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I Am a Teacher

I read Charlotte’s Web and Charlie and the Chocolate Factory every year, and every year when Charlie finds the golden ticket and Charlotte dies, I cry.

I take slivers out of fingers and bad sports out of steal the bacon. I know when a child has gum in his mouth even when he is not chewing. I have sung “Happy Birthday” 657 times.

I hand over scissors with the handles up. My copies of The Velveteen Rabbit and Treasure Island are falling apart. I can listen to one child talk about his birthday party and another talk about her sleepover and another talk about getting his stomach pumped last night—all at the same time.

I fix staplers that won’t staple and zippers that won’t zip, and I poke pins in the orange caps of glue bottles that will not pour. I hand out papers and pencils and stickers and envelopes for newly pulled teeth. I know the difference between Austria and Australia.

I plan lessons while shaving, showering, driving, eating, and sleeping. I plan lessons five minutes before the bell rings. I know what time it is when the big hand is on the twelve and the little hand is on the nine. I say the r in library. I do not say the w in sword.

I put on Band-Aids and winter coats and school plays. I know they will not understand the difference between your and you’re. I know they will write to when it should be too. I say “Cover your mouth,” after they have coughed on me.

I am a teacher.

I examine new braces and new blisters and holes in mouths where teeth have just fallen out. I can spell vacuum. I know the magic word.

I wear four-leaf clovers and dandelions in my shirt pocket that have just been picked with love at recess. I pray for snow days. I pray for Stephen to be absent.

I spend Thanksgiving vacation writing report cards, Christmas vacation cleaning my classroom, and summer vacation taking classes on how to relax. I know the difference between a comma and an apostrophe. I can say “apostrophe.”

I buy books about cats and dogs and sharks and volcanoes and horses and dinosaurs. I turn jump ropes and am base in tag. I am glad you can only get chicken pox once.

I correct pencil grips and spelling mistakes and bad manners. I push in chairs all the way, push swings higher, and push sleeves up while children are painting. I can touch the paper cutter.

I own one suit, two pairs of shoes, and eight boxes of graham crackers. I have every teacher mug that Hallmark ever made and every Save the Children tie too. I say, “Use two hands!” when they carry their lunch trays. I say, “Accidents happen,” after they did not use two hands.

I wear green on Saint Patrick’s Day, red on Valentine’s Day, and my bathrobe on Pajama Day. I poke straws into juice boxes and untwist thermos lids that are too tight. I unpeel oranges that are too tight too.

I sign library passes and yearbooks and new casts. I attend soccer games and Little League championships and funerals for guinea pigs. I answer to both “Mom” and “Dad.”

I am a teacher.

I hope April Fool’s Day is on a Saturday. I blow up balloons that will not blow up. I always blow the whistle too early at recess.

I can borrow and carry very fast. I give them more time to answer six times eight than two times three. I never end a sentence with a preposition. I know what a preposition is.

I draw stars and smiley faces. I say, “Take over,” in four square games when I was not looking. Once I forgot eight plus seven.

I know when to say “can” and when to say “may.” I have worn green marker, red paint, yellow chalk dust, glue stick, and glitter all on the same day. I hate glitter.

I always begin a sentence with a capital and end it with a period. I always walk in line. I always lose at arm wrestling.

I leave “shuger” and “vilets” misspelled on their valentines. I know all my continents and all my oceans. I tape pages back into books. I can find the end of the new roll of Scotch tape. I call on children whose hands are not raised.

I know that colonel is a really hard word to read, and so is doubt and so is gauge, I know that kids will read started, when it says stared. I have spelled out because and beautiful and friend six million times.

I am a teacher.

I look both ways before crossing the street. I save balls stuck in basketball hoops. I have given 842 spelling tests and have written “Have a Good Summer!” that many times too.

I collect milk boxes and coffee cans and egg cartons. I know all my times tables. I can type without looking. I know that two pretzels do not equal one Hershey kiss.

I can make a telescope out of a toilet paper roll and a totem pole out of oatmeal boxes. I can make snowflakes out of coffee filters and a space shuttle out of a Pringles can too.

I know my notes because “Every Good Boy Does Fine.” I know my directions because I “Never Eat Slimy Worms.” I know all my planets because “My Very Elegant Mother Just Sat Upon Nine Pickles.” And I can only say my ABCs if I sing them.

