
      
      
         [image: Cover]


      
   

      Copyright


      Copyright © 2009 by Phillip Done


      All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced,

         distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written

         permission of the publisher.

      


      Center Street


      Hachette Book Group


      237 Park Avenue


      New York, NY 10017


      Visit our website at 

         www.HachetteBookGroup.com.

      


      

         www.twitter.com/centerstreet

      


      Center Street is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


      The Center Street name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


      First eBook Edition: September 2009


      ISBN: 978-1-59995-264-2


      

   

      Dedicated to:


      Mrs. Ranada who taught me how to read,


      Mrs. Murayama who taught me how to think,


      And Mr. Stretch — who taught me how to teach.


   

      August


      [image: art]


      Now all I have to teach you is one word — everything.


      — The Miracle Worker


   

      TEACHERHOOD


      On my desk at school there is a treasure chest. It is filled with construction paper cards decorated with glitter glue, school

         photos framed with Popsicle sticks, and pictures drawn with tropical marker and colored pencil and love. If I’m in the drawings,

         I am usually as tall as the schoolhouse in the background. My head is bigger than the sun.

      


      Next to parents, teachers are the most influential people in children’s lives. We love, care, guide, and nurture. We collect

         baby teeth, check foreheads for fevers, and can punch the little silver dots on top of juice boxes with one swift poke of

         the straw. We are used to being called Mom and Dad. I wonder: Why don’t we have a word that captures the essence of being

         a teacher — a word that encompasses the spirit of teaching? Motherhood and fatherhood are words. Parenthood is a word. I think teacherhood should be a word, too.

      


      Teacherhood is knowing that softer voices are more effective than louder ones, that students read better under their desks, that you

         always hand out birthday treats at the end of the day, that kids will not hear the difference between than and then, that children will always choose chocolate chip cookies before oatmeal and raisin, and that if the office supply store is

         having a Back to School sale on folders but will only let you purchase twenty folders at a time — buy twenty, leave the store,

         return, grab another twenty, and go to a new register.

      


      Teacherhood is understanding that you should never try to teach anything on Halloween, that when kids start learning cursive they forget

         how to spell, that students who are usually quiet will become chatty the week before Christmas break, that desks swallow papers,

         that at any given moment a child could announce something random like he’s been to Denver and saw a banana slug, that the

         best lessons on paper can tank in real life, that children who are about to throw up get clingy, that reading nothing but

         comics is like eating only pasta your whole life, and that for Show and Tell you do not ask Sarah to bring in her cat and

         Trevor to share his dog on the same day.

      


      Teacherhood is knowing that when kids hold up their multiplication flash cards to the light they can see the answers on the back, that

         children will leave the t out of watch and the second m out of remember, that you always explain the instructions before handing out the blocks (or beans or marshmallows), that cupcake paper is edible, that the pile of red construction paper

         in the supply room will be lowest in February, that when the air-conditioner man comes into the classroom and starts removing

         the ceiling tiles — stop teaching, and that when children see their teacher burst out laughing or fight back tears while reading

         a book — they witness two of reading’s greatest rewards.

      


      Teacherhood is prying staples out of the stapler with a pair of scissors, following mud tracks to a student’s desk, asking questions

         about things when you already know the answers, laughing at knock-knock jokes you’ve heard three hundred times, being able

         to make thirty-seven different things out of a paper plate, locating the exact book that a child is searching for when all

         she knows is that it has a yellow cover, knowing that a storm is coming without looking outside, pushing desks that have crept

         up throughout the day back to their original places, finding yellow caps on blue markers, and counting to five while each

         child takes a drink at the drinking fountain so that no kid hogs all the water.

      


      Teacherhood is correcting papers while watching Letterman, calculating how many workdays are left till the middle of June, singing the “ABC Song” out loud when looking up a word in

         the dictionary, taking the 7:00 AM dentist appointment, asking the woman at the dry cleaners if she can get out glue stick, unrolling a brand-new package of

         paper towels because you need one more tube for an art project, taking your students out for free play and calling it PE,

         knowing that no matter how much food you have at the Thanksgiving feast — kids will just grab the popcorn, and calling your

         student three different names before finally getting it right.

      


      Teacherhood is standing in the center of the dodgeball circle while twenty children try to get you out, counting kids’ heads on a field

         trip, confiscating yardsticks that have magically turned into swords, snitching candy from your own goody jar, collecting

         abandoned bird nests, scooping goop out of pumpkins, understanding that cursive [image: art] is easier to write than cursive [image: art], having ninety-seven items in your emergency preparedness backpack but not being able to find the Band-Aids, knowing all

         about Cabbage Patch Kids, Beanie Babies, Pokémon, Smurfs, Elmo, Tamagotchis, Webkinz, and Bakugan before they became hot,

         and sitting in the “barber’s chair” on Colonial Day while getting a shave with a Popsicle stick and Cool Whip.

