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 Rehearsals had gone on all morning and afternoon. The annual spring concert at school 

was going to be the best one ever. Class after class entered Hardy Gymnasium according to 

schedule and each group took its place on stage at the appropriate time to sing, dance, and put on 

a play. Everybody had a part and everybody was expected to do their best. Amidst the gleeful 

hubbub of elementary kids coming and going, middle school girls plastering up decorations, and 

the guys moving stage sets, there stands Arden Johnson at the three-point line, clad in signature 

white smock, while one class sings “This Land is Your Land.” She‟s happily showing two fourth 

graders how several letters are to be cut from sheets of yellow construction paper—her masking 

tape bracelet at the ready, when right in the middle of “I‟ve roamed and rambled…,” we all hear 

the voice of the commander stop all sound and motion: “That‟s „ram-ble‟, fifth graders! All I 

heard was „mumble.‟ If I can‟t understand you how on earth is Grandma Mollie going to hear you 

tonight?! This place is going to be filled and they all want to hear YOU. You‟re the stars of the 

show so sound like it!”  

In just ten seconds her voice has morphed from stern instruction to joyous laughter and 

she sings out loudly and slowly, “I‟ve roamed and ram-bled,” then looks aside at three of us staff 

standing helplessly within earshot and whispers slyly, “Oh, have I roamed and rambled.” Then 

back to the task at hand, she tosses the paper off to the girls, and shouts to everyone, “Enunciate! 

Sing to that last person in that last row. Your mom and dad might come late and have to sit back 

by the scoreboard. Sing out! And back row boys: concert position! No slouching back there or 

(more laughing) you‟ll look like me in ten years!” The boys jump to attention and smile back at 

our beloved Mrs. Johnson.   

 

John Dewey in a Smock 

 Welcome to one moment in over three decades of life in her magical realm. That six-hour 

rehearsal was mostly directed by Arden pacing across the gym floor with kids in tow, checking 

lighting angles, cutting out more letters, listening for proper voice projection, and writing any 

urgent needs on ripped sheets of paper for pinning to her clothes. At the end of many days she 

was a regular Polly Patchwork—and these myriad endeavors on this one by someone old enough 

to be the mother of most faculty members and before the actual performance at 7:00 p.m. 

Moreover, Arden‟s gone all day without anyone seeing her eat the satisfying lunch of meatloaf 

and beans consumed by everybody else. She‟s at school before the principal arrives, stays after 

everybody else leaves, maybe eats, and yet exudes more enthusiasm for children and learning 

than others half her age. Calling Arden Johnson a “master teacher,” a high accolade in our 

profession, is too shallow a tribute, akin to calling Wendell Berry a fine writer. Arden Johnson 

was a pedagogical force of nature, a vigorous defender of all that is innocent and wonderful in 

young people. She was the veritable embodiment of author Madeline L‟Engle‟s indomitable Mrs. 



Who and Mrs. Whatsit who fly through A Wrinkle in Time in jolly abandon to help children 

throughout the universe. And her power to inspire imaginations for creating and learning and 

being was every bit as dramatic and consequential. Arden Johnson was life-changer whose work 

at school day by day, year after year, was a sacred endeavor to uplift children—and anyone else 

who would listen. Her commitment rose above the din of the commonplace and myriad 

challenges to their well-being that so tragically characterize our world today.  

 Arden shined with love and affection for those she called “the great unwashed masses” 

and passionately taught the subjects she knew they could encounter together through learning in 

its most expansive forms. But teachers and parents everywhere seek to love and learn. Arden‟s 

special capacities for both created waves of powerful influence that moved all who cared to 

benefit from the experience. “John Dewey in a smock” is how senior professor of doctoral studies 

at Seattle Pacific University Arthur Ellis has characterized Arden to audiences throughout the 

region. He visited her middle level art and kindergarten classes many times to see her in action. 

And what a marvel her rooms were even without the kids climbing all over her at story time—a 

veritable gallery of art and cultural museum arrayed with all manner of student treasure! To be 

sure, the walls held timeless images by DaVinci and Degas—she wanted the kids to know the 

masters, and of classical statuary from Rome and Greece. When the students sat down, or walked, 

or jumped, or listened or laughed, these places were absolute buzz-saws of purposeful activity. 

