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God Bless All My Students: May They Be a Shining Light 

for the World! 
 

 
 

Rabbi Prince Joseph Tomoonh-Garlodeyh Gbaba, Sr., Ed. D. 

Exiled Liberian Playwright & Poet and Pedagogue 

 

Introduction 
 
 This morning I woke up feeling very glad at heart when I read that one of my 

“nephews” and Cuttington University College students, St. Clare Avery, had established 

the “CUC Students of the 1980s” Facebook group. And so with curiosity I quickly logged 

on to find out what type of 1980s CUC students it would be. And, to my greatest surprise, 

all the “Borbors” that you never heard from or seen over the past two decades are 

resurfacing from their nooks and crannies on the wall of the CUC Students of the 80s 

Group! I briefly chatted with the famous “Feacha-feacha” (John Brownell) and my 

“Borbor Nephew” (Calvin Forte), and there was “Cool Wellington” (David Anderson) as 

well! Then suddenly I thought to myself: “Wow! Rabbi Uncle Joe, you have made some 

history! Come to think of it; most of your students are walking right in your footsteps and 

are making headways as well.”   
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I sighed and took in another deep breath of self-fulfillment and inner joy and then 

I said: “God bless all my students”! 

 

Why Do I Bless My Students? 
  

I said “God bless all my students” because I am proud of them and this comes 

from the depth of my heart. God blessed me at a very young stage of my life to teach and 

train young men and women (some were younger and some were older) from various 

parts of the globe; and today they have become great husbands and wives, medical 

doctors, engineers, senators, ministers of government, members of the clergy, and there 

are a lot more working with the United Nations system all over the world. Therefore, I 

have reasonable cause to celebrate the true happiness that my students have brought my 

family and me over the years through the exemplary life I have set for them. 

 

It makes me reflect thirty-one years back when I received my first formal teaching 

assignment at the great St. Patrick’s High School on Capitol Hill, Monrovia, Liberia. 

Now, anyone who went to St. Patrick’s or should I say nearly every Liberian knows that 

St. Patrick’s was one of the best secondary institutions on the continent of Africa at that 

time. Other outstanding high schools in Liberia were Carroll High, Our Lady of Fatima, 

St. Teresa’s Convent, Bishop Ferguson High, St. John’s Episcopal High School, College 

of West Africa, and Monrovia College, just to name a few good schools in Liberia back 

in the day. Hence, it was a blessing to be a faculty member of a great school like St. 

Patrick’s that was run by the Holy Cross Brothers.  

 

Prior to that time I had never taught in a classroom before, even though as a 

theatre director I had been training my colleagues how to act over the years. Also, when I 

reflect on my teaching career and how successful it has been in terms of the caliber of 

students I have produced, as well as my students’ positive contributions toward the 

development of society, my mind runs to an encounter I had with my late father more 

than three decades ago. This rare encounter made me to do the right thing as a young 

teacher and today all I can say is: God bless all my students so that they may succeed 

more in life because there is no happiness compared to training a child and seeing that 

child grow up to become a responsible man or woman! Besides, it is even more of a 

blessing when your students appreciate and love you back for showing them the right 

path in life. That is why I am blessing my students because they have shown me love and 

respect in return and there are times when I even “borbor” on them these days as well!  

 

As an aside, the words “borbor” and “plehjay” are terms coined by Cuttington 

students of the 80s that imply “asking for favors” and “having a good time with 

friends.” Hence, when someone “borbors” on you in the club, it means you are treating 

the person; and “plehjay” is just a creative synonym for pleasure! So, you see, 

Cuttington of the 80s was the bomb! Mind you, I am not saying that other decades were 

not; but that was the decade when I passed through those great walls of academia and 

contributed meaningfully toward the lives of many distinguished young men and women 

who today are bright shining stars in their respective worlds! It waste, pekin! 
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How I Became the Uncle Joe I Am to My Students 
 
 You know, most Liberians entertain the notion that Native people do not have 

wisdom and knowledge because they did not attend Western type schools where people 

learn to read, write, and speak the English language, etcetera. But this is not the case at 

all. My father was a Native man of royal Krahn blood and a fifth grade drop-out. He had 

the opportunity to attend school because my grandfather (Gbaba, heir and descendant of 

Yarlee-Gbanh, the founder of Zwedru) and his siblings gave the Assembly of God 

Church a huge piece of land in Zwedru to build the Assembly of God Church and school 

in Zwedru; and in return, the missionaries offered to educate my father and his siblings. 

