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Adventures of first grade
amaze teacher Lisa Ward
every year.

“This is my 20th year.
It’s fun. I just love it,” said
Ward, one of three first
grade teachers at McKin-
ley Elementary School in
Elyria.

“This morning (May 31)
we did a move up day: The
kids visited their classroom
for next year so I had the
little kindergartners,” Ward
said, marveling at how
much her first-graders grew
in about nine months. “And
my students went to second
grade rooms. It gives them
that sense of comfort. They
know who their teacher is
and who their friends are
going to be.

“Our first grade team
gives a little folder for ev-
ery kindergarten student,”
Ward said. “It has a book for
the family to keep and a let-
ter that tells who the first
grade teachers are. There’s
a website for rainy days
during the summer, and
sight words for first grade.”

At the end of each year
the 60 first grade students
expand their experience of
the wider world without
leaving the McKinley cam-
pus.

‘We call it camp week,”
Ward said. “We had it last
week and we extended it to
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It’s all about teamwork
Fresh discoveries with each new class motivate teacher
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Teacher Lisa Ward plays with first-grade students during Camp Day, a long tradition at McKinley Elementary School, 620E. River St., Elyria. The
students read books about camp in tents set up in the room, and worked on camp crafts, such as creating bookmarkers with letters.TEACHER»PAGE4
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Students of strings make
their instruments ring un-
der the conducting of one
of Elyria’s newest teachers.

David Pope, 35, started
the 2015-16 school year as
director of orchestras for
Elyria High School and
Northwood Middle School.

Every musician has to
start somewhere, sometime.
It is Pope’s job to help those
beginning moments along
when the budding players
are sixth-graders in Elyria
schools.

“These guys are fun,”
Pope said about the youths
on a May visit before the
school year ended. “They
smile when they do it right
and I like it when I see them
get frustrated when they
don’t do it right, because it
shows they care.”

At the end of the year,
the students were practic-
ing an arrangement of the
folk song “Sourwood Moun-
tain.”

The sixth-graders file
into the classroom. There
are 17 students with 10 vio-
lins, three with violas, two
with cellos and two with
basses.

“Everyone get settled,
please,” Pope says, and the
morning tune-up begins.

At the start of the school
year, the students were
strangers to strings. By
May, Pope has guided them
to make music by coordi-
nating heart, hands, eyes,
ears, instruments.

“I know these guys aren’t
perfectly in tune yet, by
far,” Pope said. “We’re al-
ways striving to get better
at that.

“The first time they play a
piece — and they know this
— it’s usually really terri-
ble,” he said.

The young players need
three skills — how to read
music, how to work the left
hand on the strings and
how to work the right hand
on the bow.

“So it’s like a triangle
and then eventually they’re
putting all three skills to-
gether,” Pope said. It’s a pro-
cess that takes months to
learn, he said, so the pace
of the class is deliberate.

A music “drone” tones
out so the students can
tune their instruments to
it. The students are seated,
but Pope stays on his feet,
wandering and watching
and listening.

“You’re helping each
other, that’s awesome,” Pope
said to some students. “If
you’re helping each other,
that means you’re getting
smarter, which is a good

thing.”
Pope asks one student to

play a solo to test her in-
strument and the others’
ears.

“Was she a lot off or a lit-
tle off?” Pope said.

“A little off,” the students
answer, rating the violin a 9
on a scale of 1, least in tune,
to 10, most in tune.

The 2015-16 school year
was Pope’s first in Ohio.

A native of Maryville,
Tenn., Pope started play-
ing cello in fourth grade.
He also got his first teach-
ing job there, working with
middle school and high
school students.

Pope went to Florida
State University for his
bachelor’s degree and doc-
torate in music education,
with a break in between for
his master’s degree from
the University of South Car-
olina.

He landed in Ohio after
his wife, Dr. Sara Pope, had
a rotation studying med-
icine in Elyria. An emer-
gency room physician, Sara
Pope now is doing her res-
idency at UH Elyria Medi-
cal Center.

Transplanted f rom
the south, Pope said they
bought winter coats last
September.