I fix watchbands, repair eyeglasses, and search for lost milk money after freeze tag. I know when their fists will make a rock and when they will make scissors.

I know when a child does not understand. I know when a child is not telling the truth. I know when a child was up too late last night. I know when a child needs help finding a friend.

I am a teacher.
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Class List

I have twenty school photos, have marched in twenty Halloween parades, and have survived twenty April Fool’s Days. I have welcomed 642 third graders into my classroom, and tomorrow I will welcome more.

My principal’s name is Cathy Carlson. We have worked together for five years. I like her. Cathy loves children, runs short staff meetings, and brings doughnuts for the teachers after Back to School Night.

This afternoon Cathy dropped my new class list into my mailbox. Last year when she handed out the lists, I sent mine back with a note. It said, “May I have another list, please? I don’t like this one.”

She sent a note back. It said, “No.”

This year I met Dawn in the staff room just after Cathy put the lists into our mailboxes. Dawn teaches third grade right next to me.

“Hey, Dawn, did you get a note from Cathy with your list?” I asked.

“Yeah, why?”

“What did it say?” I asked.

“Have a good year,” she answered. “Why, what did yours say?”

“Phil, no changes!” I read.

She laughed.

“How many kids did you get?” I asked.

Dawn looked at her list. “Twenty-eight.”

“Twenty-eight!” I screamed. “I have thirty-two. How many boys do you have?”

She counted. “Fourteen.”

“Fourteen!”I yelled. “I have twenty-one!”

“That’s not bad,” she said.

“Not bad? I have the entire NFL in my room,” I whined. “I’ll trade you.”

“Phil!” she screamed.

“Come on!” I begged. “I’ll wash your car every week. I’ll write all your report cards. I’ll do your yard duty for the whole year!”

“Yeah, right. That’s what you said last year. Now get out of here.” She laughed.

“OK,” I said, “but I’m going to go see Cathy about this right now.”

I couldn’t find Cathy. I didn’t expect to. Cathy is never around after she puts the lists in our boxes. Actually, she stays out of sight for the next two weeks and waits until we fall in love with our students and wouldn’t dream of giving any of them up. Smart principal.

I walked into my classroom, sat down, and looked more closely at my list. Out of thirty-two children, four were discipline problems, five had limited English, one spoke no English at all, three were in the learning resource program and needed special help, one was a diabetic, two had ADD and had to take Ritalin twice a day, one was severely allergic to bees, one was allergic to peanuts, and one was allergic to eggplant.

I started reading their cumulative folders. These folders contain all the child’s report cards, health records, and other important information. Ronny’s was three inches thick. Stephen’s had five different psychological reports. And Justin’s was stamped, “Do not open till 2050.”

I stopped reading them.

Hopefully they’ve changed, I thought. Maybe Stephen went to boot camp over the summer. Maybe Justin moved.

Actually, the class didn’t look that bad. I’ve had worse. One year I had thirty-six kids and twenty-five were boys. That year the women’s group at church put cards in my box every Monday morning saying they were praying for me. And once a week they sent me a string bean casserole. If you can believe it, that year three of the girls moved.

You know how the Chinese calendar has the Year of the Rat and the Year of the Snake and the Year of the Monkey? Well, that’s sort of how I remember my years too.

My first year was the Year of Samantha. Samantha was a writer. She wrote on her desk, on the bathroom walls, and on Emily. Her favorite thing to do was draw a watch on her wrist with Magic Marker and beg me to ask her what time it was. Once she got mad at me and took a Sharpie to all my art supplies. Now I have twenty boxes of “Fart Supplies.”

The Year of Rebecca was special. The first time I called on her, she jumped under her desk and started barking. I told Frank, my very first principal, that I didn’t think this was the best placement for her, but he just shrugged. One day he came in to ask me a question, and Rebecca started chewing on his pant leg.

“What is she doing?” Frank screamed.

“She’s teething,” I said.

And so ended the Year of Rebecca.

The Year of Dylan was memorable. Dylan “collected” things—pencils, calculators, car keys, mobile phones, furniture. I had to put padlocks on all the cupboards, my desk, even the rabbit cage. Once I caught him rolling the overhead projector cart out the door. He said it was his, and kept on rolling.

