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Vol 143 St.Sometimes
THE LIFE AND TIMES OF AN INTERNATIONAL TEACHER SINCE 2000

A BIT ABOUT 
COMO, ITALY
Como is a little Italian city I have 
rarely ever heard of. Maybe once 
in a history class. (not like I ever 
listened in history classes)  The 
city of  Como lies just 25 miles 
north of  Milan, which is much 
more famous. The city lies on the 
southernmost tip of  the south-
western arm of  the lake Como. 
Did you find it on the map yet? 
Google it!

“For us, it involves 
walking twenty 
minutes down into 
Lugano or getting a 
quick ride. Once we 
get to the train 
station, we buy a 
ticket out of  a 
machine and jump on 
a train - on time!”

We only spent a day in Como. It 
was just a chance to get out of  
the house and shop for things at 
lower prices. I wasn’t shopping so 
I sat with Jenna and people 
watched in a square next to the 
Duomo (Cathedral of  Como) for 
a few hours. The rest of  them 
went shopping all over Como.

Everything in Switzerland is 
more expensive. Over the Italian 
border, the Italians have lower 
taxes and fewer regulations on 
food items. Since the border is 
only a few minutes away, a lot of  
people go over the border for 
shopping. Therefore, the border 
patrol so spot checks and tax 
items they find.

Everything went well for the new 
teachers. Most of  us had never 
been to Italy (I was there for four 
hours once when I went to an 
American football game). It was 
an adventure just to get Euros 
out of  a cash machine but we 
didn’t have to worry about 
Italian. Almost everyone in 
Como, at least the touristy areas 
we were in, spoke English well 
enough to understand and be 
understood. What a nice little 
trip. We almost missed the train 
home!

The first free Saturday, several of  the newbies opted 
to travel “international” a few minutes away to 
Como, Italy. 
I never thought I could go to Italy for a day. This was my second of  
many times to come. Italy is just a few kilometers away by train or car. 
Mom and dad have told me many stories about when we lived in 
Germany and would just go for a short trip to some other European 
country. As an adult now, I am doing the same. 

A small group of  new teachers got on the train and headed South for a 
little shopping. It wasn’t my idea, and I didn’t need to go shopping. I just 
wanted to get out of  my apartment and hang out with some of  these 
cool new friends. 

Tonja (Germany), Sarah (Missouri), 
Jenna (D.C), Blaire (California), 
Jordan (Minnesota), Andra (Texas), 
and are all sitting in the picture 
above - clockwise starting from 
Tonja bottom left. Steve (Boston) 
and I were the only two guys. Later, 
this group would be my comfort 
zone in several different cities.

I’ll have to go back to Como at 
some point and see some of  their 
museums. It is a really beautiful lake 
city. Supposedly, Madonna and a 
few other celebrities have houses 
here. (not that I care anyway)

Andra and Jordan pose for a 
picture on a hand statue that 
sits just meters from the 
Como train station. I took 
this picture and then sat 
down for my own shot. This 
one turned out a lot better, 
simply because of  who was 
in the pictures.  

EUROPEAN TRAVEL BEGINS
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Venice, Beautiful Venice
Everywhere I have been goes onto some kind of 
a beauty scale. It’s just something I do. The top 
and bottom are easy. The bottom came along 
when I went to Guyana a few years ago with 
Scott, Tara, and Elsie. That was a real toilet! 
Now I don’t have to think if  someone asks me 
about my top beautiful spot. Venice lives up to 
its romantic reputation. What a beautiful place!

Venice is a train ride away for me. If  I 
remember correctly, we spent just over two 
hours on a train from Lugano to Venice. Simple 
as simple can be. When we arrived in Venice, 
we exited the train station and walked down to 
the water to jump onto one of  the public water 
taxis - more like a water bus. Seven or eight 
stops down the river, we got out and met with 
the apartment manager. She arranged to meet 
us because the streets of  venice are small and 
winding like a bee hive. We would have never 
found the little apartment without the manager.