What some among the laity—including the occasional school administrator, saw as a cacophony 

of boxed and scattered art supplies, newspaper clippings, photo displays, half-finished clay pots, 

and oil portraits in various stages of completion was actually tangible expression of brilliance 

rarely found in public or private education.  

Dr. Ellis once said that you could go see the most purposeful interdisciplinary and fine 

arts instruction either at Endicott-St. John Schools or at Harvard. (And thanks surely in no small 

measure to Arden, we have had more than our share of graduates at Harvard, Stanford, Cornell, 

and the academies, as well as colleges and universities throughout the Northwest.) “John Dewey 

in a smock.” Others sometimes laughed when they heard that, but Dr. Ellis wasn‟t smiling when 

he said it. Arden intimately knew the works of Dewey and Maria Montessori and Alfred North 

Whitehead because she cared about doing what was best for children—the long hours and sweat 

of excellence. Arden‟s effusive demeanor and abiding kindness concealed to newcomers the mind 

of a prodigious thinker. She read every issue of The New Yorker from cover to cover (before 

having her kids cut them into a thousand pieces for collages), professional journals like The Art 

Instructor, and anything else that might offer insight into how better to know and teach. 

 

If It Flies…. 

 How could you confine the realms of such unbounded childlike wonder and prodigious 

intellect in the name of reductionist “school reform”? Well, of course we were district employees 

of a public institution so the order came down for new approaches with essential academic 

learnings, WASLs, and reporting pupil progress. To be sure, there are appropriate reasons why 

our schools have needed progressive change. But there should be special mandates for persons 

like Arden to operate unimpeded. Expecting her to teach from a list of EALRs would have been 

like telling Monet to paint by number. The duty fell to me years ago to get Arden “on board” with 

the new initiatives. We were to start with the science curriculum, so at a faculty meeting and in 

subsequent bulletin announcements I asked our teachers at each grade to write down the sequence 

of their science objectives and units. Everyone complied within a week or two, but nothing yet 

from Arden and Fran, those two incredible souls to whom a couple generations of locals had 

entrusted their children. When I did see her rushing down the hall, she would say something like, 

“Hey, babe (her inimitable way of addressing some adults), “I‟ve been meaning to talk to you 

about that science stuff.” Then she‟d disappear like a pixie among the kids. Finally I met with 

them both and solicited courteous consent to supply me with the necessary paperwork as soon as 

they could. Incidentally, Arden used her own diminutive terms for “little people” and “big 



people.” Elementary children were “kidlets” or “munchkins,” adolescents were “honey” and 

“troops.” Adults could be “babe,” “kiddo,” or “windbag.”  

From all that was clearly transpiring in Arden and Fran‟s classes, anyone could see that 

higher priorities had been reining. This went on who knows how long until I caught up Arden in 

the one day and told her I really needed to finish this. She gave me that wonderful raised eye-

brow smiling “Hmpf” in resignation that I wasn‟t going to forget this. (Rather like her response, 

incidentally, to folks who think that pouring concrete across rivers is more important than the 

preserving the noble fish runs that she reminded us God had decided long ago should go there. 

And let‟s not get started on federal health care priorities for children!) Well, at the end of the day 

I had a paper in my box on the Endicott kindergarten science curriculum featuring the incredible 

display of font shapes and sizes that Arden delighted in using to illustrate her points. It read:  

 

 

Of course she was describing the scientific method at a five-year-old‟s level, and her approach for 

this and most everything else she did was at once elegant and effective. Long afterward I 

happened upon a line from Emerson that suggests her special insight: “If a child happens to show 

what he knows about a plant, or bird, or rock, …hush all the class and encourage him to tell it so 

all may hear. Then you will have made your school-room like the world.” I marvel today at 

numbers of artists, musicians, and scientists who have gone from her classroom into the world 

and made such a difference as dependable friends, conscientious parents, and informed citizens. 

Many heard their first symphony, made clay sculpture, and identified “extrusive igneous rocks” 

(a favorite phrase of hers) in her downstairs kindergarten room. 