I won’t ever forget the Year of Cody. Cody wanted to be in the movies. Literally. He loved videos. Oh, not to watch them—to wrap himself up in them. About once a month I had to untie a hundred yards of videotape from around his arms before he started turning blue.

The Year of Satan was really fun. That wasn’t his name of course. That’s just what I called him. Satan stepped on every snail he saw. He sizzled insects with magnifying glasses. Potato bugs curled up when they saw him coming.

I wonder who this year will be named after. Which one of the thirty-two will be the winner?


The First Day of School

This morning, twenty-one boys and eleven girls walked into their third grade classroom. They sat down, nervous and quiet, trying to figure out their new man teacher with the tie and the glasses who for the first period told them to be thoughtful to others, and use your time wisely, and follow directions, and raise your hands before speaking, and do not touch the paper cutter, and ask to go to the bathroom, and don’t whine when you take out your math books, and respect each other’s property, and who knows what that means? And don’t chew gum at school, and don’t exclude others from your games, and walk in the hallways, and don’t run up the slide.

Poor kids. I would have left after the first ten minutes.

Actually, I almost did on my first day of third grade. My teacher’s name was Mr. Johnson. I cried when I found out I had him. My friends said he was mean. He gave homework. But my mom liked him because he taught kids their times tables and the states, and my mom said that teachers didn’t teach kids their times tables and states anymore.

On my first day of third grade, Mr. Johnson lined us all up in front of the chalkboard and walked down the row like a sergeant. He stopped in front of me, bent over, and raised one eyebrow.

“Mr. Done?” he said slowly.

I froze.

“I had your older brother,” he said.

I wanted to run out the door but figured that, being a sergeant, he could run faster than I could. So I stayed and learned my times tables and my states.

Now I like the first day of school. I like the newness of it all. The name tags aren’t torn. The butcher paper hasn’t faded. The pencils don’t have teethmarks. The dry erase markers write. The glue bottles pour. The dodgeballs bounce. The watercolor trays are clean. The rug smells like carpet cleaner. And the desks smell like 409.

The boys still line up with the boys, and the girls still line up with the girls. At nine o’clock they still ask me, “When’s lunch?” and at ten o’clock, “When’s school over?” They still laugh out loud when I read The Teacher from the Black Lagoon, even though they heard it in kindergarten and first grade and second grade too. They still forget over the summer how to do 500 minus 199. They still hope the new man teacher likes them.

And I do.

Today was a good day as far as first days of school go. I was lucky. One of Dawn’s kids walked home after morning recess. He said he was tired. A girl in Kim’s class screamed for three hours straight. A boy in Lisa’s class had an accident on the rug. Marion had two criers. And a kid in Mike’s room threw up three times before lunch (the custodian finally left the mop).

On the first day of school, kids usually fall in love with their new teacher by first recess. But for me, it takes about a week until they are mine. I always miss the old ones. I look at row two, second seat from the end, and I still see Jesse from last year leaning back on his chair. I look at row one, right on the aisle, and I still see Alexandra with her hair in her mouth. I look at row three, middle seat, and I still see Mark surrounded by pencil sharpener shavings. But Mark is sharpening his pencils, Alexandra is eating her hair, and Jesse is falling over in another classroom this year. They all have their new favorite teachers now.

And that is how it should be.


Only Thirty-eight Weeks to Go

Where did my Summer go? I was just beginning to relax. And I was doing so well too. By the end of June I ate a whole piece of watermelon without counting the seeds out loud. By July I cut an apple without asking anybody, “How many quarters make a half?” And in August I even threw away a mayonnaise jar.

Every year I forget what it’s like to start all over again. The first week of school comes, and bam! I feel like I just jumped into the hamster cage. Actually, the hamster’s life is looking pretty darn good right now.

I always forget that third graders at the beginning of the year are not the same as third graders at the end of the year. The kids I hugged good-bye in June are not the kids I welcomed last week.

I forget that new third graders can’t tell time, they can’t read cursive, and they don’t know if the holes on the binder paper go on the right or the left.

I forget that they take three hours to write their names on their papers, then another three hours to write five sentences. And the five sentences take up three pieces of paper because they write so big.

I forget that it takes five minutes for them to finish their addition problems (that I planned for them to take an hour for) because they can’t remember how to carry, and they just put question marks on all the problems and say they’re done.

