we, for lack of a better word, experienced. She often created lessons that forced students into groups in which we relied on each others creative abilities not solely on her intelligence.  

Besides her balancing act, Dr. Herrera practically oozed of confidence.  She marched through corridors with masses of students following at her footsteps, not wanting to let her go at the end of the class. Her talent however was not in her own confidence, but in her ability to inspire and build her students confidence.  She gave us every opportunity to succeed in her class-immaculate timelines, clear expectations, and concise guidelines.  She inspired us to greatness and made us realize that potential. 

Dr. Herrera was also very giving of her time.  She rarely had a closed door or a weary look for the wandering student seeking advice. On one assignment I was feeling very uncertain of my entire paper, Dr. Herrera sat with me late into the evening helping my focus my attention, guiding my thoughts through the murky wording with a beam of knowledge. Dr. Herrera was a very compassionate woman as well.  Late in the year, I was by this time very pregnant and feeling the weight of my unborn child, Dr. Herrera walked with me after class to my vehicle carrying my books for me through the snowy parking lot under the guise that she wanted to talk with me about God only knows what.
  
But Dr. Herrera’s finest quality was her enthusiasm for the studies and instruction.  Her enthusiasm was highly contagious, infectious even.  I knew that even on the worst of Tuesday mornings I had Dr. Herrera’s class to go to and I would feel better.  I knew I was going to learn something incredible that day.  I would go into the class and I was inspired to write and discuss because she often praised all her students.  Even though we were adults, she offered us words of encouragement and praise as if they were free candy and we ate it up like any young child would have.  She was a very inspiring woman in her own right.  Coming from a small underprivileged community in Florida no other member of her family had attended college and through scholarships and her own academic prowess she received her doctorate. There were students in this class that were there because they needed to fulfill an elective slot and they heard that this lady was pretty easy-going.  In the beginning these students sat in the back of the class, rarely if ever offered voice to discussion and when thrust into group work slouched in their chairs making sure everyone knew that they were not happy to be there.  As the semester progressed however, I noticed change.  The spines of their books were actually broken.  One time a young man offered a small glimpse into his mind; I thought Dr. Herrera was going to fall over she was so excited about his participation.  She was so gracious about his interjection and made that young man feel like a hundred bucks.  Her enthusiasm for that story reached him that day. She inspired him to be more in that class. I often aspire to instruct like Dr. Herrera.  I think about the books that she shared with us in that tiny room that semester and I want my students to get a taste of those very authors.  I have a mighty big shadow to fill but I have a wonderful silhouette to start with.  