 I visited Arden there on many occasions after school. One time I asked, “Arden, I‟ve 

worked with you all these years and your classes are so busy with kids occupied in so many 

different ways, razor blades for cutting and shaping strewn all about in the art room (not typically 

known as the most popular place for junior high boys on sunny afternoons), yet in all this time 

you have never once sent me a student with a discipline problem. What goes?” In her modest 

way, Arden first responded by saying she had no idea what I meant. But I pressed her on it—and 

just like the science curriculum as with thousands of other pearls of timeless wisdom she would 

share with any seeker, Arden said, “We talk a lot the first day about being a family, how when 

you‟re at home you don‟t have to raise your hand to sharpen a pencil or go to the bathroom or if 

you need a knife the drawer isn‟t locked. We visit about the importance of trust and how no 

brother or sister is any more important than another. Everyone in a family is to be cared for and 

held accountable for proper behavior. Then wonderful things happen.” 

 

Notes and Letters Home   
Here she was expressing the critical distinction between coercive and persuasive power, 

and Arden knew the superior value of the latter as well as the finesse needed for students to 

develop its appreciation. I suppose had Arden wanted to expand on this theme and put it in a 

three-ring binder she could have presented across the country and made a million bucks. But that 

would have meant missing those children in her classroom family, not to mention at her home in 

Colfax, and she knew the higher priority. Besides, as she often said when we asked about the 

latest pile of storybooks or fluorescent glitter or world flag set or who knows what else she 

If it flies through the window we catch it in a net. Then we VERY CAREFULLY 

look at it and count the wings and legs. If it crawls along the floor we put it in a jar with 

holes and get a magnifying glass and study its shape and color. If we find pretty rocks or 

worms out on the playground we bring them inside and examine them, too. We draw 

pictures of these things and talk about their names. Then we put them back outside and hope 

they will be safe. ☺ 



bought at her own expense to share with the kids, she‟d just say, “Oh, Chic owns Fonk‟s so we‟re 

rich you know.” Judging by what she regularly brought to school, I never figured out how what 

she bought at her own store could ever have yielded any profit. Arden‟s incredible Halloween 

get-ups would have given nightmares to the Brothers Grimm, and she was the best thing that ever 

happened to the Boise/Cascade paper and 3M laminator companies. (That masking tape bracelet 

of hers was to plaster up student art at a moment‟s notice on any available wall or window.) 

Reams of every color in every thickness of every size were stacked all over her classroom, and I 

swear I found her in the workroom one day struggling with Judy to laminate a student-rendered 

construction paper map of the world that must have been eight feet long. She finally got it 

through with some Grandma Sudhoff “dad blast it” language. But the incident suggested why the 

folks down at NASA‟s Ames Research Center may have been so interested in her. Anyone who 

could perfectly guide something even half that size through a laminator could likely land the 

Space Shuttle blindfolded. 

 As we all know, Arden was a gifted writer and had one of the most popular columns in 

the Gazette for years where she regularly kept the county posted on the doings of Fonk‟s magnate 

“crabby old Chic,” her three wonderful children, and something at once nonsensical and wise 

about an incident somewhere in the world, nation, or community. Her letters could be interesting, 

poignant, and hilarious, like some of the yarns spun on A Prairie Home Companion. But to all 

who ever had a child in one of Arden‟s classes, there was nothing more meaningfully written than 

her progress reports. When I was principal we moved from quarterly to monthly reporting but I 

think Arden had been doing that for years anyway. But just consider this aspect of her personality 

that I glimpsed from a principal‟s perspective. Say it was just quarterly and that she had an 

average of fifteen kindergarteners in the morning and thirty-five art students in the afternoon. 

That‟s fifty students she‟s writing about at least four times a year or two hundred letters, and she 

did that for way more during the decade I worked with her.  

Now as principal I asked the staff to always put a copy of anything sent home in my box 

a day ahead of time as I was accustomed to perusing these since I was averse to having a comma  

out of place or proper noun not capitalized. After all, we were “the school.” Everyone routinely 

complied and I soon found that there was little reason to review these as we had highly literate 

teachers on staff. Of course I couldn‟t help but notice not just the volume of material Arden sent 

to parents, but also the unique nature of each communication. Just think about it: About five 

hundred a year for twenty years is 10,000. Now I read many of these and guess what? No two 

were ever alike. These were individually composed narrative reports. No filling in sterile 

Scantron comment sheets or computer reporting for Arden! Small wonder how child and parent 

would respond when getting something like this in the mail, and any of you who received them 

know exactly what I mean:  