Unfortunately, the Brother was too involved celebrating as a royalty and along with this 

“plehjay” my father ended up with seven wives at one time! My mother, Princess Garh, 

who also happened to come from the same royal household as my father, was one of my 

father’s seven wives; but she soon found her way out of it by fleeing to Monrovia 

because she said she wanted to go to school and Native parents those days forbade 

females to go to school.   

 

 
 

Prince Jack Tomah Yeleyon Gbaba 

Descendant of Yarlee-Gbanh, Founder of Zwedru and the Nien Dynasty of Krahn Kings 

 

However, to stick to our storyline, my father was the one who taught me to 

respect and to be good to my students. Thus, the joy, love, and respect that I receive from 

all my students from around the world can be attributed to the advice my father gave me 

more than thirty-one years ago and this is how it all happened. During the July 26 break 

in 1980, a semester after I started teaching at St. Patrick’s, I went home (Zwedru) to 

spend some time with my family and my father asked what was I doing apart from 

attending the University of Liberia. I informed him I was a part time teacher at St. 

Patrick’s High School and his advice to me was and I will never forget: “Make sure you 

treat every boy and girl in your classroom with respect and dignity because you can 

never tell which one of them will become President of Liberia tomorrow.”  
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Will My Father’s Prophecy Become True Someday?  
 

It all seemed like a fairy tale when my father initially made the above statement 

but I always kept his advice in the back of my head and sometimes asked myself if my 

father’s prophecy will come true someday. Nevertheless, I obeyed my father and 

promised that I would treat all my students with love and respect and I did throughout, 

even during stormier times of my teaching and administrative career as a pedagogue. 

Here, the word pedagogue implies not only one who teaches but a teacher who sets 

practical examples for his or her students to emulate. For an example, my naked 

“formay”, or the way I dressed to go to class, showed my students that I was a man of 

class and not one of those “gbagba-tee” teachers that wore rumpled clothes and dusty 

shoes in the presence of his or her students. Instead, I went to class in the latest fashion of 

the day from top to bottom and students really do admire good looking and well dressed 

and well behaved teachers because it makes students want to look neat like their teachers. 

 

 
 

Rabbi Prince Joseph Tomoonh-Garlodeyh Gbaba, Sr., Ed. D. 

Part of the teaching profession is to dress neatly and to make your presence felt in your 

classroom in a civilized manner to inspire your students to do the same in real life. 
 

Then on top of my formay and to make the “gaylah” (gossip) thick, was my 

nasty “Cerese” (American accent). It was mixed with Krahn-Congor/Americo-Liberian 
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and small American accent and every time I opened my mouth, my students were glued 

to their seats and they were very attentive when I spoke! It was during the days when 

students respected their teachers and adored the process of learning for we were taught 

then by our forefathers and fathers that we needed to acquire an education in order to 

succeed in life, even though the disease of “Who know you” was still prevalent in the 

Liberian society as it is today. However, to kill the whole show, I knew my subject matter 

to my finger tips and so my students knew their semester would be action-packed and 

great; even though we mixed a little bit of play with hard work sometimes.  

 

Nevertheless, one thing I have noticed is that most of my students who had the 

opportunity to learn under my tutorship enjoyed the way how I treated them with dignity, 

as well as my mastery of my subject matter( I taught mainly English, Composition, 

Drama, and World Literature). So, a very close family and academic bond was 

established between my students and me over the years through discipline and hard work.  