      


      Teacherhood is writing “Do Not Touch!” on the tape dispenser then hunting for it the very next day, sweating over not being able to get

         the DVD player to work while twenty kids offer to “help,” waiting out in front of Target the morning after Thanksgiving to

         save fifty cents on ribbon, making rain parkas out of Hefty bags when it starts pouring on the field trip, expecting more

         chase games on the blacktop in spring than in fall, explaining that a rock is a very important role in the school play, yanking

         so hard on the wall map that it shoots up and jumps off the metal hooks, having butterflies the night before school starts,

         and understanding that a child may forget what you taught her — but will always remember how you made her feel.

      


   

      BACK TO SCHOOL


      There is a moment in August when teachers everywhere experience the same migratory call. This tug is always followed by a sigh,

         or a shake of the head, or both. Where did the summer go? Eventually, we make that first trip back to our classrooms. The key turns. The door opens. Summer is officially over.

      


      Inside, the tile floor around the sink shines with a new coat of wax. The room smells like carpet cleaner. It is time to rebuild

         our nests. So we unstack chairs, arrange desks, organize books, and decorate bulletin boards. We make copies, sort through

         files, and put a brand-new shoe-box house in the bunny cage. And best of all, we get to visit the supply room again.

      


      Teachers love school supplies. We thrill in taking the cellophane off new boxes of markers, stacks of Post-it notes, and sticks

         of modeling clay. We get tingly all over when we see cans full of newly sharpened yellow pencils fanned out in a perfect circle.

         Squeezing brand-new bottles of glue — better than chocolate.

      


      I don’t know a single grade school teacher who can make it through the summer without checking out at least one Back to School

         sale. We can’t resist. But teachers must exercise caution whenever entering any Back to School department. There is one very

         important rule that we must follow: Do not let on that you are a teacher. I made this mistake recently in Office Depot.

      


      When I arrived, the parking lot was full. Signs on the doors posted extended hours. Lines at the registers stretched clear

         to the center of the store. The Back to School section was packed with dazed moms and dads with supply lists in hand hunting

         through shelves, rifling through boxes, and fighting over the last Hannah Montana pencil case. It looked like Toys R Us at

         Christmastime. A manager stood in the aisle directing traffic. His forehead was sweaty. “You should have a fast-track lane

         like they do at Disneyland,” I joked. He wasn’t amused.

      


      One woman was standing in front of the shelves talking to herself. “What in the heck is a D-ring binder?” Another was trying

         to convince her daughter that her pocket folders did not have to match her notebooks. A third was holding up three backpacks

         while her darling sat in the shopping cart.

      


      “Do you want Tinker Bell, Scooby-Doo, or Little Mermaid?” the mom asked.


      The child slapped the handle on the cart. “I want Barbie.”


      As I made my way through the aisle, I spotted a mom staring blankly at the pens. Poor gal. She looked like she was about to

         cry.

      


      “Excuse me,” I said. “Do you need some help?”


      She turned to me. “I don’t know what kind of markers I’m supposed to get. The teacher just wrote one pack of colored washable markers.” The woman pointed to the racks. “There are twenty different kinds of markers here. Do I get Bold, Classic, or Techno Brite?” She threw up her hands. “Do I get an eight-pack,

         ten-pack, or twelve-pack?”

      


      “Well,” I replied, pulling one of the boxes off the shelf, “I always ask my students to bring in Crayola Classics. Eight-count.”


      The woman’s eyes grew big. “Are you a teacher?”

      


      “Uh-huh.”


      She gasped and seized my arm. News spread like head lice that there was a real live teacher in the store. Within seconds I was surrounded by moms asking me questions:

      


      “Is this the right paper for a first grader?”


      “Does a kindergartner need a binder?”


      “How many glue sticks should I buy?”


      “What the heck is a protractor?”


      I doled out advice on calculators and scissors, lunch bags and hand sanitizer, composition books and facial tissue. The mommies

         thanked me as they checked the items off their lists. Finally, after about half an hour, I said good-bye to my new friends,

         made my purchases, and left the store.

      


      Every year, it seems like stores put their Back to School supplies out earlier and earlier. It’s bad enough that I have to

         sift through Christmas wrap to get to the Halloween candy and that shelves are full of valentines before New Year’s, but setting

         up Back to School displays in June is just plain wrong! Teachers haven’t even had a chance to write thank-you cards for their

         end-of-the-year gifts. The class pets that we just took home to care for over vacation are still wondering why it’s so quiet.