  

  

Dear John and Gloria, 

I just had to tell you what a marvelous little cubby you have in that darling boy of yours. I‟ve had 

a zillion adorable kids over the years but never one who can pronounce all his consonant blends 

like your dear Thomas. We‟ll soon be working on br-, cr-, and dr- so if you spot a few headlines 

in the newspaper this week with those sounds, be sure to have him sound them out for you. Last 

Wednesday he was the first one who went over to help Ellen when she got poked in the eye at 

recess. Not everybody would do that. And those color combinations he uses on our animal 

drawings. Are you guys related to Picasso or something?! It‟s just a marvel and I can‟t wait to 

see what he will come up with next. Have a wonderful week and thanks again for sharing your 

precious child with us. 

Mrs. Johnson 



I have a vivid memory of visiting Arden in her classroom after school one day in the 

spring of1993. Lots of change was in the wind since the board had recommended the construction 

of a new school which would necessitate demolition of our iconic 1911 brick structure. Arden 

loved that building as we all did and we had long disagreed about whether or not to put up a fight 

to preserve it. Endicott graduate Mike Lowry was governor who had called to say there might be 

a way to obtain some grant money for renovation. With reluctance I had opposed the offer and 

Arden knew why. The district had been operating very much on “borrowed time” since the 

county building inspector had condemned the building for countless safety code violations and 

threatened closure if not remedied within one year. Even shuttering the place temporarily with 

nebulous grant money pending would never avert the very real risk that the community would 

lose its school entirely and our cooperative would no longer exist. The state would probably then 

split the district three ways among the surrounding communities.  

I knew it was a bitter pill for Arden to swallow. She cherished every oak railing, bas-

relief sculpture, and trophy case, and guarded the storage closet in the old art room as if the 

ancient graffiti on the walls inside were rare Egyptian hieroglyphics. Yet not once in that long, 

drawn-out bond campaign did Arden ever express disagreement with me or anyone else in the 

many public community forums on the issue, though I knew full well her thoughts otherwise. 

Given her profound influence with the staff and community at large, I was always grateful that 

she placed the longer-term viability of the school above personal sentiment. And what a 

marvelous building we have thanks in no small part to Arden‟s active participation in the 

architects in matters of design and classroom specification. (And yes, those glorious bas-reliefs 

were all restored so children passing down the halls every day could gaze upon the likes of 

Washington Crossing the Delaware and Columbus Discovering America.)    

          

Journeys of Discovery 

While all that change was swirling about an idea was born due in no small measure to a 

series of discussions our middle school faculty had been having on curriculum improvement. 

Arden, Sue, Dave, Suzanne, Janet, Mary, and I with others had long been concerned by what we 

considered “curriculum fragmentation.” It sounds like a disease, and one that has attacked schools 

in epidemic proportions by dividing the day into separate periods for all subjects in ways that 

foster little relation to the other—a clear violation of Whitehead‟s warning to teachers, “You must 

not divide the seamless cloak of learning.” Most folks don‟t especially fret about these  

things, but we all agreed there must be a better way to do things for the kids‟ sake. So we 

launched a search for an ideal theme that we might sew back into our cloak of studies. An idea hit 

us after hearing a presentation by teachers from Chimacum that we thought was incredibly novel 

and soon found that many educators had been using it since the days of Herodotus in ancient 

Greece. Discovery! We could develop a series of thematic units around great “journeys of 

discovery”—the experiences of lifelong exemplars of learning whom we should always hold up 

as models in inquiry across all the disciplines—men and women like Marco Polo, Eleanor of 

Aquitaine, Lewis and Clark, and James Cook. To promote reading skills we would use their 

original letters and journals as our “textbooks” and authentically extend from their dizzying array 

of observations to all the content areas—science, literature, history, mathematics, and of course, 

art.  

