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TEACHERS. —

Ethel McClain, Star
By Imogene Barger

Some people may not consider a teacher  as a star, 
but in my opinion, a good teacher  can be counted 
among the most important s ta rs  when you consider 
how many young lives teachers  influence. A child, 
after he becomes school age, spends far more prime 
time with teachers  than with parents , so teachers 
becom e an im p o r ta n t  p a r t  of a p e r s o n ’s life. A 
teacher  need not be brilliant, but he m ust really care 
what happens to the studen ts  he teaches and be able 
to instill in them  the desire to acquire knowledge.

Ethel McClain of Lookeba, Oklahoma, was not only 
a knowledgeable teacher; she also had the power in 
her quiet way to gain the love and respec t  of her 
s tudents  and bring out the best of their ability. I have 
yet to hear any of her former studen ts  (and I have 
known many) have anything but praise for her. They 
will say “Oh! she made us behave in class and get our 
lessons, but she never yelled and always trea ted  us 
as equals so we wanted to do the things she asked ,” 
or “I loved her so and she helped me when I needed it 
most.”

At her re tirem ent program. Mr. Leist, Lookeba- 
Sickles school superintendent, pretty  well summed 
up everyone’s feelings when he said,” She is first of 
all an excellent teacher; a kind person who places 
o thers ahead of herself; a generous person who gives 
of herself and the best she has; a loving person who 
holds the respect of all who know her; a firm person 
in her ethical beliefs and in her teaching. A Christian 
person who believes in God and illustrates this belief 
in her everyday living, a perfect example of human 
hum bleness.”

E the l  was born  on O c tober  8, 1 8 9 9  in E v e r i t t ,  
Missouri, the oldest of eleven children born to Bill 
and Clara Grant. She graduated from Everitt High 
School w ith  four  y e a r s  of Latin , th r e e  of m ath ,  
English, history, and science. High school w asn’t all 
study because she participated in glee club, basketball, 
he ld  c la ss  offices, to say  n o th in g  of the  p a r t ie s ,  
horseback riding, ice skating, buggy rides, and other 
fun things.

The family m oved  to  A r k a n s a s  the  y e a r  she 
graduated, and she saw her first cotton and peanuts 
growing. Cotton was still king in that area, and Ethel 
could hardly wait for the bolls to open and the fields 
turn white as she had visions of getting rich picking 
cotton. So much for those visions — the first day she 
picked fifty-six pounds and was paid fifty-six cents; 
on top of that she had a sore back, sore hands, and a 
s u n b u rn e d  face. She d id n ’t get m uch b e t t e r  as  a 
cotton picker and soon decided there must surely be 
an easier way to make money. She decided to take 
the  e x a m in a t io n  for a tea c h in g  ce r t i f ic a te .  She 
p a s se d  it easily  and  re c e iv e d  h e r  se c o n d -g ra d e  
certificate. Two years later she passed an algebra 
test and received her first-grade certificate.

But who knows? Perhaps she did get rich in that
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cotton field. That is w here she met Joe McClain; and 
when he asked her if she would like to take three 
rows together, she was quite willing as she was very 
much im pressed  by that strapping, six-foot young 
m an. F rom  p ick ing  c o t to n  to g e th e r  th e y  s ta r te d  
courting in a rubber- tired  buggy and on March 31, 
1918, they w'ere m arried at Dover, Arkansas. To 
this union were born two sons, Jack and Ben. They ; 
also kept a foster daughter, Mae, for five years. Ethel 
has been blessed with three grandchildren and five 
great-grandchildren, but Joe no longer enjoys them 
with her as he died in 1980.

Ethel began teaching in 1922 in a little one-room 
school on an  A rk a n s a s  m o u n ta in  c a lled  H ickory  
Glade. She made the grand sum of sixty-five dollars 
per month and did all of the janitor work. During the 
depression years  the pay w arran ts  were not worth 
face value if they could be cashed at all. The school 
districts were broke and buses couldn’t run. It was 
during this time that she taught at a subscription 
school. A num ber of area high-school s tuden ts  were 
not going to be able to graduate because they had no 
way to get to a high-school. So a subscription school 
w as  se t  up , and  E th e l  w as  i s s u e d  an  e m e rg e n c y  
h igh -schoo l c e r t i f ic a te  and  he lp ed  the  s tu d e n ts  
finish school. She said everyone was so broke that 
she was paid in hams and other foodstuffs more than 
in money.

