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Wright shares mutual admiration society with students

When Christopher Blackwell’s name was
called at the 2009 Commencement as a winner
of the Alester G. Furman, Jr., and Janie Earle
Furman Award for Meritorious Teaching, it
marked the first time in Furman history that
the child of a previous recipient had earned
the award.
Chris’ father Albert Blackwell, Reuben B.
Pitts Professor Emeritus of Religion, won the
honor in 1977. The family joke at the time, says
Chris, was that Dad had earned the “Notorious
Teaching Award.”
“Notorious” may actually not be such a bad
term when describing either Dr. Blackwell. Try
notorious as in popular. Noted. Well-known.
Those are just a few of the compliments
students eagerly dole out when talking about
Chris Blackwell, who has taught classics at
Furman since 1996.
Andrew Cannon ’11 has taken five classes
with Blackwell and says, “His enthusiasm is
always contagious and inspiring. He often
incorporates various disciplines into his teaching,
from literary criticism to computer programming,
presenting classics as the quintessence of a liberal
arts education. I always leave class wanting to
study even more.”
Blackwell also earns plaudits for his innovative approach in the classroom. Students point
out that translating Euclid’s Elements of Geometry
or sections of the New Testament from the
original Greek not only improves their language
skills but expands their knowledge of mathematics and religion.
It’s no wonder, then, that Blackwell’s
introductory Greek courses enroll as many
as 25 to 30 students — an impressive number
for a school Furman’s size.
Nor should it come as a surprise that his
faculty colleagues have taken note of his

For the Wright sisters of Redondo Beach,
Calif., 2009 has been a good year.
While Amy walked off with the research
professor of the year award at Florida Atlantic
University in the spring, her sister Laura was
awarded the Alester G. Furman, Jr., and Janie
Earle Furman Award for Meritorious Teaching
at Furman’s Commencement.
Given such stellar East Coast achievements
by these West Coast transplants, chemistry
students at their schools might well wish all
their teachers could be “California Girls.” And
since the Wrights were semi-contemporaries of
the Beach Boys — “They went to a nearby high
school,” Laura points out — the theme song
would be at least semi-appropriate.
As for the sisters’ choice of careers, well,
that was probably inevitable. Their father
was an engineer with Hughes Aircraft — his
business card read “rocket scientist” — and their
mother was a mathematician. “Science was
oozing throughout our household,” says Furman’s
Wright, who did her undergraduate work at
California State University-Dominguez Hills.
What wasn’t inevitable, though, was that
she would wind up at Furman. Before she
launched her job search Wright says she knew
that, if she chose a career in academics, “I’d want
to go where there was a strong undergraduate
research program. I had started doing research
my freshman year and knew how much you can
learn in the lab.”
One day, while sifting through a batch
of college job advertisements provided by her
research director at California-Riverside, where
she earned her Ph.D., she happened upon a
position in Furman’s chemistry department.
She liked its emphasis on undergraduate
research, she recalls, but a line at the end
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creativity. John Armstrong of communication
studies, which shares a departmental suite with
classics, says, “One of the qualities that I find
striking about Chris is his readiness to
experiment in the classroom.”
Armstrong goes on to say, “At first glance,
a book on geometry might seem an odd choice
for a language class. However, Chris recognized
that the limited vocabulary of the book would
create a process in which students could rapidly
master the vocabulary and thus spend more time
reading and less time looking up words. They
could also test the mathematical principles of
Euclid, thereby also testing their understanding
of the Greek text.”
In addition, Blackwell eagerly involves
students in cutting-edge research. He is a
national leader in efforts to establish a digital
library of ancient manuscripts, and for a number
of years his students have been part of an
ongoing project (with other universities) of
reviewing, analyzing and translating the great
works of antiquity. Blackwell and a colleague
at the University of Kentucky recently received
a three-year, $250,000 grant from the National
Science Foundation to help develop new imaging
technologies to further their efforts, which
include making their work available to the
public.
As he has said, “We can best preserve these
treasures of human culture by putting them in
as many hands as possible.”
Blackwell, a graduate of Marlboro College
in Vermont who earned his advanced degrees
at Duke, acknowledges that in teaching a subject
like Greek, he often benefits from small classes,
especially in upper-level courses. “Small classes
make it easier to customize,” he says. “We can
all work together, for example, to translate the
scholarly notes from a Byzantine manuscript.”
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Blackwell’s creative, well-rounded approach earns accolades

No matter the size of the class, though,
students say that Blackwell’s patience, compassion, broad range of knowledge and fair
but exacting standards help them persevere.
“I tell my Greek students not to get discouraged, because the subject really is hard,”
he says. “That’s why it’s worth doing. And
this is literature that’s been sitting around for
a thousand years waiting to be read, so it’s OK
to take your time with it. If you stick with it,
the vocabulary and grammar will come.
“It was hard for me to learn. It helps
to remember that, because I understand
the struggle.”
— JIM STEWART

of the ad really caught her eye: “Students
are a delight to work with.”
“No one else said anything like that,”
she says. “I had to learn more.”
So she applied for the position — and
ultimately became the first full-time tenured
woman in the Furman chemistry department,
where she’s been a mainstay since 1983.
Lon Knight, department chair throughout
Wright’s years at Furman, says of his colleague,
“She amazes me with how she keeps her courses
fresh with new material, and her sensitivity
to student feedback allows for considerable
flexibility in her teaching.”
Moreover, Knight marvels at Wright’s ability
to work with students on any level. “I can
recall many weak students in her introductory
chemistry courses who would have withdrawn
from the course under most instructors, but
Laura spends countless hours with such students
in out-of-class, one-on-one help sessions.
Many of our very best senior majors owe their
college chemistry achievements to Laura’s early
intervention.
“But while she is a tremendous help to weak
students,” he adds, “she still manages to challenge
the best students. It’s her ability to cover the
broad range of students that most impresses me.”
Students themselves praise Wright’s warm
nature, concern for their well-being and ability
to apply classroom theory to real world situations.
The latter skill has evolved in part from her
sabbatical work with local industry, where she
has observed firsthand how chemistry is used on
a day-to-day basis.
Jennifer Myers ’10 asserts that, aside from the
professor’s classroom and research skills, “What
qualifies Dr. Wright for this award is her spirit.
She is caring and encouraging, demands high
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standards and truly takes a personal interest in
her students. She builds lasting relationships.”
Chemistry alumni echo Myers’ comments.
Several wrote letters backing Wright’s nomination for the award, and all described how
much they valued the advice, encouragement
and support she has provided since their formal
Furman connection ended.
For Wright, it all comes with the territory.
“That line from the advertisement was right.
Our students are a joy to work with,” she says.
“And we have such a great mix. Some go on
to medical school. Others earn doctorates and
enter industry or teaching.
“It’s fun to watch where they end up —
and to keep up with their lives.”
— JIM STEWART

An article on Savita Nair, recipient of the 2009
Award for Meritorious Advising, will appear
in the winter issue.
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