 I will never forget my first visit with Arden back in her catacomb classroom one 

afternoon in late April of 1994 about our prospects for such an endeavor. As she listened to our 

ideas she began to affect her wonderful way of expressing enthusiasm—knees together, eyebrows 

raised, open-mouth smile, and as if to sanction final approval, her tight staccato clapping, and, 

“Yes! Yes!” I had seen that look before and often thought it meant, “It‟s about time you guys 

caught on to what I‟ve been doing all these years!” But of course she was too kind and self-

deprecating to ever say such a thing. Wasn‟t it Bruner who wrote, “The object of learning is to 



gain understanding in a context of connectivity. Strive for this ideal, be it in fifth grade or 

graduate school.” Arden probably wrote him a letter about that back in the „50s. What I thought  

 

 

 

 
 

 

to be reasonable caution would be using the following the year to develop these units. (We 

intended to do this with all the middle schoolers.) But, “No way!” Arden said. “In the first place, 

the kindergarten is signing on for this coming September, and why would we deprive a whole 

group of older kids next year of such an experience? Just get the readings compiled and we‟ll 

plan the lessons as we go. And listen to the kids, they’ll tell us what they want to know.” 

Being somewhat from the “old school,” I began to feel a pit in my stomach. But there 

was no turning back now. Visiting with Arden about all this was like striking a match to 

gunpowder. But this was an incredibly exhilarating explosion and one that none of us who 

worked with her will ever forget. She shamed us into meeting once a week in the wee hours of 

Thursday mornings for at least a couple years to get our upcoming weeks organized. I said, 

“Arden, we have no money to compensate teachers for all this extra time.” “Oh, we don‟t need 

money,” she‟d say on this and many other occasions, “we just need passion. I‟ll get us all there.” 

And she did, along with so much more. She overcame her lifelong fear of flying and headed 

down to Ames and elsewhere to teach space art and learn about all the constellations that Lewis 

& Clark described in their journals. “Sacajawea and „the boys,‟” as she called them, would be our 

first “Journey of Discovery.” 

 

The Great Wild Turkey Caper  
I had bought a small paperback edited version of “the boys‟” 1804-06 journals so the 

staff could get some idea over summer what we would be doing with the kids now only a few 

months away. We didn‟t know that she read somewhere their original journals were bound in 

Morocco leather, whatever that is, and decided every student should have a leather-bound, three-

ring binder journal to record their own daily experiences for the year‟s expedition lessons. She 

found a game farm or something over in Idaho and traipsed over there in summer to get miles of 



brown leather that she started the year by having all the middle schoolers cut and sew as bound 

covers. She paid for it all. Then she wanted to turn the covers into stunning expressions of natural 

art. What better media than nature‟s bounty? So she had dear, patient Julie start putting APB‟s in 

the daily bulletins. Who could forget them: “Students, teachers, Romans, countrymen—send me 

your animal bones, porcupine quills, pressed leaves, and anything else you think might 

wonderfully adorn our Journeys binders. Just pile them in the big box I have by the door in the art 

room.”  

The troops responded enthusiastically, but this also raised a moral dilemma. Arden was a 

pacifist who would not brook harm to any living thing let alone children. For this reason she 

barely tolerated competitive athletics (but woe to the referee or coach who in the middle of tight 

game would dare berate a beloved Johnson grandchild! And whenever greeting friends of former 

students now in uniform she would invariably want to know how they were doing.) Well, when 

Derek informed her that hunting season was fast approaching and that he could shoot a few 

pheasants and wild turkeys to meet the need, Arden did hesitate before declining the offer out of 

principle. Yet she continued to burn with lust at the prospect of colored feathers and scaly feet not 

to mention what else might be carcass salvageable. “Those turkeys must weigh twenty pounds,” 

she was heard to utter wistfully in a faculty meeting. And then it happened. She was passing 

through the lunchroom and some of the kids from St. John told her that an enormous wild turkey 

had met its demise at Matlock Bridge after being smacked by one of Gail‟s immaculate school 

buses. Feathers, feet, and worse were all there for the taking along the entire length of the bridge. 

Some of us saw her eyebrows rise but really didn‟t give it another thought until the next morning 

when, you guessed it: piles of turkey stuff were strewn all about the art room—along with a 

peculiar aroma. There was Arden was as busy with those kids as if she were Michelangelo and his 

apprentices working on a piece of Cararra marble. More announcements in the bulletin followed, 

and the mangled remains of more critters arrived, some hardly yet in rigor, thus earning her and 

Sue the title “Road Kill Queens.”  