 

Teaching as a Constructivist 

 
My style of teaching can be likened to the constructivist method of pedagogy. It 

is a teaching and learning process where the students become the focus of the teaching 

and learning course of action. Students are recognized not as blank slates, or as if 

students come into the classroom not knowing anything about life at all. Rather, 

students are acknowledged for the fund of knowledge they bring into the classroom. 
For an example, a Kpelle boy or girl who comes into my classroom may not be fluent in 

speaking the English language, but he or she may be fluent in her or his Native tongue. 

Hence, such a student is not to be overlooked because he or she may have knowledge 

about Kpelle culture and history that I and others in the classroom may be unaware.  

 

For this reason, the teacher in a constructivist classroom interacts with the 

students and he does not play the “Mr. Know It All” game that regular teachers in a 

traditional classroom play. Further, a constructivist teacher does not dictate and ask the 

students to repeat after him or her, as when a traditional teacher says “A” and the 

students repeat after him or her and say: “A.” Instead, the teacher discusses and asks 

the students critical questions to find out their opinions about what is being discussed in 

class. Subsequently, the teacher combines what he or she knows about the subject matter 

with what the students know and then creative learning takes place. Most of the time that 

was how I interacted with my students and so we learned from each other: they learned 

from me and I learned from them. Thus, by so doing I empowered my students to take 

control of their own learning process in a democratic way.  

 

Teaching Is a Democratic Process where Students’ and Teachers’ Views Are Solicited 

and Respected 
 

Thus, teaching is a democratic process where students’ and teachers’ views are 

solicited and respected. Ask all my students and they will tell you there was no favoritism 

in my classroom: every student was served with respect and was given the attention and 

assistance he or she needed in order to learn what he or she had come to learn from me 
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and from their peers. For this reason, I took time to mark every paper and to dot every “I” 

and cross every “T” and I made comments on my students’ papers to alert them about 

their errors and to redirect them to use the proper grammar, and so forth. Besides, my 

students were required to appreciate their culture and history. In this way, I made 

connections between what was being discussed in the classroom with real life situations, 

thus engendering creativity and self-appreciation among my students. Overall, they were 

taught to take pride in being creative and innovative; and, they were required to read and 

share their creative work with their colleagues in class and outside of class.  

 

Part of the teaching and learning process in my classroom also involved asking 

students to stand upright and to take on a gentlemanly or lady posture when making 

impromptu speeches or when addressing an audience. This exercise was designed to test 

my students’ ability to transfer learning and knowledge from paper and pen to verbal 

utterances or oral presentations. In this exercise, students were also required to have eye-

to-eye contact with their audience and to speak with confidence and pronounce their 

words distinctly. Thereafter, each student was graded by his or her colleagues to find out 

the impact of the project on individual students. So, if anybody claims to be my student, 

ask him or her to deliver an impromptu speech and see if my former student doesn’t 

waste it wah-sah! If they don’t then they were not my students; but they might have 

attended the school where I taught and did not sit in my class for a whole semester. 

 

Ask My Students Who Studied under my Tutorship! 
 

Against this backdrop, anyone who registered in my class will tell you I am no 

joker when it comes to academics and knowing the materials that I taught. For, there 

were only two choices: one, you either did the requirements of the course and passed it; 

or two, you failed, and it did not matter whether or not you were my mommy. I recall one 

time I gave my wife “I” for her semester grade in one of my literature classes at 

Cuttington because she did not complete her assignments when she got in labor. So, she 

had to complete her assignments and the final exam after delivery of my bouncing baby 

boy in order to receive her final grade for the course. My mother thought I was heartless; 

for, how could my wife bear my child and I gave her an incomplete grade. She did not 

understand that in the classroom it is equal, no parting! So, what is good for Peter is 

good for Bendu. This is the way you treat students—fairly—so that they may have a 

foretaste of the fruits of justice and fair play in the classroom and later transfer that 

knowledge and culture into the real world. However, those who made “F” in my class 

sometimes ended up making “Bs” in other courses.  

