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When I was a freshman, my roommate left 
the night before my last final exam; she 
also took our alarm clock. I woke up the 
next morning, looked at my watch, and 
saw, to my horror, that it was eight o’clock, 
the very moment my exam started. I threw 
on some clothes, grabbed my calculator, 
and ran across campus.

By the time I got to the classroom, I was an 
emotional wreck. Math was not my best 
subject. And it was my first semester in 
college. I was the only person in my family 
to go to college, so I still wasn’t clear on all 
the rules. I didn’t know if the instructor 
would even let me in the room and take the 
exam. I wondered if that meant I’d fail the 
course and lose my scholarship. And end 
my college career. 

The instructor did let me in, handed me the 
test, and I took a seat in the back. I was just 
sitting there sweating (yes, it was 
December, but it was Alabama.) My hands 
were shaking, and I was still close to tears. 
Suddenly, my instructor was my desk.

“You still have two hours,” he said. “I will 
stay if you need it.” Then he went back to 
his seat at the front of the room.

All these years later, I still get tears in my 
eyes when I think of his kindness. And to 
me, my teacher exemplified the type of 
culture that we want to have at Nashville 
State. 

I know there are those who worry that 
Achieving the Dream means lowering 
standards. I have been here for more than 
thirty years, and I don’t remember a time 
when we didn’t worry about lowering 
standards. And that’s a good thing; we 
should always care about providing the 
best possible education.

But for me, Achieving the Dream has more to do with my 
algebra teacher all those years ago. Consider these elements of 
the story:

• I had done my part. I completed my homework. I had 
taken all the other tests. I hadn’t missed class. (That last 
part might just be a bit of rosy-colored memory. I may 
have skipped a class or two.)

• My instructor realized that snapping at me or looking 
thoroughly irritated wasn’t going to help the situation. 
He had a tardy, scared teenage girl on his hands. He 
decided on the best way to defuse the situation and gain 
the best possible outcome. 

• He realized that my being late for the final exam had 
nothing to do with him. I was not disrespecting him or 
algebra. And he acted accordingly. 

• Later, I solved the problem. The next semester, I brought 
my very own alarm clock to college. 

All these years later, I don’t remember very much algebra. I 
don’t remember his whole name (his first name was 
Mohammed). But I remember his act of kindness, and I often 
share the story. And when I can, I emulate it. Because it’s not 
too much to say that the choices he made that day helped 
determine my future.