      


      Other professions aren’t taunted when they go shopping. Doctors don’t walk into Walgreens and find displays full of tongue depressors at half off. Dentists don’t have

         to listen to blue-light special announcements for toothbrushes and dental floss.

      


      At the end of June, I was pushing my cart down an aisle in Wal-Mart looking for some flip-flops and sunscreen when I stopped

         dead in my tracks. “No!” I cried out loud. “It can’t be. Not already!” There in the center of the aisle sat enormous bins

         full of Elmer’s glue and Bic pens and Scotch tape and one-size-fits-all book covers. Immediately I whipped my cart around

         and raced away like I was being chased by the dinosaurs in Jurassic Park. I dodged into the Housewares Department. After catching my breath, I quickly slipped out.

      


      So how can a teacher avoid this slap of reality in the middle of summer? The trick is knowing exactly where a store’s Back

         to School aisle is located so that you do not suddenly find yourself surrounded by High School Musical backpacks. After careful investigation of three major retailers, here is what I discovered:

      


      Wal-Mart’s Back to School section begins exactly one hundred twenty-three steps from the front door (I paced it off). If you

         stay within one hundred twenty-two paces from the entrance, you’ll be safe. Warning: If you step past the Home and Office Department, you have gone too far. I repeat — do not pass Home and Office. The school supplies are in the next aisle.

      


      Target is trickier than Wal-Mart. When walking into Target, you will feel safe. You won’t see any cardboard buses at the entrance loaded with binders and folders plastered with the Jonas Brothers.

         But don’t be fooled. Above you hang dozens of giant banners with oversize smiling pencils and rulers and students. (There

         are never teachers in these posters.) These signs hang ten feet apart and lead the customers right to the Back to School aisle.

         Do not look up. Look straight ahead. Do not look up!

      


      Safeway stores are sneaky, too. Be careful. Their Back to School items are always placed close to the front of the store.

         But the good thing is that you will only find them near one of their two entrances, behind Door Number 1 (by the meat section) or Door Number 2 (close to the produce). If you choose

         wisely, you will avoid their Back to School display completely.

      


      One evening, I stopped at Safeway to pick up some food for dinner. Inside the store, I spotted a young woman stacking bags

         of Tootsie Rolls and Kit Kats and Starburst and Skittles on shelves by the entrance. She’s not putting Halloween candy out already, I thought. It’s only August. I walked up to the clerk and pointed to the display.

      


      “Uh… Is this for Halloween?”


      “Nope,” she answered. “For Back to School.”


      She must be joking.


      I half laughed. “You’re pulling my leg.”


      “It’s true.”


      I had never heard of Back to School candy before. “What’s it for? Treats from the teachers?”


      “No. For the kids’ lunches.”


      My jaw dropped. “You… you mean to tell me that you’re selling candy for kids’ lunches?”

      


      She nodded.


      “How long has this been going on?” I asked, raising my voice.


      “A couple of years. Everyone’s doing it.”


      I rubbed my forehead in disbelief. “I’m surprised you don’t have Back to School soda pop,” I muttered.


      She pointed. “Aisle four.”


   

      FLY ON THE WALL


      Everyone knows that the person who really runs a school is the secretary. If you have questions, ask the secretary. If you

         lose something, see the secretary. If the copier is jammed, get the secretary. If a child throws up, send her to the secretary.

      


      Ellen has been our school secretary for more than twenty years. Her computer is covered with Far Side cartoons and kids’ photos

         and inspirational quotes to get her through the day. The sign over her desk says, “Ask not what your secretary can do for

         you, but what you can do for your secretary!”

      


      The day before school begins, Ellen posts the class lists on the library windows at 3:00 PM. All the teachers try to be off campus when those lists go up. If they stay at school, they are sure to be bombarded by students

         and parents who just want to stop by and say hello. For three hours.

      


      This year my friend Sandy, who also teaches third grade, stopped by my room at two forty-five.


      “It’s almost three,” Sandy said. “You’re leaving, aren’t you?”


      I sighed. “I can’t. I have too much to do.”


      “Make sure you lock your door and shut the blinds,” she warned.


      I laughed. “I’m going to hide out in the library.” I figured I’d be safe there.


      “Whatever you do, don’t let anyone see you.”


      “I won’t. I’ll stay out of sight.”


      Sandy glanced at her watch. It was two fifty. “I gotta run. See you in the morning.” Then she cracked open my door, looked

         both ways, and made a mad dash to the parking lot.

      


      I grabbed my lesson plan book, hurried over to the library, and crept in the back door where I found a seat in the corner

         of the room. Parents and kids had gathered outside the front glass doors waiting for the lists to go up. I had a good view

         from where I was sitting. I kept the lights off so no one would see me. The windows above the doors were open so I could hear

         what was going on.