This week I feel as though all I’m doing is playing chess. First I moved Ronny away from Brian. They were pretending to be kung fu masters. Then I moved him away from Stephen (Ronny discovered that the end of the compass makes an excellent spear). Then I moved him away from Anthony (I had to break up their burping contest). Finally I moved Ronny right beside me. I told him, “One more problem, and king takes pawn outside.”

I am already on my ninth seating chart. And just when I have everyone seated in a place I think will work, now they all want to know when they can change seats.

SEATING CHART
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Names

I entered teaching in the C years. The boys were all named Christopher. The girls were all named Christine. The hamsters were all named Cookie.

Pretty soon we started reading the classics again, and the room was full of Olivers and Elizabeths and Emmas and Nicholases.

Then came the J years. I had four Jacobs, three Jeremys, two Jessicas, and five Jackies in the same room. It made putting names in alphabetical order extremely difficult.

Some trends came and went. Once I had two Blakes, three Ashleys, and a Zack. I thought I was on One Life to Live. Another year I felt like I was working at a sweetshop. I had a Candy and a Coco. Then there was the year that I chased Maxes and Trevors and Rexes around all day long. The cafeteria may as well have served Kibbles ’n Bits.

Some years a few names are just too difficult for me to pronounce. These kids quickly receive their new nicknames of Tiger, or Sweetheart, or Trouble.

One year it was May when Sam finally realized that Seung Bin’s real name was not Tiger. That was understandable though. Sam thought my first name was Mr.

Sometimes I just don’t want to say their names at all. Take the new student who arrived last spring. Guess what his name was?

His name was Phuc.

All day long I would say, “Sit down, Phuc,” “Line up for lunch now, Phuc,” and, “Phuc, it’s time for reading.”

I tried making the u in his name long. I pretended that I didn’t see him raise his hand so I didn’t have to call on him. He was my next Tiger.

Some years I swear that all the expectant moms on the PTA get together and say, “OK, girls, what name can we all give our new babies this year?”

One year they decided on Hannah. How do I know this? Because a few years later I had five Hannahs in my classroom, that’s why. The only way I could keep them all straight was to number them.

“Hannah Number Three,” I said, “would you please answer the question?”

I pointed to Hannah.

“I’m not Hannah Number Three,” said Hannah. “I’m Hannah Number Five.”

This year I keep calling Brian by his brother’s name because I had his brother last year. And I call Joshua “Luke” because Luke was sitting in that seat two months ago.

And forget the attendance sheet. Nobody wants to be called what it says on the attendance sheet anymore. Jenny hates the name Jennifer. Joey hates Joseph. Matthew wants to be called Matt now, Ronald wants to be called Ronny, and Justin wants to be called the Terminator.

The moms’ names are worse. Half of them have different last names from their kids’. Patrick’s mom got angry ’cause I wrote “Mrs.” and not “Ms.” And I’m sorry, but those hyphenated names drive me crazy. They do not fit on my name tags.

My brother Steve is a teacher too. He teaches the older kids. One day, when he and his wife were expecting their first child, they sat around the kitchen table trying to pick out a name. I was with them.

“What about Rachel?” my sister-in-law, Karen, asked.

“No way,” said my brother.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because I had a Rachel in my room once,” he answered. “She stole everything.”

“OK, no Rachel,” Karen said. “What about Rebecca?”

I screamed.

“What?” she asked.

“You can’t name her Rebecca,” I said.

“Why?”

“I had a Rebecca once, and whenever she didn’t want to do something, she hid under the desk and barked.”

“Oh my. Maybe we should try some boys’ names then. I like the name Thomas. Do you like Thomas?” she asked my brother.

Steve looked at her. “Do you want to be penny-locked in the bathroom and pull toilet paper rolls out of the john?” he asked.

Karen made a nervous face.

“How about Jacob?” she suggested.

I pointed to the side of my head.

“See these gray hairs?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she answered.

“They’re all named Jacob. And see this?” I cried, pointing to the bald spot on the top of my head. “I used to have hair there until Nathan showed up.”

Karen laughed.

“OK. No Jacob and no Nathan,” she said. “But we have to name him something.”

“I got it,” said my brother. “Let’s name him Martin.”

“Martin? Why Martin?” she asked.

“Because I have never had a Martin in my class.”

“But what if you get a Martin one day in your class and it ends up being the Year of Martin?” she asked.

“No problem.” My brother smiled. “We’ll just change our son’s name.”
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