Blaire, Thank You Blaire
Have you ever been to Europe with a high 
school Art History teacher? I have. Blaire is an 
amazing person to travel with. She is just like 
my sister, Erin, in many respects. Everything is 
done on the web well ahead of  time. Blaire 
arranged for the apartment in Venice, put down 

the deposit, got tickets arranged, and even 
planned out a few “must see” places to go. No, 
she’s not the only one of  our group that knows 
Venice, but she was the glue that bound us.

There were just four of  us on this trip. Blaire, 
Steve, Jordan, and I were an excellent travel 
group. With just four of  us, we could stick 
together and move around without much fuss. 
And that’s a good thing. We all had to share a 
bathroom, if  you call it a bathroom.

Blaire arranged for a small apartment with one 
bedroom, one bath, and a living/dining room. 
The living room had a rollout couch that I slept 
on. The girls shared the queen bed. Steve slept 
like a little kitty curled up with blankets on the 
floor. Steve said he didn’t care, but he obviously 
did care. He jokingly brings it up when we 
reminisce about the trip.

How much do you know about Venice? I still 
don’t know a lot. It’s time to read more about it. 
But I had Steve and Blaire to fill in some gaps. 
Steve explained that Venice was originally 
formed during the early Eastern Roman 
Empire years, when the Lombards were 
invading. Venice was a port city originally built 
over a swamp on wooden supports. (I googled it 
and found out the wood is Adler trees, which 
are known for their water resistance.) Venice 
has always been an important city as a link 
between the East and West. Now it ranks as one 
of  the top destinations in the world and maybe 
second in Europe.

We wandered around the maze of  streets and 
found our way to Piaza San Marco, the Doge’s 
Palace, perhaps the most famous of  Venice’s 
attractions. I didn’t go in. I apologized to Blaire. 
This is one of  her most favorite places in the 
world to visit. But the dude at the entrance 
wanted me to put my backpack (literally the size 
of  a woman’s purse - for my camera and lenses)  
in some kind of  locker and come back. Instead, 
I found two German Hefe-Weizen Beers and 

provided a meeting point for the others. I just 
stood there in front of  the palace and watched 
people while I sipped my beers. 

The photo above is 
from the main 
entrance of  the 
palace, right below 
the horses - The 
Triumphal 
Quadriga or Horses 
of  St Mark's. Those 
are the horses that 

represent the power of  Venice, the horses that 
Napoleon stole and sent to Paris. These are just the 
replicas. The originals are inside to protect them 
from the elements. 

The two days we spent walking around the streets of 
Venice were amazing. We had dinner outside by the 
water and watched as the Gondoliers came and 
went. The shopping was way out of  my price range 
and I really don’t need anything. The little boutique 
shops were amazing. Most of  them were the size of  
a living room with items in the astronomical price 
range. Wow. This was one of  the most relaxing cities  
that I have been in. (beaches and diving exempt)

Some day I will come back to this amazing, 
romantic city with a special woman to dote on. We 
can stroll the maze of  streets, drink wine along the 
canals, and relax. 

Remember, trains leave on time. Give ample 
time for taking the water taxis on busy days.
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Barcelona Weekend
Las Rambla is one of  the 
landmark streets of  Barcelona. 
The approximately 1.3 km long 
road, in the middle a pedestrian 
zone, connecting Plaça 
Catalunya in the centre with the 
Christopher Columbus monument 
at Port Vell is probably the 
central transport hub in 
Barcelona to the port. During 
prime time tourist season, La 
Rambla can get quite crowded 
because it’s also one of  the major 
attractions of  the city.

Walking down Barcelona's main 
street one encounters numerous 
street performers posing as 
‘human statues’. These street 
artists feature as imaginative as 
they can, from celebrities and 
mythological beings to imaginary 
characters. They prop themselves 
up on little boxes, wave at tourists and put up little shows for 
a tip. If  you happen to visit La Rambla, bring all your loose 
change and put it aside especially, but be careful of  your 
belongings as the street has become the prime target for pick 
pocketing. --taken from Amusingplanet.com

Another Weekend Trip
This was country number 50 for me, last time I 
counted. That’s pretty good for a traveler that goes 
out from different home bases around the world. 
Some people just travel country to country to fill the 
map. I am no tourist! Well, this time I was. 