      


      Ellen walked into the library at exactly three o’clock and spotted me.


      “What are you doing here?” she asked.


      “Hiding,” I whispered.


      She looked away quickly and pretended I wasn’t there. Then she started taping the lists on the inside of the windows. The

         crowd swarmed around. After all the lists were up, Ellen turned around and darted to the back door.

      


      “You’re not staying?” I asked.


      “Not for a million dollars.”


      I flashed a smile. “If anyone has any questions, I’ll give them your home number.”


      She laughed. “And I’ll make sure you have bus duty for the whole year.”


      As I sat hidden, I watched dozens of children run their fingers down the lists, hunting for their names. The search is always

         the same. When kids get the teacher they want, they scream. After finding their names they look for their friends’ names.

         If their friends are in the same class, they scream again. Before leaving campus, they rush to their new classrooms, press

         their faces against the windows to get a peek inside, and declare, “No one’s there.”

      


      As the crowd grew, I heard one child shout, “I got Mr. Done!” He was jumping up and down. That felt good. It was John. I knew

         him well. Last year when I was on cafeteria duty, I opened thirty-seven of his juice boxes.

      


      A few minutes later, I heard a mom ask, “Who’d you get?”


      “Mr. Done,” a sad voice answered.


      I craned my neck to see who it was. It was Sarah. I knew her, too. In fact, everyone knew Sarah. In second grade she wore

         leopard leotards, pink cowboy boots, a purple-fringed leather jacket studded with rhinestones, and a plastic purple Barbie

         watch. On Picture Makeup Day, she got confused and came to school wearing glittery lip gloss and eye shadow.

      


      “What’s wrong with Mr. Done?” Sarah’s mom asked.


      “He gives homework,” Sarah grumped.


      “They all give homework, honey.”


      Sarah looked horrified.


      Soon I heard another voice. “I got him! I got him!” Since there are only two male teachers on my campus — Mr. Davis, who teaches

         fifth grade, and myself — there was a good chance that this was one of mine. It was. The voice belonged to Trevor. I’d had

         Trevor’s brother Stephen two years earlier. In fact, Stephen was with Trevor at the library window. As the boys walked away,

         I heard Stephen say, “Mr. Done’s nice. Laugh at his jokes. He likes that.”

      


      Over the next hour, more children came by and ran their fingers down the lists then left to go press their faces against the

         windows of their new classrooms. When the crowd began to die down, I gathered my things, sneaked out the back door, and returned

         to my room. I set my lesson plan book on my desk, took one last look around, and headed out. Just as I was locking the door,

         Stephen and Trevor rode by on their bikes.

      


      “Well, look who’s here,” I said with a big smile. “How are you boys doing?”


      “Great,” Stephen replied.


      I walked toward them. “Did you have a nice summer?”


      “Yeah,” they answered in unison.


      “All ready for school to start?” I asked.


      “Uh-huh,” said Stephen.


      I looked at Trevor and smiled. “So, do you know who your teacher is?”


      Trevor grinned and nodded.


      “I’m glad you’re in my class,” I said.


      His grin grew.


      Then I looked at Stephen. “Are you excited about fifth grade?”


      “Sort of,” Stephen responded.


      “Who’d you get?” I asked.


      “Mr. Davis.”


      “Ahhhh,” I said. Then I lowered my voice to a playful whisper. “You want to know a secret about Mr. Davis?”


      “Sure,” Stephen answered. He stepped toward me.


      “Well,” I said, “Mr. Davis is nice. Laugh at his jokes. He likes that.”


      Trevor and Stephen snapped surprised looks at each other. I smirked and strolled away.


      “See you two tomorrow,” I sang. “And happy first day of school!”


   

      WELCOME BACK


      On the first day of school, I sit alone in my classroom and wait for the morning bell to ring. The room is ready. Everything

         is in its place — like a house just before company comes to visit. My company is coming to stay for 185 days.

      


      After the bell rings, I take a deep breath, gulp down the rest of my coffee, then push the door open. Twenty third graders

         are lined up. Twenty moms and dads stand nearby, snapping pictures on their digital cameras and cell phones. Their last words

         to their children are good luck, pay attention, be good, wear your hair back, you’ll make new friends, and don’t drive your new teacher crazy.

      


      I look out at their nervous faces. “Good morning, boys and girls.”


      “Good morning,” they answer softly.


      I know these soft voices will last only till the first recess; then I will spend the remaining 184.75 days trying to get them

         to quiet down.