 

Also, my students will tell you that I am the last to enter my classroom because 

when I begin to facilitate the process of learning I do not allow students or late comers to 

distract those who are on time and prepared to interact with their colleagues and me. I 

maintained this policy at St. Patrick’s, St. Teresa’s Convent, College of West Africa, 

A.M.E. Zion Academy, and at the University of Liberia, Cuttington, and Zwedru 

Multilateral (ZMHS) where I ran the institution as principal. At ZMHS I conducted 

morning devotions and inspected my students to make sure their socks, anklets were 

clean and their uniforms well pressed and neatly dressed. Thus, it shouldn’t come as a 
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surprise if one of my students emerges to be President of Liberia someday due to the 

discipline I have instilled in them through my unique way of teaching.  

 

Students Who Want to Study under Me Must Be Prepared 
 

In view of the foregoing, students who want to study under me in the near future 

must be prepared to study and to work. For, to study under a Rabbi is indeed a great 

challenge for any young learner and that is why my students do so well because I 

provided them a holistic training: I looked at the shoes they wore to see if they were 

polished or dusty; I looked at their clothes to make sure shirts were tucked in and the 

buckles of their belts lined up with the zipper of their pants. I listened keenly as they 

spoke to make sure their verb tenses were correct. Ladies wore dresses that were 

appropriate and not dresses that showed their underwears. I observed their grooming and 

made sure they did not wear too much lipstick like Bendu Sudan to appear like they came 

from Gurley Street; and my observations were made privately after class presentations so 

that students appreciated the fact that I respected their privacy.  

 

Sometimes, I took my students outside of the traditional classroom setting and 

went outside in nature when we did Poetry and Literature that dealt with naturalism. We 

would sit under the shade of a tree at Cuttington and hold an entire class. One time while 

we were reading a poem about nature a caterpillar crawled from the tree and dropped on 

one of my female students and she nearly got the fit! “That is nature” I told the student. 

“It could not be any better than that”. Everyone laughed and they all realized then that 

nature was more than reading about it. Hence, to live among and interact with nature was 

also a normal part of life.  

 

Also, I held extra Saturday writing workshops for my students at St. Patrick’s and 

those who earned high marks were classified as “Patricians” and those who did not fell 

under the “Plebian” category. So, guess what! Nobody wanted to be called a “Plebian” or 

“doko” in their class at St. Patrick’s; and so those gbugors fought hard to make good 

grades. Hence, my SRA classes at St. Patrick’s were very competitive and quite a few 

good free lance writers have emerged from my writing workshops. 

 

The Challenge of Being a Young College Professor 
 

Another issue I experienced when I was teaching people younger and older than I 

was the fact that I looked younger than my actual age. For this reason, most students in 

institutions where I taught thought I was a student like them until they met me teaching 

my students in my classroom. I remember when I was teaching at the University of 

Liberia, it was very difficult to get chairs to sit and so students that came earlier claimed 

seats for friends who came in later. On the first day of my Literature class, a student had 

kept a seat for his friend and when I entered the classroom and took that particular seat, 

the student unknowingly thought I was a student because we all looked like crowd of 

boys and girls. So, the Brother asked me to give up the seat because he was keeping the 

seat for his friend.  
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I did not say a word; but I simply got up and gave him his seat and stepped out to 

allow all the students to enter the classroom. Then I waited for the class period to start to 

introduce myself. When it was one o’clock in the afternoon, I walked back into the 

classroom and greeted everyone and then I told them who I was. It was like: “What! this 

pekin that’s college professor? Dug it! Liberia really changing oh!” 

 

I smiled inwardly when I heard that remark coming from somewhere in the back 

of the classroom. However, the Brother with the seat quickly said; “Oh, prof, I am so 

sorry!” and then he gave me the seat to sit down and I forgave him for he knew not what 

he was doing. 

 

 
 

Part of being an educator is to be versatile. On the basketball court my CUC students call me “Ah-

pluchus” because of my dirty sweps shots that never kiss the basketball rim. If you doubt it, bring 

it on and see if I don’t soak all of you on the basketball court! You know why? It is because my 

game is tight and I am old but I am not cold! I got what it takes to win, baby! 