In order to leave for a trip from this school on a 
weekend, you have to be quick. Most trips fly out of  
Milan, Italy and the last bus to Milan is at 4:30 ish. 
That means we have to high tail it down to Lugano 
and get the bus quick. It’s not easy if  I am still 
putting kids in cars at 4:00, but Sarah, Andra, and I 
made it. Two other teachers were leaving for a quick 
trip to Africa to get rugs. Yes, a quick trip to Africa 
for rugs. They had arranged to check out a van and 
another teacher drove all of  us down to Lugano. 
Luckily, we just made it. A small bus that regularly 
goes to Milan was still waiting. It was virtually 
empty. We each paid 50 ChF (around $50) for a ride 
to the Milan airport. How easy was that!

Blaire Again, and the Group
Once again, it was Blaire’s planning. She arranged 
for an apartment with three bedrooms and a 
separate living room/dining room for seven of  us. 
Blaire, Steve, Andra, Jenna, Sarah, Jordan, and I 

flew in at different times but met at the apartment 
right near La Rambla. Amazingly, I have nothing to 
report about the flights. Everything was so easy. 
Shuttle to Milan. One hour flight to Barcelona. Taxi 
from the airport to the apartment. Done. No 
excitement or surprises!

A Tourist Bus? Yep!
Traveling with seven people is much more of  a 
headache than just four. We split up right away. 
Andra and I opted to take a tourist bus around the 
city. Others decided to see all of  the Gaudi works. If 
you don’t know Gaudi, oh well. I wasn’t impressed. 
The Sagrada Familia is the most touristy “must see” 
but it is eternally under construction. I saw it but I 
was more impressed with the boats in the marina 
and the street statues.

The next day, Andra went off  with someone else 
and I broke off  from the group with Jenna so we 
could go see the famous La Boqueria Market. Jenna 
was so happy just walking around looking at all of  
the exotic foods. I just went along. My only thought 
was “Man, this is the cleanest market I have ever 
been to.”

I spent about three hours sipping on sangria and 
watching tourists move along the streets. I didn’t 
want to go shopping and we had been kicked out of  
our apartment in the morning. Instead of  carrying 
all of  our luggage, it seemed like a lot more fun to 
just sit and watch people while everyone’s luggage 
sat safely next to me. 

I’ll go back to Barcelona, but it will be to visit 
someone who lives there. It is a thriving city where 
everyone speaks Spanish. That was the other 
exciting point of  the trip. I have been struggling to 
understand Italian - very similar to Spanish - but I 
am far from communicating successfully. Everything 
is in English at school and I jump right into Spanish 
when someone talks to me in Italian.

The only way I will get into Italian is to meet some 
Swiss!  It’s about time to make a break from the 
larger group. If  I meet some Swiss and hang out 
with them, my Italian will come alive. Indeed, I truly 
enjoyed this travel group. I look forward to traveling 
again with them, but not in such a large group. That 
was a bit tough.

Amazing. They don’t just sit 
there. They surprise tourists by 

moving!

For you Katrina!

Getting Ready!

Christopher Columbus!

The street statues were my 
favorite part of  being in 

Barcelona. There is a lot more to 
see, but that will be next time.

http://www.itre.us/ssw13
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What’s Missing?

If  you have followed my 
travels, this street may 
scream “CLEAN” to you 
too. I still haven’t gotten 
used to seeing clean 
streets, no dogs eating 
dirty diapers, homeless 
people, piles of  rotting 
trash, plastic bags, and 
sewage free flowing out 
along the street. Those 
are the everyday things 
I have come to regard as 
“usual”. Look at the 
above picture again. I 
still cannot believe I am 
living here. 

“How are you doing Greg?
We want to know how school is, about the apartment, and 
what it’s like living in Switzerland.” - Mom
It just snowed in the 
mountains. The 
picture to the right is 
what I see every day, 
to and from school 
from my apartment. 
The streets are clean. 
The weather is mild. 
People speak Italian, 
English, and some 
German. Life is good. 
Perhaps this is truly 
worth half  the salary I 
was making in 
Venezuela. 

My daily routine is 
waking up at 430am 
and walking 12 
minutes up the mountain to school. I still maintain 
my morning prep routine. At 5am there is no one at 
school so I can make copies, grade papers, plan out 
lessons, and enjoy the cool crisp breezes through the 
windows. I usually get two hours of  “Greg time” in 
my classroom until my teaching partner comes 
along to get me for breakfast.

