
Hi Steve, 
  
I have been wanting to get in touch with you for a long time, so I'm really 
glad to have connected with you.  (I actually have quite a bit to say that's 
been on my mind for the last several years) 
  
I wanted to thank you for being such a great teacher and let you know that 
you've had a major impact on the way I look at history. 
  
I came to Walnut Hill as a junior in 1998 and I was in your U.S. History class 
that year.  It was a weird time for me, being new to the school and coming 
from a very different environment, and living away from home for the first 
time.  I don't know how much I participated in your class-- probably not a 
lot.  I had always disliked U.S. History and was pretty shy about speaking up. 
  
But I vividly remember the content of your class.  I remember designing our 
own Vietnam War memorials.  I remember the way you supplemented our 
dry textbook with selections from the Simpsons and Schoolhouse 
Rock.  Most of all, I remember the book you had us read a selection from-- 
LIES MY TEACHER TOLD ME by James Loewen-- and the way 
you encouraged us to think for ourselves, to not just accept the pabulum our 
textbook was spoonfeeding us.  You were so passionate about history's 
complexity and you really wanted us to take an intelligent approach to 
its study, to be curious and probing instead of memorizing names 
and dates. 
 
I never had another teacher like you, my whole academic career-- I never 
had another history teacher who tried to teach us to think 
critically.  Everybody always just wanted us to highlight, outline, write the 
paper, take the test-- and at the end of the year, basically, forget 
everything.  But the kind of critical thinking you wanted us to learn was 
about so much more than U.S. History-- it applies to everything, 
from knowing how to filter the media we watch and read, to forming 
one's own opinions about news and politics, to keeping an open mind 
about differences between people. 
  



In college, I read the full text of LIES MY TEACHER TOLD ME and it totally 
blew my mind.  This was probably about three years after you were my 
teacher, but it was the first time I realized what a great teacher you had 
been.  It was amazing to me, once I read the whole book, that you'd shared 
this powerful resource with us.  The book totally changed the way I looked at 
history and world events.  It has become my most-recommended book, the 
one I'm always lending out to people, even more than my favorite 
novels.  My copy is now very worn and bruised, but I just got the revised 
edition and I can't wait to see the updates. 
  
I'd always thought I hated history, but in college, I realized that I actually 
loved it.  I just hated the way it was taught to me as a kid -- dull, dry, full of 
facts and battles and terms I couldn't remember.  College history was so 
much better, because it allowed for the complexities, and I took tons of 
history classes that I really enjoyed at NYU.  I even ended up doing a study 
abroad program in South Africa where I became fascinated by the history of 
that country, which I've now visited three times.  
  
But what really got me interested in all of it was reading LIES MY TEACHER 
TOLD ME.  I wish every high school history teacher would share this book 
with his or her students.  I wish every teacher could appreciate how 
monumentally important it is to show kids how to think critically, for 
so many reasons:  because it empowers kids, because it makes history 
way more interesting, because it turns a passive public into an active 
one.   
 
Recently, I lent the book to a colleague at work who has a son just starting 
high school.  We've had many discussions about how he can share the 
message of this book with his son, who is obsessed with the "Saving Private 
Ryan" version of World War II.  I feel that every high school student should 
get this opportunity to discover how much more complicated history is than 
they've been taught as children. 
  
This is something I think about a lot, not just for fun but professionally, 
because I'm now an editor of children's books at Penguin.  The books I edit 
and publish inform kids' thoughts, and I feel I have a huge responsibility to 
choose wisely.  I want the books I choose to not only be enjoyable for kids to 



read, but to help them find new and more complex ways of seeing the world, 
independent of what their parents and their teachers and TV and the 
internet tell them to think. 
  
So this has turned into a pretty heavy letter, but my point is just to offer a 
belated but very heartfelt thank-you.  You were a great teacher back then 
and I'm sure you have only gotten better.  And you have inspired me in ways 
that I'm still discovering as I get older.  I hope your students know how lucky 
they are! 
 
Kendra Levin 
 