Ethel’s first school in W estern  Oklahoma was in 
Caddo County at Southview, a small country school 
n e a r  C em ent. It was h e r  f ir s t  t im e  to be a round  
Indians, so it turned into a learning experience for 
her.
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Mrs. McClain, seated at table, with Driver’s Ed Class, 1952.

I she w anted verv much to teach there  so she could be 
at home with her family more but there  was a bit of 
trouble getting hired. It seem s one of the leading 
board m em bers w as dead  set a g a in s t h irin g  a 
m arried  w om an to te a c h , and th is  w as in 1938 . 
Perhaps the deciding factor in her favor w as that 
then, as well as now, basketball was deem ed very 
im p o rtan t at the  S ick les  school and  h e r  fo s te r  
daughter was an excellent player and was needed 
for the team  so they took Ethel to get the daughter 
—one of the best decisions a school board has ever 
been forced into. Ethel moved to the Lookeba school 
in 1945  as h e r  h u sb a n d  m an ag ed  the  L ookeba 
Farm ers Co-op Gin at that time. Then it was back to 
Sickles when the two schools consolidated in 1960 
where she taught until her retirem ent in 1974.

Ethel was a grade teaher until World W ar II when 
qualified teachers were hard to find and the school 
needed a high-school m ath teacher. She was more or 
less drafted for the job because she had more college 
hours of math than any of the o ther teachers and was 
quite good at it. During her many years of teaching, 
besides her regular classroom  work she at various 
times coached basketball, was 4-H sponsor, grade 
principal, and even filled in as superin tendent for a 
time.

Forty hours of E thel’s college w ork was done at the 
Arkansas Technical College at Russellville, Arkansas, 
and the  re m a in d e r  w as done at S o u th w e s te rn  in 
W eatherford, Oklahoma. She received her B.A. in 
1942 and her M aster’s in 1957. She said that she 
never did get to go to college a full sem ester; all her 
hours w ere  done in n ight c la s se s  and  su m m er 
school.

Ethel was the kind of teacher that had that special 
feeling for her students, and living in a small farming

com m unity w here she taught she knew all of the 
paren ts  of her studen ts  well enough to know any 
problem s that both the paren ts  and s tuden ts  might 
have and was alw ays ready to help anyw here that 
she could. She was alw ays proud of s tuden ts  who 
w en t on to  do w ell in life and hoped  sh e  had 
influenced them  for the good in some small way. 
W hen one went bad she alw ays w ondered, “ Did I fail 
him in some way?” W hatever happened Ethel cared 
for the person as a whole.

Ethel was and still is loved and respected  by all 
who know’ her, and that is many. W hen Lookeba- 
Sickles built its new gym, it was nam ed the Ethel 
McClain Gymnasium in her honor.

Ethel had a busy life through the years; for besides 
teaching and being a housewife and m other, she is a 
Rebekah, belonged to a Home D em onstration club, 
was clerk and a Sunday School teacher in her church 
and belonged to the OEA and NEA. Now that she is 
re tired , she is still busy. She is not the type to just sit 
and rock her life away, so she works in her yard, 
m akes quilts and pillow s, works crossw ord puzzles, 
re a d s  books th a t th e re  w a sn ’t tim e for before , 
be longs to the  re t ire d  te a c h e rs  o rg an iza tio n , has 
taken several tours and best of all, she visits with her 
many friends.

So — C o n g ra tu la tio n s  — to one te a c h e r  am ong 
many w ho has been a great star; who at 88 years of 
age (she  will n e v e r  be old b e c au se  she  is too 
in te re s te d  in en joy ing  life) a f te r  f if ty -tw o  y e a rs  
(thirty-seven of those were in Caddo County, under 
the  c ritic a l ey es  of p a re n ts , s tu d e n ts ,  and school 
personnel) can still inspire our love and trust. ■

IMOGEXE BARGER. Ixtokeba. once again gives WES T 
VIEW some significant background on her home community.
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