Since this is a Boarding/Day school mix, all of  the 
teachers eat in the main dining hall. Sarah, my 
teaching partner, and I go to the dining hall at 
7:15am and eat a continental breakfast until about 
7:45 or so. Then we walk 3 minutes across campus 
to the elementary buildings across the road. (There 
is a full-time set of  police at the crosswalk during 
school hours to protect the school foot traffic.) 
Elementary classes start at 8:15am. 

Most days, I teach from 8:15 to 12:40, eat lunch 
with all of  the grade 04 students, get a break at 
recess until 13:30, then teach until 15:40. Students 
that ride the bus get herded to the playground and 
kids that are picked up by their parents go with me 
to the parking lot, where I actually put them into 
their parents’ cars. There are a lot of  exceptions.  

Homeroom teachers do get a lot of  breaks during 
the day. Maybe not breaks, but time away from their 
homeroom kids. Students are broken into ability 
groups for Singapore Math and SRA Reading. That 
means I teach students from other grades and other 
homerooms depending on what levels I teach. My 
math class is all fifth-graders. My SRA reading class 
is a mix of  some of  my homeroom and some of  the 
other fourth-graders. (There are three classes of  
each grade level PreK-5. Each level has two 
American and one Italian class.) Having mixed 
classes to teach allows me to get time away from my 
fourteen little cherubs every day. Too much time 
with the same group is sometimes relentless, both for 
the students and the teacher. The SRA, MATH, and 
ITALIAN classes are held at the same time in every 
class, every day. What a great process. 

Since this is an international school, I also have 
several periods throughout the week that are free 
from students. There is one class of  Italian four days 
a week. I get that time to plan with Sarah, grade 
papers, or have upper grade meetings with third and 
fifth grades. I get kicked out of  my classroom at that 
time, but that’s a gift after teaching so much.

Upper Campus:  The 
upper levels of  campus are a 
maze of  old buildings painted 
in Renaissance colors. We 
spend a lot of  time going up 
and down stairs here.

Beauty:  The grounds of  
this campus are similar to a 
small university! Grass and 
paved pathways weave in 
between the many buildings 
for classes or dormitories. 

Small Streets? All 
around the outside of  campus 
are little “European” style 
roads between older buildings. 
My apartment building is an 
exception. This is where 
Sarah lives, down to the right. 

What’s Missing?     

Everywhere around campus are 
walking paths. The picture above 
shows how each sign is for a foot 
path, including the average 
walking time to get there. 

The school campus is right on 
the Hermann Hesse tour. He is 
actually buried in the Church of  
St. Abbondio - the church I walk 
past at least twice a day to and 
from school. The paths lead to 
his museum and all around this 
mountain area where the famous  
German poet lived. I live right 
here in the Hermann Hesse 
area!

http://www.itre.us/ssw13
http://www.itre.us/ssw13
http://www.lugano-tourism.ch/en/306/on-hermann-hesse%E2%80%99s-footsteps.aspx?idActivity=654&idMod=842
http://www.lugano-tourism.ch/en/306/on-hermann-hesse%E2%80%99s-footsteps.aspx?idActivity=654&idMod=842
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SRA & SINGAPORE MATH
Our school adopted two programs in recent years. Both have their 
merits and their tediums. Have you ever heard of  SRA Reading 
or Singapore Math?

SRA Reading is a direct instruction reading program. That means 
teacher centered, prescribed, and inflexible. Those are three 
descriptors that made me cringe before I started teaching SRA. 
When I mean prescriptive, I mean everything is prescribed. The 
system is similar to PADI. Every word the teacher says is from a 
text. The lessons are written out word for word. Every teacher 
teaches basically the same exact way. I had to watch videos and 
attend a short professional development before the first day of  
teaching.

The idea is that every child participates, every student is assessed 
frequently, and any teacher can step in where I left off  the day 
before. Interesting. I have become more proficient at it, but the 
jury is still out as to whether I enjoy it. There is no planning or 
preparation. I don’t make any choices, just follow a script.

