
Survivor of Señora Buynalk 
   

LIZZY COMENS 
 

“Hola, Clase. Attendance,” she mumbled miserably.  
 
“Michael?” 
 
“Here,” he replied. 
 
“Jessica?” 
 
“Here,” she replied. 
 
“Elizabeth?” 
 
“Ugh…” I muttered under my breath. “Here.” 
 
When finished taking attendance, she was considerate enough 
to announce in front of the entire class, “By the way Elizabeth, 
I’ll see you today ninth period for detention. I do not allow gum 
chewing in my classroom.”  
 
No worry, I was used to being singled out for ridicule. This was 
just another typical day in Spanish class. Later that afternoon, I 
dragged myself into the classroom and plopped myself onto 
my desk, remembering the expression on her face when she 
had caught me chewing gum and given me the detention. It 
was an expression of sweet satisfaction.  
  
I find it unfortunate that I do not remember anything that I 
learned in my seventh grade Spanish class. But what I find even 
more unfortunate is that I do remember the woman who 
taught my class. She went by the name (I still take a reflexive 
gulp) . . . Señora Buynalk.  
  
Picture this: a beautiful, bright, sunny day. The birds are 
singing, and the flowers are blossoming under a clear blue sky. 
Now imagine massive rain clouds suddenly invading that 
picturesque scenery. They block the beaming sun and clear sky 
with a dark gray barrier. The flowers become drenched from 
the downpour and lightning bolts scatter throughout the sky. I 
would visualize this situation every time Señora Buynalk 
stepped into the classroom. 
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The miserable old woman moped on through the door, 
scolding me, along with her other victims, in sixth period 
Spanish class. But I knew very well that her scold was directed 
mainly at me. She had it out for me. I do not know whether 
anybody else in my class picked up on her attitude, but I truly 
believe that she especially hated me. 
  
I could taste the bitter animosity between us from across the 
room. I made excuses for her at first, reassuring myself, It’s 
fine. She is just mean to everyone, in order to cope with the 
fact that my teacher disliked me for no apparent reason.  
  
“O.K Class. Como se dice . . . ‘clock’ en Español?” (What is the 
Spanish word for clock?) 
  
Hands exploded into the air all around me. I knew exactly how I 
was going to avoid answering her question. I thought, I’m 
going to lower myself into my seat and look down. She will 
clearly get the idea that I do not know the answer.  
  
Then I started to panic a bit. If she knows that I am unsure of 
the answer, then why would she call on me? To embarrass me? 
I silently begged. Oh no. Please do not call on me. These 
thoughts were giving me serious anxiety. I felt sick. 
  
Of course, she called on me.  
  
“Elizabeth, como se dice clock?”  
  
“I don’t know how to say clock in Spanish.” 
  
“Why not Elizabeth? Did you not study?” she hastily threw 
back at me.  
  
The truth was, I had not studied, at least not that day. 
However, I don’t think that it was right for her to embarrass 
me. She was good at that, though.  
  
Since I was young, I have hated to be called by my full name, 
Elizabeth. In fact, the only person who does call me that is my 
mother—and she does so only when she is angry with me. I 
prefer Liz or Lizzy. When meeting anyone for the first time, 
teachers included, I request to be addressed as Lizzy. In my 
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opinion, if I ask to be called by a certain name (an appropriate 
one of course), then others should simply respect my decision. 
  
Señora Buynalk, however, didn’t care. She called on me all of 
the time—and when she did, she called me Elizabeth, even 
after being reminded that I preferred being addressed as Lizzy.  
  
It really irked me that she ignored my name request and 
constantly picked on me to answer her questions (which I did 
not know the answers to). I disliked her so much that I did not 
want to study for her tests, do her homework, or put any effort 
into her Spanish class. I felt frustrated. I felt alone. Because I 
hated Spanish class, I grew to hate the Spanish language. The 
worst part was that I never understood why she disliked me so 
much.  
  
A particularly painful episode with Señora Buynalk occurred 
after my father was hit by a car while crossing the street. The 
bones in his leg were completely shattered, and he needed 
serious medical attention for the first few months. My family 
and I became despondent. My father needed surgery; then he 
needed another surgery, and after that, more surgery. Spanish 
class was the last thing on my mind.  
 
On the day I arrived back at school, I remember the immense 
comfort I felt from being around my friends and teachers. The 
entire day, all I could think about was my father. I felt guilty 
being at school and away from him, but I was getting by—that 
is, until sixth period.  
  
The bell rang.  
  
“Buenos días, clase,” Señora Buynalk announced. “I am going 
to call on you individually, and you will show me the markers 
or crayons you have brought in for the project we will be 
working on today and tomorrow. If you have crayons, I will 
hand you the project paper.” 
  
Oh no. I forgot my crayons. Thoughts raced around my head 
and my heart began to pound. I was afraid, what am I going to 
tell her? What do I do? My chest felt heavy. I looked around 
the classroom and saw that everyone had crayons resting upon 
their desks. No exaggeration here; everybody had crayons. 
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I did recall that she had told us a few days ago that we needed 
to bring in crayons. However, I had been so upset about my 
father that I had forgotten.  
  
Looking back, I realize now that I probably was not mature 
enough to explain what was going on at home. But, come to 
think of it, it is understandable why I didn’t want to share my 
personal problems with some mean old lady. I assumed she 
wouldn’t listen to what I had to say, anyway.  
  
I was next on the list. “Elizabeth, come up here with your 
crayons,” she summoned. 
  
With my head down, I walked up to her. “I forgot my crayons. 
I’m sorry. Can I bring them tomorrow?” I asked softly. 
  
She stood up from her chair and asked the class, “Guys, how 
long have I been saying that you must bring in crayons?” The 
class went silent. I felt every pair of eyes on me.  
  
“The answer is: way too long! How difficult is it to bring in 
crayons?” She returned to her chair and proceeded with the 
list, calling more kids up. I was still standing next to her though. 
It was awkward, and I was confused about what I had to do. I 
walked back to my seat and sat down without any project 
paper to work on.  
  
“Ryan, come up with your crayons,” she continued. 
  
I looked around me and everyone was in groups, coloring on 
their project paper together.  
  
She saw me sitting at my desk with nothing to do. “Elizabeth, I 
don’t understand what the problem is! Your mother or father 
cannot go out and buy you some crayons?” She was screaming 
at this point. 
  
All I could think about was my father and how terribly weak he 
looked in the hospital bed. He couldn’t move, let alone go to 
the store to buy me crayons. And my mother—I could not even 
imagine asking her to buy me crayons between trips to the 
hospital. 
  
The class was silent again.  
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“My father was hit by a car, and I had no time to get crayons!” I 
cried out hysterically. “Why are you so mean?” Embarrassed 
and sobbing, I ran out of the classroom. 
  
From that day on, Señora Buynalk stopped picking on me. 
Maybe she felt guilty, or perhaps she just did not want to see 
me cry again. I am not quite sure. But I will never forget that 
day, or even that year of Spanish, with the worst teacher I have 
ever had.   
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