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Neal Whitman

First Grade, long ago:

The bell was rung.

School’s out.

The Last Day of School!

A lie, of course.

The end of summer proved it so.

But today truly is

My Last Day of School.

Today I retired:

took my last breath

as a professor.

But what had I professed?

First, that a preceptor without example is a vain thing.
True teachers dare to be exemplars.

Second, that inspiration is an active process.
A principle of respiratory physiology,

but also a precept of pedagogy.

Finally, a variation of the Shaker saying-
Every breath a prayer.

Every breath a lesson.
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About the poem:

“In 1987, while conducting a faculty development workshop in Canterbury, New
Hampshire, Elaine and I visited its historic Shaker village and met Eldress
Bertha Lindsay, the last living Shaker eldress. She held my hand and
whispered, ‘Every breath a prayer.’ This came to mind in 2008 when I taught
my last class, a course for public health graduate students entitled ‘The
Arts and Public Health.’ “
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