Singapore Math is a little less prescriptive. I teach a class of  
students that have been tested into the same ability group. Work is 
done in workbooks. The best aspects, that I enjoy immensely, are 
visual learning (SM prescribes drawing out math problems a 
certain way) and repetition/review. I wish I had learned math the 
SM way. 

Schools across the world looked at top math scores and wondered 
why Singapore students kept rating the highest in the world. So 
Singapore wrote books based on their methodology and schools 
like this (and many in the USA) adopted the curriculum. I love 
teaching math this way!

Both programs take some practice, but I am enjoying the 
challenge.

(Top) a Main campus building (Above) Me posing in front of  Lake 
Lugano (Left) My Classroom bathroom (Right) A bank downtown 
in the city of  Lugano.

Meet Sarah!
This issue would not be complete 
without introducing my teaching 
partner, Sarah Maas. She is a 
vital piece of  my journey back 
into homeroom teaching.

I was hired to fill the educational 
technology gap that was left 
when the former fourth grade 
teacher left. Sarah was hired 
because last year’s other fourth 
grade teacher moved down to 
second grade. 

Both Sarah and I are seasoned 
teachers. But Sarah has been 
teaching fifth grade for the past 
six years in an inner-city school 
in Kansas City, Missouri. She 
knows her stuff. 

Sarah doesn’t like to plan ahead, 
but she is a strong teacher. Her 
expertise is CK and SRA. Both 
are new curriculums for me so 
she leads the way. 

Socially, Sarah and I get along 
really well. We are very different 
but both of  us truly care about 
our students and ensuring they 
are learning! 

I know she can do anything! She 
sold her house, sold everything, 
left a loving boyfriend at home, 
and get this:  she lost over 100 lbs 
on weight watchers and has kept 
off  the weight for the past year. 
She just hit her 1 year 
anniversary for keeping off  the 
weight. Sarah will change the 
world! That’s my teaching 
partner!

Yes, mom, I included Sarah’s story as 
an inspiration to you!

More about 
Teaching
Each day, there are also specials. 
My kids go out of  the class for 
Gym, Library, Art, and Music. I 
usually lead them across the 
street and across campus to one 
of  the many buildings on the 
main campus. Once again,  this 
is time that many American 
elementary school teachers don’t 
get. I know that. It’s the same at 
most overseas schools. And I love 
it. These are periods homeroom 
teachers use to plan, grade, and 
go to the bathroom. Did I 

mention there is a bathroom in 
my classroom? Sarah and I teach 
in two classrooms set aside from 
the main building so we each 
have a bathroom. 

Sarah and I teach science, 
history, and Language Arts based 
on the Common Knowledge 
curriculum. (E.D. Hirsch writes 
the books with titles like 
Everything your Fourth Grader Should 
Know. It is an entire curriculum 
written for American schools and 
home-schooling.) As if  the 
whirlwind of  kids traveling 
around isn’t enough, when Sarah 
and I teach Language Arts - 
Spelling, Grammar, Writing- we 
have some of  the upper level 
Italian students join us in our 
classrooms. That adds about five 
little bodies into our small rooms.

 Russians!
Did I mention the largest group 
of  students on our campus come 
from Russia? Too bad I have 
forgotten all of  my Russian skills. 
There are no less than five 
students in my homeroom of  
fourteen that speak Russian at 
home. Some of  the parents don’t 
even speak much English. 
Amazing!

My Russian students are truly 
gifted. They are all learning 
Italian, and learning from me in 
English. Most Russian parents 
require their kids to keep up with 
the Russian curriculum too!

http://www.itre.us/ssw13
http://www.itre.us/ssw13
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Take a Car?

It’s hard to believe, but the 
school actually has cars and 
vans that teachers can check 
out for a day. Not overnight, 
but for a day.

I still haven’t driven here. 
It’s not that I am afraid. It’s 
just that most weekends I 
travel, I don’t need to shop 
for anything, and I’ve been 
too busy trying to get back 
into homeroom teaching 
again. 

The school insures the cars 
and only requires us to add 
a few ChF to the fuel fund if  
we check out a van/car for 
the day. What a cool, extra 
bonus for the staff!