“It’s been a change of
pace but I really like it,”
Pope said. “It’s nice seeing

seasons again.”
His only complaint about

the weather was slipping on
ice and breaking his shoul-
der in January. The injury
has potential to be devas-

tating for a string player,
but he made a full recovery.

Away f rom Ely r ia
schools, Pope continues to
direct Florida State Univer-
sity’s summer student mu-

sic program. He also directs
other programs, including
the orchestra of Case West-
ern Reserve University stu-
dents who play instruments
but are not music majors.

“I wear a lot of hats,”
Pope said. “But I enjoy it, I
enjoy what I do. It’s purely
because I love what I do
and it’s a lot of fun. I don’t
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ERIC BONZAR — THE MORNING JOURNAL

Instructor Dr. David Pope plays along with his students during orchestra practice at Northwood Middle School, May 25.
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Eleven-year-old Brooke Lesko, left, watches and mimics the movements of Sydney Yates, 12, during orchestra practice
at Northwood Middle School, May 25.

RING»PAGE3

Cascade ParkCascade Park
LORAIN COUNTY METRO PARKS

The redevelopment of 19 Acres in Cascade Park has begun. This will bring new restrooms, a
new playground and new shelters. It will also include a restoration of the northern trail. The

renovation is expected to have a late Fall completion date.

www .Me t r o P a r k s . c c | ( 4 4 0 ) 4 5 8 - 5 1 2 1

| FOCUS: ELYRIA | MORNINGJOURNAL.COM SUNDAY, JUNE 26, 20162 E

mailto:rpayerchin@morningjour-nal.com
mailto:rpayerchin@morningjour-nal.com
mailto:rpayerchin@morningjour-nal.com
http://www.M


do good with a lot of down
time.”

As a youth, Pope ex-
plained he studied cello
with the same teacher for
eight years.

When he talks to the
sixth-graders, he sounds
excited to be with them for
coming school years. He
tells the sixth-graders about
how he wants them to have
chances to be successful.

“You don’t realize how

many teachers actually
get to watch their students
grow from sixth grade, to
have the same students ev-
ery year,” Pope said. “To me
that’s really fun because we
build a longer relationship
than just, I had you in Eng-
lish one year, let’s move on.
I get to watch you guys get
better.”

All three Elyria middle
schools have orchestra pro-
grams. Pope splits teaching
duties with his colleague
David Yee.

Their long-term goal is
to grow the orchestra pro-
gram overall. To start, stu-

dents pick what instrument
they want to play.

The sixth-graders this
year helped by serving as
orchestra ambassadors dur-
ing an instrument “petting
zoo” for fifth-graders to try
out the strings.

The class does not just
play the same thing over
and over. The students
would get bored doing that,
Pope said, and he admitted
he would get bored, too.

This year Pope and the
students played “Staff

Wars,” a video game to
practice reading music, in
a tournament styled after
the NCAA’s March Mad-
ness, complete with brack-
ets to log the results.

As they go along, some-
times he will record the per-
formance on video so the
students can hear who is
doing things right and who
still needs more practice.

The young musicians
learn enough material to

hold three concerts a year.
The sixth-graders joined
with grades seven and eight
to make a 180-student en-
semble.

“Logistical nightmare,
but these guys did a great
job with it,” Pope said.

At the end of the class,
the students take a final
minute to warm up. It is 60
seconds of cacophony until
Pope calls them back to or-
der.

“The very beginning –
bah, bah-bah-bah, bah-
bah-bah. Cellos and bass,
you start us, ready?

“Here we go: Cellos
and bass. One, two and a
one-two-three-four,” Pope
said.

The students moved their
bows over the strings for
two minutes, making their
instruments ring to create
the sound of “Sourwood
Mountain.”
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Twelve-year-old Ryan Kowalski strums his double bass
during class at Northwood Middle School, May 25.
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Instructor Dr. David Pope helps Maya Lopez, 12, tune her violin during class at Northwood Middle School, May 25.
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Twelve-year-old Samantha Parsons plays her viola during
class at Northwood Middle School.

