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Bark Those Orders! 

What makes a teacher good? Misconceptions abound. Some people think that extensive 

knowledge of the subject matter distinguishes the master teacher from an ordinary instructor. A 

philosophy professor, for example, should not only know the Republic inside and out but also be stuffed 

full of arcane trivia, like Plato's preferred toga-draping technique. Unfortunately, extensive knowledge 

of the subject matter does not make a good teacher. I have snoozed in many classrooms where the 

professors obviously knew their material; so boring was their delivery, however, that I never remained 

awake long enough to appreciate their scholarly analysis. 

Does this mean that holding the attention of the class is the most important quality of a good 

teacher? Certainly not. I have observed all kinds of classroom gimmicks that kept me awake but didn't 

have any influence on my intellect. To get our attention in trigonometry, Dr. Harris used to lecture on 

top of the table around which we poor students sat. The fear of being kicked in the head as he paced 

back and forth kept us from dozing off. I remember little about graphing inverses but can still see with 

great clarity Dr. Harris' mismatched socks and scuffed up shoes. Dr. Clark, my literature professor, liked 

to dress in period costumes as an attention-grabbing device. When we studied Shakespeare, Dr. Clark 

wore tights as part of his Elizabethan get-up. The costume, not the course content, became our focus. 

No expert am I on seventeenth-century drama, but I do remember how the elastic waist of Dr. Clark's 

Danskins cut into his ample belly. No, the only learning that has continued to influence my life, long 

after I have left a particular classroom, came from the instruction of order-barking drill sergeants. This 

realization has made me conclude that the truly good teacher is the person who insists that students do 

the very things they most want to avoid. 

I began to realize that drill sergeants are the truly good teachers when I first watched The Karate 

Kid. This movie chronicles the education of Daniel, a high school student who becomes the victim of 

bullies with black belts. Daniel asks for training in the martial arts after he realizes that Mr. Miyagi, the 
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apartment handyman, is a karate master. Mr. Miyagi agrees to coach karate on the condition that Daniel 

not question the instruction he gets. This request seems reasonable until Daniel learns that his karate 

education includes washing and waxing cars, sanding wood floors, whitewashing fences, and painting 

the house, activities which seem to have no connection to the martial arts. 

Furthermore, these tasks come with mysterious instructions that slow Daniel down. "Wax on, 

right hand," Mr. Miyagi commands. "Wax off, left hand. Breathe in through nose, breathe out through 

mouth. Wax on, wax off—don't forget breathing!" After the fourth day, when Daniel finally explodes 

with frustration—justifiably, I first believed—every audience applauds the boy's anger. In response to 

Daniel's outburst, Mr. Miyagi starts throwing karate punches and kicks, all of which Daniel can easily 

block. Wax on/wax off, Mr. Miyagi reveals, is really a drill in karate defense. As a result, Daniel realizes 

he's in the presence of a master teacher. Who would disagree? Because the uncompromising Mr. Miyagi 

insists that Daniel does work that the boy really wants to avoid, Daniel masters the defense half of 

karate, leaving only offense to practice. The additional lesson, for both Daniel and the movie's audience, 

is that students often do not have full enough understanding of a subject to question the methods of 

their teachers. 

 Dr. Gregory was the most demanding drill sergeant I ever had. A professor of both biology and 

ballet, Dr. Gregory insisted that her Anatomy and Physiology students identify and recite body parts 

with the same grace and precision that she demanded of her dancers practicing pliés. Her commands 

always sounded like boot camp orders. "Listen and repeat!" she shouted as we slogged through our 

umpteenth review of the human skeletal structure. A typical homework assignment would entail 

memorizing—for the next day, no less—the entire nervous system, its parts and their functions. At lab 

practicals, Dr. Gregory would not only expect flawless identifications but also perfect pronunciation. 

"Hmph!" she would snort in disgust after a nervous student had botched an especially tongue-twisting 

Latin name. 
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Believe it or not, Dr. Gregory even had special demands for our feet. In the spring, when we 

became enamored of the warmer weather, we often abandoned our footwear.  The result was Dr. 

Gregory barking, "Where are your shoes?" Because she also taught ballet, Dr. Gregory could not tolerate 

the thought of harm to the soles of her students' feet, a dancer's most important asset. So rigorous 

were her expectations, so strange were some of her demands, that students dropped their intended 

biology major to pursue a business management degree instead. These were the wimps who failed to 

see the real lesson of surviving a class with Dr. Gregory. Not only was our terror motivating us to acquire 

a first-rate understanding of the human body, but we were also learning courage and versatility as we 

tried to please our never-satisfied biology teacher. 

 Not all drill sergeants have Mr. Miyagi's mysteriousness or Dr. Gregory's explosions of 

indignation. Drill sergeants can sometimes be quite pleasant and personable. Such was the case with my 

Spanish professor, Señora Keyes, who never lost her temper, no matter how badly students destroyed 

the new language they were trying to learn. As a student, I have always preferred the back of the 

classroom where I can observe instead of participate. Señora Keyes did not care that I wanted just to sit 

in Spanish class. She knew the one thing all beginning second-language students have—a lazy tongue. 

Mine, in fact, liked to sleep in my mouth like a fat cat on a warm sofa, resenting any prodding it got to 

move. Especially distasteful was the job of trilling double r's as in perro, burro, and correr.    

Like any other master teacher, Señora Keyes made sure that the entire class did exactly what we 

least wanted to do, speak. Looking down in our laps never helped us escape the daily contributions our 

profesora expected us to make in class. Questions en español rang through the classroom, our name 

tagged at the end to indicate who had the onerous chore to complete. We weren't even safe out of 

class. If we happened to encounter Señora Keyes in the hallway, we'd get a further grilling: ¿Qué día es 

hoy? ¿Qué tiempo hace? ¿Hay un elefante en la cafetería? I cringed every time my ears caught the 

mistakes that escaped from my mouth. The rigorous practice did, however, have a positive influence; by 
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the final exam we could make our mouths move to the rhythm of this new language much more easily. 

Our primary lesson was familiarity with Spanish, but concurrently we were learning that forced practice 

means eventual mastery. 

Drill sergeants do make students complain. "Does she think this class is the only one I have?" is 

the type of question a drill sergeant will frequently inspire. Other gripes include "I can't believe he 

assigned sixty word problems on a holiday weekend!" or "Boy, what a hard ass!" These complaints, I've 

learned, usually indicate that the student has a truly good teacher, one whose demanding, 

uncompromising instruction will remain with that student for life. Because drill sergeants teach skills 

that no letter grade A through F can measure, they are the master teachers. 