 

On another occasion I recall going to the Student Center at Cuttington one 

afternoon to play ping pong. I am a sports enthusiast and I grew up in PHP (Public Health 

Pond) in Monrovia where most of the young boys played different sports: football, 

basketball, table tennis or ping pong, volley ball, and so forth. But we mainly played 

football or what is known as soccer in the Western world. So, I grew up playing soccer 

with Andrew Worto, Zakpah Yonsior, Donyen Gray, Joka Wraka and Kugmeh or the 

“Experience Westmore Nagbe”, you name it. 
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Two students were playing when I got in the Student Center and so I announced 

my interest to play next. One of the fellows who happened to be a very good ping pong 

player was calling roll. He was an “old student” and since I was new on campus he 

thought I was a “freshman dog” and so he brushed me off: “Oh, look, when juniors and 

seniors are playing we ain’t count freshman dogs like you.”  

 

I did not say a word. I stood there and watched them play and then it was two 

o’clock and it was time to go to my Advanced Literature class. Usually, I gave my 

students time to enter the class first and settle in before I enter and begin teaching. One of 

those who entered my class was the young fellow who called me a “Freshman Dog”! 

After the students were all seated, I entered the classroom and greeted my students and it 

seemed the young man would have had a fit but I brushed his mistake aside as: “Never 

judge a book by its color”! 

 

Plehjay, Leave My Foot and the Pizzas and Kpartawee Trips! 

 
 It is usually said “All work without play makes Sammy a dull boy!” So, we had 

our share of fun at CUC in the mid and late eighties! There were three athletic and social 

clubs on campus: Masons, Naidar, and Freeman. All three clubs were competitive and 

they all wanted me to be a member of each because I had nephews and nieces in all three 

groups. So, I was a spider and it worked because I was everybody’s “Uncoo Joe”! There 

was a night club along the Gbarnga-Suacoco Highway owned by Larmie Mason, son of 

former CUC President Dr. Melvin Mason. His club was called Pizzas and that was where 

plehjay used to hold people’s feet!   

 

Most students who came to Cuttington and got lost in the free life style ended up 

being suspended for academic reasons; but those who were sensible enough to mix 

plehjay with hard studies made it through to academic success. Sometimes we made trips 

to a beautiful tourist site called the Kpartawee Water Falls. It is about thirty miles away 

from Cuttington and it was there we (students and faculty members) sometimes had 

picnics. Cuttington was a real academic home and setting and most of the students were 

very trained and respectful. During that time I directed two of my plays as director of the 

Cuttington Dramatic Club: “The Minstrel’s Tales” and “Chains of Apartheid”. Dr. 

Yekeson and Dr. Salifu, as well as Dr. Wongo, and Dr. Naame were very supportive of 

my talents and the students as well. So my family and I had a fulfilling brief moment at 

Cuttington. Three of my kids were born at Phebe Hospital and my wife and I got married 

in Gbarnga, Bong County, more than twenty-eight years ago! 

 

Conclusion 

 
Okay, folks, every good thing must come to an end! I want to thank my student 

and “nephew”, St. Clare for organizing the facebook group called “CUC Students of the 

80s”. I was not a student then but my wife was and I enjoyed every bit of the plehjay and 

kpartawee that came my way. Hence, my wife and I and our kids are very grateful to our 

Cuttington family for being very nice to us! Thanks, it was a pleasure teaching you and 
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all those I had the privilege of teaching at St. Patrick’s , St. Teresa’s, CWA, A.M.E. Zion 

Academy, University of Liberia, A.M.E. Zion Academy, ZMHS, and those that I taught 

here in the United States with the School District of Philadelphia. God bless. 

 

Rabbi Prince Joseph Tomoonh-Garlodeyh Gbaba, Sr., Ed. D. 

Exiled Liberian Playwright, Poet, & Pedagogue, November 11, 2011  


