Nurturing knowledge 
Veteran educator has lessons to give
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Terry Holland, left, athletics director at East Carolina University, smiles as his mother-in-law, Katie Corbett Johnson, talks with Mary Rose Stocks, a teacher at Wahl-Coates Elementary. Johnson's daughter, Sue Little, listens in on the conversation. 

She has seen the Model T turn into the SUV. And she's lasted longer than 15 presidents. But 93-year-old Katie Corbett Johnson is anything but "old school." 

Still reading to second-graders at Chicod School after teaching there for more than 50 years, the silver-haired, 1931 East Carolina Teachers College graduate reminded approximately 60 teachers, students and administrators at Tuesday's Phi Delta Kappa meeting that the "true" work of the profession is the cultivation of humanity. 

"God left us to figure out how to reach and nurture each flower in his garden," Johnson said. "Even though the flowers change with the seasons, it's still your garden." 

The last Phi Delta Kappa meeting of the school year, held in the ballroom at Brook Valley Country Club, was packed with such luminaries as Pitt County Schools Superintendent Beverly Reep and ECU athletics director, and Johnson's son-in-law, Terry Holland. 

While new members were inducted and officers elected during the meeting, the star of the show was unquestionably Johnson, who effortlessly shared numerous nuggets of wisdom with the professional educators' association. 

At one point, Johnson started to recite the names of all of the ECTC teachers who made a difference in her life. One teacher, Johnson said, sent her a note of encouragement every year of her life until death. 

"They so motivated me that I couldn't do anything but the best I could," Johnson said. "Every class was an open door to pure wonder." 

Johnson lamented that today's teachers to have to compete with MTV for students' attention. 

"Even when you turn the sound down, if you aren't staring directly at the child – you lose them," she said. 

Johnson wondered if the United States was losing ground compared to other countries because of misplaced priorities. 

"Our society pays teachers less than the garbage collectors and those who pour garbage into children's minds. In comparison, China and Japan pay their teachers more than their doctors, movie stars and pro-athletes," Johnson said. "If you give our teachers the respect and support, they can get the job done." 

She urged the teachers to discover themselves so they can spark discovery in their students. 

"You have to find your own way. You have to tell the truth. You have to be true to yourself," she said to a rousing standing ovation. 

Robin Wall, 21, a student teacher at Sam Bundy Elementary School, said Johnson's example is illuminating. 

"To think after all those students and all those years, she's still influential," Wall said. "That's definitely an inspiration." 

Corey G. Johnson can be contacted at cjohnson@coxnc.com or 329-9565. 