From there on, there was no stopping the wondrous infection that spread to our classes 

from what she had long been doing in her own (and now to teachers in other countries I might 

add). We went on archaeological digs—not the simulated ones, but real ones guided by staff from 

EWU, Dave drove us all in a big yellow bus through stubble fields to reach some magical forest 

on Union Flat where we had environmental science lessons and more art projects, and little and 

big kids in the wagon trains with Ray and Stan and Louie‟s sometimes unruly horses heading 

along the Mullan Trail with crackers, pickles, and fish for lunchtime fare. (Arden was a stickler 

for authenticity.) We solved a local 1910 extremely cold case murder only to have to keep mum 

when we found the daughter of the perpetrator was still living in the county, and with help from 

Louise and Leonard she staged an original production based on the Morning Star myth of this  



                                    
region‟s Native Peoples. Through it all our students wrote and presented, calculated and drew, 

and learned and reflected. “Learn all you can,” Jefferson had told Lewis & Clark in his 

instructions, and Arden used this challenge to inspire us all—and others across the country. Here 

are the concluding lines from one of her watercolor lesson plans she presented to an audience at 

the National ASCD Conference in New Orleans: “The early explorers did not always have the 

advantage we do of special papers, paints, etc. How did they accomplish their drawings from life 

in nature? They identified new species of plants and animals. Do you think this is still possible? 

What beautiful things did they CREATE? They saw magnificent scenery. What did they 

CREATE? In their journals we see drawings and commentary on the land. What kind of art did 

the native peoples of these places CREATE? Think about artists and their approach to life. HAVE 

YOU REALLY TRIED TO SEE THINGS FROM A DIFFERENT POINT OF VIEW? THIS IS 

AN ADVENTURE! DON‟T BE AFRAID!” 

Some folks around might have thought that it made little pedagogical sense to give the 

kids such free rein in their choice of projects and journal writing; after all they had tests to take. 

Well, we gave them all the required state exams at the end of the term and guess what: the grade 

averages went up from the previous year for every class that participated (and the same was true 

for our companion classes over on the coast). Arden insisted we give students an opportunity to 

anonymously respond in writing to the whole experience after going down the Ohio and up the 

Missouri and over Plains and Rockies to the Pacific for nine months. Did they get bored out of 

their minds or what? So we asked, and boy did we get answers. I remember that Amy‟s rather 

summed it up for everyone: “Dear Teachers, I just want you to know that I think I learned more 

this past year than I have in my whole life. Thanks so much!” Arden quietly read through all 

these and then we asked what she thought. “Next year Marco Polo!” she exclaimed. And so we 

did.  

 

Stars of the Show 

Henry James has famously written, “A teacher touches eternity.” I have known no finer 

example of such touching than Arden Johnson, and the eternity implies an impact beyond one‟s 

own knowing and experience. This broader aspect happened because of her only this week. I read 

a portion of these remarks to a group of our graduate level teacher candidates at Seattle Pacific 

University. Nobody there had ever met Arden, but the topic of study was our pedagogical legacy 

from Ancient Rome, where figures like Cicero were famous for their rhetoric and eulogies. I 

figured what better context to share these thoughts about our late friend. In accordance with 

Arden‟s encouragement to us years ago, I routinely have these students also compose reflective 



journal responses every week (though we do it online now—a change Arden would have 

embraced). Here are a couple lines from what one of our candidates wrote: “I was very deeply 

affected last night by what you shared. I couldn‟t sleep for pondering the connections Mrs. 

Johnson made to so many, and now ultimately to me. I aspire to be like her in some small way 

and now want to teach like never before. I want to touch lives like she did. When you speak of 

her at the memorial, know that she is still teaching students like me how to live our lives to the 

fullest. The connections are still strong, the mission grandly accomplished.” 

One of Arden‟s favorite authors, Henry David Thoreau, once wrote something like, “The 

sky would be so very dark if no stars shone but those few that shone brightest,” and Arden‟s 

favorite constellation was a swirl of children beaming under any circumstance. Do you know 

what appeared at our school early that next morning following that performance she had been up 

working on all day and night? I thought I had been the first one in the building, but again not so. 

Under a banner titled “Stars of the Show,” dozens upon dozens of construction paper stars 

appeared across the entry windows in a vast joyous arc, no two alike, dazzling gold and red glitter 

surrounding the name of each child who had been there. 

 

Richard Scheuerman (19.x.07)  


