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Retirement can wait when teaching a child is heaven
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John Lucadamo, a teacher for the past 36 years, tries to view each day as a new beginning.

"Something interesting always happens," says Lucadamo, who has taught fifth grade at PS 101 in Forest Hills Gardens for the past 11 years; before that, he worked in the inner-city schools of Bedford-Stuyvesant. "I never know what my kids are going to ask me that day. I have to be able to dance on my feet."

The kids call him "Mr. Luke." Lucadamo, 57, brings in snakes as class pets and plays jazz records in the background while teaching. He works with students on the school play and takes the class on nature walks, requiring students to record their observations in their science journals. He shows pictures of his own family in an effort, he says, to help create a sense of classroom community.

"You need to like to be around children," Lucadamo says. "It's not a job, it's a vocation."

Whether job or vocation, teaching is still tiring, Lucadamo admits, echoing the sentiments of many local teachers whose enthusiasm has often been worn thin by budget cuts, a ream of regulations, and, sometimes, discipline problems. What keeps these longtime teachers going, especially past their mid-50s, when retirement incentives are so alluring?



Rejuvenated by youths

Many senior teachers gather motivation from a variety of sources, both in and out of the classroom, says Letitia Chamberlain, former director of the Center for Career Education and Life Planning at New York University.

Yes, they want to make a positive impact on the lives of children, but some - especially those who have had other careers - want to share their life experiences and interests in the classroom. Others, Chamberlain says, find themselves rejuvenated by mentoring student teachers, reconnecting with the youthful spirit of a new generation.
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At the same time, teachers acknowledge they often need to gain new skills to keep them growing on the job and to relate better to students. "Ten years ago, I knew nothing about computers," Lucadamo says. "But I took classes being offered by the United Federation of Teachers, and I feel better equipped to teach this new generation of kids."

At 85, Thelma Adair exemplifies the passion of teachers who believe in lifelong education.

"From birth until death, one should be able to gain new information and skills," says Adair, who also has been a community activist and religious leader in Harlem. "You never stop learning, so why stop teaching? I am a more informed teacher than I was 50 years ago."

Adair knew from a young age that she wanted to be a teacher. She began teaching migrant children in North and South Carolina, then came to New York with her husband in 1942 to complete a one-year master's program at Columbia University's Teachers College.

Adair fell in love with Harlem and immediately got involved in a community project to build a church on West 122nd Street and Lenox Avenue, now the Mount Morris Ascension Presbyterian Church. In this building, she helped found Head Start Programs for the community.

In 1953, Adair began to teach in the education department at Queens College, trying to "add the reality of life to the text of academia." She wanted the students to visit the communities where they might teach, so she took them on field trips to the Bronx, Bedford-Stuyvesant, Harlem, East Elmhurst and other neighborhoods. They explored the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, a branch of the New York Public Library. They visited judges and sat in the courtrooms.



Unlocking life's essence

An educational leader in various other capacities throughout the years, including the coordinator of education for the Peace Corps in the Caribbean, Adair is still strongly motivated to work - she remains interim director of the Head Start Programs at the Mount Morris church. "The survival of a community is based on education," she says. "It unlocks the future; it is more than the key, it is the essence of one's life."
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Just as Adair found a way to make education, activism and religion come together, other successful longtime teachers must find ways to bring their personalities and interest to the workplace, says Anita Lands, a career counselor who specializes in midcareer changes.

Before Barbara Hafner began teaching fifth grade at West Hempstead Elementary School, she had a passion for travel and business. A buyer of junior sportswear for Macy's, she took trips to Asia on a regular basis. But after she got married and had her first child in 1984, she decided she needed a change in lifestyle.

"She has a very gregarious personality and loves to work with people of all ages," says her husband, Emil Hafner, a teacher in the Baldwin school district for the past 36 years. "She had the right attitude to become a teacher."

Barbara Hafner attended SUNY Old Westbury, which counted many of her business courses toward her degree in elementary math education.

She credits her husband with giving her a lot of ideas for activities in the classroom and ways to handle her students. Over the years, the support of other colleagues has been important, too, as they discussed their experiences in the classroom with one another.

Hafner says she has been able to bring her business interests and life experiences to the classroom, introducing a stock market game to the children and writing letters to pen pals in other countries. "There were glamorous parts about being a seller," she recalls. "There are good and bad days at all jobs, but the majority of days as a teacher are good. You reach a child every day." At 52, Hafner says she has no plans for retirement; she is president of her local teachers union.

For some teachers, having such a direct impact on children is enough to motivate them for years, says career counselor Lands.

Sam Lederman, a special education reading teacher at Martin Van Buren High School in Queens Villagefor more than 25 years, teaches "Direct Instruction," a program that uses repetition and drills to teach decoding and comprehension. "It is so exciting to see the look on their faces as they begin to read," he says. "This program is fabulous.... It will get me into heaven, if anything will."
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The stress can build

Although Lederman says he enjoys his work with the children, he admits he's dismayed at the overcrowding at Van Buren, necessitating double sessions. At 54, he is considering retiring in a few years but wants to continue teaching literacy classes for adults.

Similarly, Lucadamo, who recently decided to retire from PS 101, largely because of health problems - he has had six knee surgeries over the years - does not intend to stop teaching altogether. In between learning Italian and playing the saxophone, he plans to volunteer at his school two to three days a week.

Ultimately, for teachers to "sustain themselves for a prolonged period of time, they need to feel valued," says Nadia Resnikoff, president of the Middle Country Teachers Association in Centereach.

Barbara Devoti, a teacher at Massapequa High School, says she has been buoyed by that feeling for 25 years while teaching parenting and child study classes and helping establish a school-based nursery school for neighborhood children.



'Parenting' with dolls

In her "Parenting" class, students take home a computerized, life-size doll called "Baby Think It Over" on weekends. They learn about the characteristics of children (the baby's crying wakes them up in the middle of the night) and how to care for them (the students wear a bracelet that they hold up to the "baby's" back; a disc inside it tells them if the "child" is hungry).

Once they have learned some of the principles of child care, students enter the second semester, called "Child Study," then apply their knowledge in a nursery school program that serves 48 neighborhood children.

"I love seeing their interactions," Devoti says. "I know that my high school students are learning a variety of behavior basics in the class, that if they don't use in their professional life, they will apply to their younger siblings, family members or their own children one day."
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Some of her students, such as Danielle Beneville, who graduated from Massapequa High School in June, volunteered in the nursery for two years without credit after completing the program as 10th-graders. The class inspired Beneville to go to Boston University School of Education, where there is also a nursery school in the building.

Devoti says she also gets a lot of appreciation from the students' parents. "They say to me, 'I'm so grateful to you and your program. My child has an idea about what she wants because of this class.'"
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