
As I climbed the ninety stairs from the classroom building toward 
my dorm, my mind was clouded with frustration, fear, and the feeling 

of failure. Being dyslexic, I was accustomed to these feelings in 
regard to my academic endeavors, but having the success of my first 

year of Landmark College behind me, I had obtained a degree of 
confidence I had not felt before. Yet, because this confidence was so 

new, it was as fragile as a colt’s legs minutes after birth. I was like 
that too: standing on my newly found legs of academic independence, 

shaking with uncertainty and fear, but struggling to stand nonetheless. 

However, it did not take much for me to lose my balance, fall into self-doubt, and lose my academic footing. * My basketball shoes felt heavy, filled with 
the disappointment of a C– on my English 101 paper, as I dragged them up the stairs. For three days I had not played basketball or seen my girlfriend and 

had sacrificed all other work for this one paper. I had focused on describing the tree that sat proudly at the entrance to the library. I had struggled all year in Mr. 
Harris’s class, and my grade on this paper had knocked me off my feet, taking the wind right out of me. I was accustomed to grades that fell below my expectations, but 

I had given the paper my best: I had written it several times and felt that I had done a good job. * John Harris was demanding, to say the least. This was not to say that he was not 
fair or sensitive to the unique problems of the dyslexic student; it was a perfectionism that he inspired in his students that made his class so tough. We used to say he had a 

Henry David Thoreau alter he placed our papers on for grading. We would imagine he would then light a candle, quote Walden or Civil Disobedience, get out his “C” 
stamp, and grade away. We figured that maybe he had other stamps, but he only used the “C” stamp in English 101. The + or - was what gave his true 

feelings on the paper. * I had slipped out of the classroom building 
fighting rage and an overwhelming gloom. With my eyes shielded by sunglasses, I 

looked at each step as I made my climb up those stairs. The Vermont air 
was crisp and the sky was overcast, looking as if it wanted to snow 

almost as much as I wanted to cry. I passed several of my 
classmates on my climb in silence but as I reached step 

eighty-nine, I heard, “Hey, Doug, what’s going on?” Before looking to 
see who it was, I mumbled something but stopped in mid-sentence. Roxi Bratton stood before me, briefcase in hand, flashing a smile. “Too bright for you today?” he added with a hint of sarcasm. I nodded and continued on my quest for the solitude of my room to sulk in peace. * I had been in my room for about an hour and had screamed into my pillow, told myself I was wasting my folks’ money being at Landmark, and convinced myself I was never going to be able to write at the level I aspired to. The music was playing rather loudly 

when a knock came upon my door. I opened the door to find my English teacher 
from my first year at my door, still holding the briefcase. * Roxi and I had a good relationship. 

I felt he was never fully understood or appreciated by my peers and classmates. They only 
saw the outer side of him. He had one of the toughest jobs on campus: he was a Resident Dean. (Fate would later 

show me just how tough the job could be when I became an RD.)  * To call Roxi a big man is like calling the Grand 
Canyon a hole in the ground. There were rumors he had had a chance to play professional football but chose 
teaching. I never knew if that was true, but the rumor fit the man. He had the physical characteristics that made one believe it was possible, and he possessed the kind of integrity that a choice like that connotes. Once 

were nothing. Despite his physical stature, he had a gentleness to him that came out in his boyish, almost childlike, smile. I once saw a 
picture of Roxi looking down. On a child and giving that child his full attention. Children see straight to the heart of a person, and that’s why 
children liked Roxi so much. They did not see the imposing stone-faced black man who could stare you down; they saw a gentle soul who could step 

into their world and not only hear but listen to them. * Roxi had taught me the basics of writing that first year, but more importantly he had 
challenged my view of the world. I don’t really know if I realized it at the time, but he was always teaching me. And not just about 
writing—most of the really important lessons I learned from him were about life. Good teaching often takes place on the gym floor, over 
dinner, or in your Resident Dean’s room for pizza. This is the kind of teaching that makes a difference in one’s life. This is how education 

conquers racism, ignorance, and fear. This idea of teaching the whole student is where the hope of the world lies, and it was a philosophy that ran through most of the teachers and staff in Landmark’s infancy. * Roxi and I had played basketball together many times, and 
although I usually won, I also had the feeling that he picked moments to play hard and others to give me an edge. Although I got 

along well with other instructors and RDs, Roxi was one of the first really to speak with me and listen to my ideas. I had grown 
tremendously that first year, and a good deal of that growth can be traced to Roxi’s influence. * He stood there in my 

doorway while I turned the music down and asked what was going on. We played battleship like that for a while, with him 
asking if things were OK and me answering, “Yeah, fine.” Then he asked bluntly, “What were you upset about this 

morning?” * I explained the paper and my frustration with writing. I had become a fair writer in Roxi’s class, but now 
on this new level I didn’t seem to know how to cut it. We talked very generally about the process of bettering yourself 

and how the more painful something is the more we learn from it, and he told me to meet him in the gym later for 
some hoops. I didn’t feel any better, really, although I had things in a bit better perspective. * We talked later, 

while we played ball, of many things, but mostly we just played until we were exhausted. Eventually we 
got around to my frustration and the paper that had started it all. We sat there sweating, looking down at the dome floor in what Landmark was then calling a gym. I was waiting for Roxi to say something encouraging, but we sat in silence. * “It’s not going to get easier, you know,” he said, as the sweat from my face hit the floor below. “Learning anything is movement from level to level.” * I remember thinking I did not want to hear what he was saying. He spoke of basketball and 

how I got better over time and how my mistakes, although costly, were valuable in teaching what not to do. * “You still have many levels to face, but not only will you learn from them, you will learn how to face them.” He paused, then added, “But that is the future.” * After I rambled a bit, he asked what I would do differently if I were to write the paper that evening. After a rather flip answer, I began to outline what I would change. His questions were few, and he didn’t tell me where I had made mistakes or what I should change, or make many comments. He simply listened and asked questions about the tree and my paper. I later rewrote the paper but did not raise my grade all that much. But I learned something about myself and my friend Roxi Bratton. I learned that teaching is more like 
guiding than instructing. I learned that writing is not a grade; it is the 

The Ninety Stairs of Self-Discovery

I saw him lift a large apartment-size refrigerator onto his shoulder and carry it down the stairs as if it 
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