      


      I smile. “My name is Mr. Done. It rhymes with phone. Please come inside. You’ll find your name tags on your desks.”

      


      One by one, the kids parade into their new classroom. In march twenty new backpacks, fifteen new pencil cases, ten new outfits,

         eighteen new binders, seventy-five new folders, sixteen new lunch sacks, nine pairs of new shoes, seven new haircuts, and

         6,395 new markers.

      


      I greet each child as he or she walks into the room.


      “What’s your name?” I ask.


      “Emily.”


      “Nice to meet you, Emily.”


      She hands me a flower. The stem is wrapped in aluminum foil.


      “Thank you, sweetheart.”


      The next student pulls her backpack behind her. It’s on wheels. She looks like she is on her way to catch a flight.


      I smile at her. “What’s your name, honey?”


      “Melanie.”


      “I like your backpack.”


      “Thanks. It has wheels.”


      “I see that.”


      Melanie rolls on in. A boy with a buzz cut steps on up.


      “And what’s your name?” I ask.


      “Christopher,” he answers brightly.


      “Welcome to third grade, Christopher.”


      Immediately he leans way back and starts walking inside.


      My eyes get big. “What are you doing?”


      “The limbo!”


      After all the kids are inside, I kick up the doorstop and start closing the door. I look out at the parents and smile reassuringly.

         “Don’t worry. I’ll take good care of them.”

      


      There are certain things that grade school teachers do on the first day of school. We read our students a story. We give them

         a tour of the campus. We play Name Bingo. We do all we can to make sure that the kids have a nice day. Why? So they go home

         and tell their moms that they like the teacher.

      


      I give my students an All About Me Survey. It is a good way to get to know the children. Here are some of the responses to

         this year’s questions:

      


      When is your birthday? Gina: In six and a half days! How many people are in your family? Laura: Six including my dog. What’s your phone number? Angela: Home or cell? Where were you born? Trevor: At Stanford, but I’m a Cal fan. What is your favorite food? David: Maraschino cherries. What’s the most difficult part of school? Stacy: The monkey bars. What is your favorite drink? Christopher: Virgin Margaritas. No salt.

      


      What are your favorite subjects in school? Sarah: Reading, writing, and imagining. What would you like to study this year? Danny: Taxidermy. What would you like me to know about yourself? Kevin: I eat paper.

      


      What do you want to be when you grow up? Joshua: Jackie Chan. Do you play any sports? Brian: Soccer. My team is called the Barracuda Pirate Warrior Transformer Secret Agent Cone Heads. But everyone calls us

         the Cone Heads.

      


      During the first week, teachers begin assessing their students. Sometimes this can be quite entertaining. One year I was checking

         Mark’s understanding of geometry and set three blocks out in front of him — a triangle, a rectangle, and a pentagon.

      


      I tapped the blocks with my pencil. “Could you please name the shapes.”


      Mark scrunched his nose.


      “Just name the shapes,” I repeated.


      Mark looked at me with an are you kidding me sort of look and shrugged. “Okay.” Then pointing to each block he said, “This one’s Joe. This one’s Frank. And this one’s

         Bob.”

      


      Another year when I was sitting with Jacob, I drew some stick figures and cookies on a piece of paper.


      “Okay, Jacob,” I started, “if there are three students and six cookies, how many cookies does each child get?”


      He shook his head. “Not enough.”


      Last year when checking Jessica’s number sense, I said, “If I give you three hamsters one day, and four hamsters the next

         day, and five hamsters the third day — how many hamsters would you have altogether?”

      


      She thought about it. “Thirteen.”


      “That’s close,” I responded. “Now think about it carefully. If I give you three hamsters the first day, four the next, and

         five the day after that, how many would you have?”

      


      This time Jessica used her fingers.


      “Thirteen,” she answered again.


      Hmm, I thought. Let me try another approach.


      I grabbed some paper clips and arranged them on the table. Maybe this will help. “Look,” I explained. “If I give you three paper clips, then four, then five — how many do you have?”

      


      “Twelve.”


      “Then why did you say thirteen when I gave you hamsters?”


      “Because I have one at home.”


      That same year I worked with Cindy on fractions.


      “Cindy, let’s say you’re really hungry. Which would you rather eat — an eighth of a pizza or a fourth of a pizza?”


      “What kind is it?”


      I shrugged. “I don’t know… pepperoni.”


      “With extra sauce?”


      “Sure,” I replied, smiling.


      “And extra cheese?”


      “Why not?”


      “Are there olives?”


      “Olives, too.”


      She shook her head. “I wouldn’t eat it. I hate olives.”


      *  *  *


      This year I began my reading assessments the second day of school. During silent reading, I called kids up one at a time to

         listen to them read. Each child read a selection entitled “All About Dogs.”