“You don’t realize howmany
teachers actually get towatch their
students grow fromsixth grade,
to have the same students every
year.”
— Instructor Dr. David Pope
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today. It’s a first grade tra-
dition here at McKinley. It
started long before I got
here.”

“We have day camp ac-
tivities, crafts, physical ac-
tivities like the parachute,
and kids get to read books
about camping in tents in
our classrooms,” Ward said.

“It’s a great way to bring
parent volunteers in to run
different craft stations and
the parachute,” Ward said.
“They made beaded friend-
ship bracelets, playdough,
water bottle maracas, and
picture frames.”

Ward asked children to
sit at tables, each with a
different colored box hold-
ing craft items such as
scissors, crayons and glue.
From a pool of foam letters,
the children created book-
marks on metallic card
stock.

She encouraged them to
think of something they
would like to make, and
supported their decisions.

In a complicated society,
teamwork helps children.

“I know now how it truly
takes a village to raise a
child,” Ward said. “It re-
ally is parents and educa-
tors and support staff and
other peers. It takes every-
one in a school and every-
one who’s involved in that
child’s life to make them
who they are to become.”

She’s thrilled by each
transition from the first
day of school — when her
students walked in the
door wide-eyed and some-
times frightened — to mo-
ments of understanding.

“And in first grade, espe-
cially, reading happens. Al-
most all first-graders come
in almost non-readers, and
they leave reading books.
That’s a first grade thing.
They make their most
growth in reading during
the first grade. They need
to become those readers.

“They grow in different
ways,” Ward said. “One lit-
tle girl had a hard time
making friends, getting
along. She does do that
now. She gets along and
makes friends.

“On a learning front,
one of my little boys strug-
gled with math, everything
about math. But he’s leav-
ing here ready for second
grade math. He’s confident
now,” Ward said. “Even if
they don’t come in with it,
you want to see growth.”

There are many difficul-
ties for a teacher during a
school year, she said.

“I would say most re-
cently in my career the big-
gest heartbreak has been
the loss of a parent,” Ward
said. “In the last two years
I’ve had four children who
have recently lost a parent,
so that’s been the biggest
heartbreak, because fam-

ilies are so important to
first-graders. They love to
come in the door and tell
you about their families.

“That is what has
weighed heavily on my
heart the last two years,”
Ward said. “I can’t imagine
being a first-grader and los-
ing a parent. I didn’t have
that early in my career.”

She appreciates sum-
mer activities such as low-
cost camps staged by Elyria
Parks and Recreation, and
free summer reading pro-
grams at Elyria Library.

“I just hope families
take advantage of the great
summer things happening
in the city,” Ward said.

The underlying motiva-
tion for teaching makes
each new class an adven-
ture.

“I love it. I truly love it.
It may sound cliché to say,
‘I do it because I love the
kids,’ but it’s the truth. I
love to see them learn, to
grow, to make friends, and
to be excited about school.”

With mention of the end
of the school year, Ward’s
smile falls.

“I’m always sad to see
the end of the year,” Ward
said quietly.

“I don’t like to do the
countdown on how many
days are left. But I think
the end of the year is also
hopeful: Hoping that over
the summer they spend

time with family and have
fun and learn all summer
long.”

So she and the other first

grade teachers at McKin-
ley create orange and yel-
low handprint campfires
on bulletin boards and dol-

lop ice cream into rootbeer
floats to build a bridge to
summer with camp activ-
ities.

“It’s a nice way to end
our year with fun and
learning happening at the
same time.”
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Lisa Ward, a 20-year veteran first-grade teacher, hands a student a letter L to use on a bookmarker during Camp Day at McKinley Elementary School,
620E. River St., Elyria. Camp Day is a long tradition that predates Ward’s time at the school, she said.
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First grade students read books about camp while sitting in tents in the classroom during Camp Day at the end of the
school year at McKinley Elementary School, 620E. River St., Elyria.

“On a learning front, one ofmy little boys struggledwithmath,
everything aboutmath. But he’s leaving here ready for second grade
math. He’s confident now,. “Even if they don’t come inwith it, youwant
to see growth.”
— Teacher Lisa Ward
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