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Little angel was quiet beside me as we drove through town last Thursday, dusk falling on the Mountain City and a school year that would officially end the next morning when she received her last report card from St. Michael School.

It wasn’t a sullen quiet, nor tired or angry, and it surprised me for the timing. Given the travails and lamentations of the previous nine months, she should have been belting out some teeny-bopper version of “School’s Out.” When a red beside Fred’s book store afforded a moment to inquire, sweet eyes of green betrayed dawning awareness.

“Are you sad to be leaving St. Mike’s?”

A soft “yes” spoke volumes.

Curtain falls on an academic chapter that began at age 4 when Jenny Jones and “Miss Susan” Raley opened their hearts and Pre-K’s squeaky screen door to my little Abzilla. Seven years later, she closes out Janey Moore’s fifth grade, when the kids truly bond on the eve of separation.

“Life is a series of hellos and goodbyes, I’m afraid it’s time for goodbye again.”

Billy Joel’s ode to change echoed silently as we ascended West Main Street, big girl on the edge of young lady about to trade a little school that’s more like home, for the great unknown of Mount Savage Middle, its teeming halls and locker combinations, eighth graders and male teachers. I assured her she would be fine, that this is the moment all her teachers worked for at St. Mike’s. And besides, it’s a soft landing on the other end.

Three years ago this fall, the oldest of the Progeny Three encountered a bit of turbulence in the jump to light speed required of a move from a class of a dozen or so, to something like 150. But Mr. Cain the Mount Savage guidance counselor helped smooth the wrinkles, and soon enough the amazing school secretaries knew Annie’s name like all the other kids. She belonged. This morning, in fact, young lady on the edge of God Help Me tours Mountain Ridge High School with her Indian compadres, eager to explore that next new world. 

But Mountain Ridge will lack arguably the best biology teacher in the county, apparent victim of sordid office politics.

I chatted with Beall High teacher Vicki Knieriem the other day after a letter writer alerted readers to the school system’s incomprehensible decision to transfer her to the Career Center instead of the new school under construction next door. She’s one for the books, so to speak: 30 years teaching, 16 as science department chair, a resume five pages long. Teaches classes like Advanced Placement Biology, Advanced Biology and Science Research – the latter an entirely new course whose curriculum she developed on her own. She’s the only teacher in Maryland to have a student elected to the National Science and Humanities Symposium three times. The Freshman Honor Society at Frostburg State University has accorded her a “Most Influential Teacher Award” 20 times. She was a Wal-Mart Teacher of the Year.

Knieriem’s influence extends beyond the classroom. Senior class advisor and prom coordinator for more than 25 years, she developed the first after-prom program in Allegany County. A strong advocate for field trips, she’s taken kids to the Caribbean, Cape Cod and the Everglades, and was eyeing Australia in ’08. She also treks to nearby research centers like Fort Detrick and the National Aquarium.

Vicki Knieriem takes seriously the sacred charge to toil in the schoolhouse garden, to sow seeds and tend shoots. While Career Center students are every bit as deserving of such a teacher, her experience would be utterly wasted on students who are not preparing for college-level science. And that’s simply not the mission of the Career Center. Four of the six courses Knieriem’s been assigned at the school are not in her field, including chemistry and environmental science – which she has never taught. 

Explain that management decision. It’s like putting Brooks Robinson in right field.

It is an absolute travesty that someone of Knieriem’s background would be passed over for Mountain Ridge, where she would finally have the tools to kick it up another notch, as difficult as that is to imagine. From McCoole to Mount Savage, our children will suffer for this appalling display of bureaucratic chutzpah. It is an offense to common sense and sound educational policy. 

Some of those slotted for Mountain Ridge have taught only a couple of years. I’m all for fresh blood, its passion and enthusiasm. Or is it malleability, and loyalty to the regime that produced this farce? Mrs. Knieriem is feisty, headstrong and vocal – qualities that might not make for a “team player” but combine in her to form something far more important: a leader, and a hell of a teacher.

As for passion and enthusiasm, I’d refer back to the bare outline of her resume. It would have been far easier for her to punch a clock all these years, go along and get along to retirement.

Board of Education members reportedly claim impotence, saying such decisions are the sole province of administrators. Not!! We elect the board to run the school system. Period. The buck starts and stops there. The board must either provide a rational explanation for this wholly illogical move, or reverse it. Anything less is a shameful abdication of its responsibility.

The true measure of any educator is the judgment rendered by his or her students. A member of the Beall High class of ’73 wrote to say Mrs. Knieriem’s “contagious excitement” inspired him to become a wildlife biologist. Diana Pryor, class of ’96 – who first raised the issue on this page – noted how well prepared her students are for college. And then last Friday a newly minted Beall grad appeared at my desk, bright as sunshine and bearing letters of support for a teacher who had something to do with her purposeful stride, smiling eyes and limitless horizon.

I bow in gratitude to Vicki Knieriem for all she has given, and all she has left to give. As should we all…