      


      Trevor was the first one up. Before he started reading the selection, I asked him some questions.


      “Do you like dogs?” I asked.


      “Uh-huh.”


      “Do you have a dog?”


      “Yeah.”


      “What kind?”


      “A golden retriever.”


      “What’s its name?”


      “Sparky.”


      “Is Sparky a nice dog?”


      “No. He jumps on the furniture and drinks out of the toilet. He failed doggy school twice.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      “He can do tricks!” Trevor added.


      “What kind of tricks?”


      “Well, when we say, ‘Sparky, do you like Paris Hilton?’ he does this.”


      Trevor dived on the floor and played dead.


      Next it was Melanie’s turn.


      “Melanie, do you have a dog?”


      “No, a cat. She just had eight kittens.”


      “Wow, that’s a lot.”


      “She was pregnant a long time.” I held back a laugh. “Last week was her birthday.”


      “Did you celebrate?”


      “No. She can’t eat cake.”


      Christopher followed Melanie.


      “Do you have a dog, Christopher?”


      “Yep.”


      “What’s your dog’s name?”


      “Bitsy.”


      “Is Bitsy a boy dog or a girl dog?”


      “Well, she thinks she’s a boy dog.”

      


      I look confused. “What do you mean?”


      Christopher jumped off his chair, crouched down on all fours, and lifted his hind leg. “Now you understand?”


      Teachers assess more than reading and math in the beginning of the year. We’re also evaluating student behavior, sizing up

         the kids to see who the pistols are going to be. Over the years, I have developed several pistol assessments:

      


      The Lunch Test: When the cafeteria serves hamburgers for lunch and she opens her ketchup packet by setting it on the picnic table and smashing

         one end with her fist.

      


      The Sharing Test: When it is time for Show and Tell and he pulls out a bag of plastic tanks and Big Time Wrestling action figures.

      


      The Cursive Test: When you ask everyone to make a cursive 

         [image: art] in the air and he writes with his foot.

      


      The Supply Test: When she punches thumbtacks into all the pink erasers to make little eraser men.

      


      The Playground Test: If she tries to sell the little eraser men to the first graders.

      


      The Seasons Test: When you ask him to name the order of the seasons and he answers baseball, football, and basketball.

      


      The Math Test: When you’re setting up a mock store during math time and he puts out a cup for tips.

      


      The Entrance Test: When you open the classroom door in the morning and she shouts, “Trick-or-treat!” In August.

      


      The Delivery Test: When you ask him to take a message to the office and he writes “UPS” on a sticky note and smacks it on his chest before dashing

         out the door.

      


      The Color Test: When he tells you that his favorite color is camouflage.

      


      The Clothing Test: When he walks in wearing a T-shirt that says, “Homework kills trees. Stop the madness.”

      


      The Science Test: When you ask her to tell you something about food chains and she says, “McDonald’s is bigger than Burger King.”

      


      The Art Test: When drawing his self-portrait, he makes his eyes bloodshot.

      


      The Interview Test: When you ask the kids to write down one question they have for the teacher and his is, “Do you have back hair?”

      


      The Second-Grade Teacher Test: When you show the second-grade teachers your new class list and they cringe, gasp, cover their mouths, sit down quickly,

         shake their heads, cross themselves, grab their hearts, or ask if you’re taking Prozac.

      


   

      September


      [image: art]


      Well, remember the rules… no playing ball in the house, no fighting, no answering the phone “City Morgue.”


      The Cat in the Hat (the film)

      


   

      KIDS


      Pretty soon I will celebrate my twenty-fifth year in the classroom. I can’t believe it’s been that long. It seems like just

         yesterday I was a new teacher sneaking into the veteran’s room and peeking in her lesson plan book to see what I should be

         teaching the next day. I calculated that I have spent three months of my life taking roll, five months passing out papers,

         and two years waiting for kids to finish grinding their pencils in the electric pencil sharpener.

      


      Recently, someone asked me if kids today are different than the kids I taught when I first started. My answer is no. Kids

         are the same today as they always were. Yes, they have Xboxes and PlayStations and Game Boys and iPods and cell phones and

         computers now. But it’s the gadgets that have changed, not the children. Kids are kids are kids.

      


      Kids still get excited when you bring in a fossil or a magnet. They still get the giggles, and will giggle more when you tell

         them to stop giggling.

      


      If a mom sends in milk with birthday cupcakes, one child will show you his milk mustache. Another will lap the milk up just

         like a kitty cat.

      


      When throwing something away, they will always shoot a basket. When playing kickball, they will climb on the backstop while

         they’re waiting for their turn. Someone’s shoe will go flying when he kicks the ball.