“Oh, You Live in Fegini?”
Living in one of  the most expensive, roomy apartments the 
school offers a single teacher. Next to a restaurant, too.

This is by far the most expensive apartment I have 
EVER lived in. But hey, it’s also the most expensive 
country I have ever lived in. So forget the $2,400 a 
month that I pay for living in paradise and let me 
tell you the good stuff. 

This school owned apartment is one of  four in the 
building. We live right next to the PreK-Grade 01 
school building which is apart from the main and 
elementary campuses by about a 12minute walk.

Mainly acquired for teaching couples and their 
families, there are two bedrooms, a large living 
room, a small bathroom, and a small kitchen. I still 
haven’t been in the extra bedroom, which was going 
to be my study. I eat all of  my meals on campus so I 
use my dining room as a study room. The dining 
room table is placed perfectly so I can watch a 
movie projected on the white wall in my living 
room.

The apartment is furnished. Unfortunately, it is 
furnished like a fraternity house living room. The 
furniture is more utilitarian than comfortable or 
decorative. (Not that it matters much to me. I am 
just reporting to my readers - mom and maybe one 
other reader.)  When I arrived, the desk in the study 
was sitting at a 45degree angle. One of  the legs was 
broken!  I went into the extra bedroom the other 
day and removed the desk. The extra room will 
serve guests with a single bed and a desk that was 
once a door. (put legs on a door, you have a desk) 

The whole apartment is really just a fraternity place 
without any decor. Why should I spend money on 
it? I only sleep there. All my time is spent at school. 
To top it off, at the end of  the year, I have to move 
out of  it anyway. There is a summer program at 
school and the school houses students or faculty in 
the school owned apartments over the summer. I get 
to store my meager belongings in some basement on 
campus. When I return, it will hopefully be into a 
cheaper apartment. I cannot keep paying such a 
large rent and survive. 

The apartment has three different sides. Each side 
has windows that open up so the breeze flows freely 
throughout the apartment. I love sleeping in a cold 
room. It has been so long. Most of  my friends are 
complaining about their heaters. The school 
maintenance went to my apartment while I was 
teaching and they turned on all of  the radiators in 
my apartment. I got home to a hotbox that 
reminded me of  Honduras and Venezuela, when 
my air conditioner died. What did I do? I turned off 
all of  the radiators. At least the radiator isn’t at the head of 
my bed like it was in London! 

The apartment has a balcony around it. I don’t 
know when I’ll ever use it. The balcony is like 
everything else here - THIN.  A chair barely fits on 
it. But hey, it’s a balcony.

It is still in my nature to hang out at restaurants even 
though I eat all of  my meals on campus. There is a 
small restaurant called Bora de Besa right across the 
street from me. The owner, Danny, has been here 
for 30 some years. His Chef  is from Venezuela and 
once in a while, a few German speaking people 
come in and sit at the bar. It has become my favorite 
haunt for grading papers. Even though they have 
wireless, it is so close I can use my own wireless 
access from my apartment!  Danny made me a 
Venison pizza the other day. That’s another first for 
me. Bora is dangerous. They have Wiezzen Bier 
there! My new rule is to only go there twice a week. 
Otherwise, I won’t shed the extra weight.

Main Bedroom:  A 
queen bed in one room and a 
single in the other, that I never 
use. Best of  all, the windows 
open in all rooms to let the 
cool breezes in. So compfy!

Bathroom:  Everything in 
Europe is thinner (even me). 
This bathroom reminds me of 
an airplane. I have to stand 
lengthwise in the tub to 
shower. Everything works!

Dining room? Nope. 
Study. There is a living room 
to the right. It has a white 
wall to project my movies on. 
That’s all I really need. See 
the door? That is the 
PreKinder-Gr01 building. 

What’s That?     

Somehow, that little electronic 
box (some call it a garage door 
opener) has made it to 
Switzerland. It has been a while 
since it was featured in a picture. 
It has been around the world! 
Recently it went to Spain and 
Italy, but I didn’t get a picture of  
it there. Somehow it was left 
behind in the apartments.

I cannot wait to take it to 
Germany for the winter break. 
Weihnachten with the opener. I 
will certainly take pictures of  
Philipp with the opener. Soon!