      


      They cannot read The Guinness Book of World Records during silent reading time without tapping the students next to them and pointing to the man with all the muscles.

      


      When they can’t find a paper, they will claim that they handed it in, then discover it in their desks two weeks later. When

         the bell rings at the end of recess, one boy will take the tetherball and give it one last whopping spin.

      


      As soon as they spot their teacher coming to pick them up in line, they will shout, “Here he comes!” When they see him walking

         across the blacktop during lunch recess, they will wave at him and shout his name like they haven’t seen him in five years.

      


      If you spray cleaner on the overhead projector while the light is on, they will squeal as the ink spreads out on the glass.

         If you clean the projector glass with the light off, they will ask you to turn it on.

      


      They will say “Yuck!” when licking the envelopes for their valentines. They will laugh when they squeeze the detergent bottle

         and it whistles. They will ask if they can write about Spider-Man for their animal report.

      


      If you excuse them for lunch one second late, they will let you know. When they deliver something to the library, they will

         come back panting because they ran the whole way.

      


      Just before you pass around photos, they will promise to touch only the edges. When you get the photos back, they will be

         covered with fingerprints.

      


      If they get a new three-ring binder, they will proudly hold it up for you to see. If you hand them a piece of paper, they

         will stare at the three rings and ask how to put it in their binder. After you show them, they will open and close the rings

         until you tell them to stop.

      


      When you bring in a box of Froot Loops to hand out as treats, they will ask for the prize inside. When you finish handing

         out the Froot Loops, one will ask if there are seconds.

      


      If there are three staplers sitting on the counter and one of the staplers is smaller than the other two, they will call that

         one the baby. The other two will be Mommy and Daddy.

      


      They will spend a week working on their Mother’s Day cards then forget to take them home. If they have to leave for a dentist

         appointment at ten forty-five, they will remind you at eight thirty, nine thirty, ten thirty, ten forty, and ten forty-three.

      


      If you ask them to pick a rhythm instrument out of the box, they will always fight over the drum. They will laugh every time

         you add a new body part to the poor guy in hangman.

      


      When doing crosswords, one child will have no problem cramming seven letters into a five-letter word. When you hand out name

         tags with the sticky backs, somebody will immediately put the name tag over his mouth.

      


      They will make gagging noises if you mention the words kiss, hug, embrace, or smooch. If you say mistletoe, they will scream. When you hold up a Hershey’s Kiss and say, “Who wants a kiss?” they will scream also.

      


      When they are almost at the end of a piano piece, they will forget the music and ask if they can start over. When they clean

         the whiteboard with erasers, they will pretend they’re playing air hockey. When a child stands in front of the classroom sharing

         her family photo album, she will hold the album so that only she can see it.

      


      They will always ask the teacher what kind of car he drives. If you show them your car in the parking lot, they will look

         inside and announce how messy it is.

      


      When a visitor speaks to the class and you ask the children for questions, one will launch into a story. If you say, “Let’s

         give a round of applause,” they will clap while moving their hands in a circle.

      


      If you light a candle in science class, they will ask if they can blow it out. When you pass around a conch shell, they will

         always listen for the sea.

      


      When you’re taking a vote, some wise guy will raise two hands. When you ask one child a question, another will blurt out the

         answer.

      


      After they sing “I’ve Been Workin’ on the Railroad,” someone will always ask, “Who’s Dinah?” If they sing “You’re a Grand

         Old Flag” at the school assembly, kids in the front of the multipurpose room will end up finishing before kids in the back.

      


      They can’t talk to you without fiddling with something on your desk. Most can’t speak to you without turning back and forth

         like the inside of a washing machine or standing on one leg like a flamingo.

      


      When the grass is frosty, they will pretend to ice skate on it. When playing Red Light, Green Light, one child will always

         take an extra flying leap after the teacher shouts, “Red light!”

      


      If they were in your classroom last year and come by to visit, they will look to see whose name tags are on their desks. If they see that you’re doing something new this year, they will always say, “Why didn’t we do that?”

      


      When they tear the wrapper off a Band-Aid, they will never throw it away. If you say, “Open your book to page fifty-seven,”

         and a child opens her book right up to page fifty-seven, she will announce it and show you.

      


      They will ask for an ice pack when they don’t really need it. They will always ask if they can return the ice pack to the

         office during class time.

      


      When you give a child a Dixie cup, he will put it over his mouth and suck in all the air so that the sides of the cup cave

         in. When they’re turning the knobs on the microscope and the crystal that they’re examining comes into focus, they will shout,

         “Whoa!”

      


      If you explain that soon they will get to work with a partner, they will reach for their best friend before you finish giving

         directions. They will ask why coffee cake is called coffee cake if there is no coffee in it.

      


      When your stomach growls, they will tell you. When you cut open a pumpkin to count the number of seeds, one child will shout,

         “You’re killing it!” When they run to tell you that they just kicked the ball over the fence, they will always smile when

         they announce it.

      


      They will not think that bringing in eight My Little Ponies, twenty-seven polished rocks, and an entire snow globe collection

         is too much for one afternoon of Show and Tell. In their minds, there are only two types of teachers — nice ones and mean

         ones.

      


      When solving problems using the greater-than and less-than signs, they will turn the > and < signs into fish, alligators,

         and Pac-Men. They will have a favorite multiplication problem. It will never be 8 × 7.

      


      Hand them a straw and they’ll blow off the wrapper. Pass out animal crackers in the red circus box and they’ll always tell

         you which animal they got.

      


      When you go on a field trip to the theater and hand them their tickets, they will pretend the tickets are razors and shave

         with them. When they’re watching the play and the soloist sings a ballad, they will squirm. When you leave the theater, someone

         will slip her hand into yours.

      


      Would I trade this life of giggles and stories and songs and runny noses and glitter and chairs that are too small to sit

         in? Not in a million years. Life with kids is a rich one. And though there are days when I’d rather not deal with spilled

         paint and the missing books and sick betta fish, I’m sure that someday when I’m retired I will look back on all this and itch

         to clean out a backpack, pump up a ball, and hear a good knock-knock joke.

      


   

      TEACHING 101


      This month, my niece Amanda began her first year at a local university. I took her out to dinner to celebrate.

      


      “So, Amanda,” I said, “do you know what you want to study?”


      A smile spread across her face. “I’m thinking of going into teaching.”


      That warmed me up inside. “That’s great. What grade do you want to teach?”


      “Well, maybe first or second. Or maybe third. I’m not really sure. Definitely the little ones.”


      “Just like me,” I said, smiling.


      Amanda leaned in. “Uncle Phil, why did you decide to teach elementary?”


      I chuckled. “They can’t drive yet. I wanted to find a parking space.”


      As I drove home from dinner that night, I thought about how I could help Amanda and other aspiring teachers. And so I decided

         to write down a few pointers — a few essentials I’ve learned along the way.

      


      


      THE PRIMARY TEACHER’S SURVIVAL GUIDE


      CHAPTER ONE — PREPARATION



      So you want to be a teacher? Well, you don’t have to wait until you have a classroom to get ready. There are lots of things

         you can do right now to help you prepare.

      


      Practice cutting apples, pumpkins, hearts, and shamrocks out of construction paper. Learn to double-knot shoelaces, read upside

         down, peel bananas with no stems, and make bumblebees, caterpillars, butterflies, ants, spiders, alligators, and the centers

         of daffodils out of egg cartons. Start drinking five cups of coffee at the beginning of each day. Hold until lunchtime. Look

         cheerful.

      


      Begin saving cottage cheese containers, Clorox bottles, oatmeal boxes, Styrofoam meat trays, orange juice cans, plastic butter

         tubs, mayonnaise jars, and the tubes in wrapping paper, paper towels, and toilet paper. Stuff all this into a closet along

         with Halloween costumes, cowboy hats, tambourines, maracas, sombreros, plastic leis, and copies of the Declaration of Independence

         and the Gettysburg Address on crinkled yellow paper.

      


      Whenever you go to a restaurant, point out all spelling mistakes on menus, move all water glasses from the edge of the table,

         call food servers “sweetie,” and ask if you may keep the crayons that come with the child’s menu. If you order pizza, give

         whomever you are with a lesson in fractions. Gulp down meal in three minutes.

      


      Relearn everything that you forgot since you finished grade school, including the parts of speech, the order of planets, the

         original thirteen colonies, large Roman numerals, all the state capitals, the names of the presidents, how to make a cursive [image: art], and the second verse to “This Land Is Your Land.” Memorize the following sayings: “I love that book, too,” “Thank you. I’ll

         hang it right here,” “Please stop bouncing that ball,” and “Get your collar out of your mouth. Lunch is in five minutes.”

      


      Practice opening Tupperware containers, potato chip bags, milk cartons, and Go-GURT tubes. Fill your pockets with rubber bands,

         marbles, trading cards, finger skateboards, and anything with Hello Kitty on it. Before you go to bed, empty all of this onto your nightstand. Repeat daily.

      


      Not sure if you are up for the messes? There are several things you can do to prepare:


      

      	Squeeze paint on paper plate. Turn paper plate upside down. Drop on carpet. Let dry.


      	Pour apple juice in Styrofoam cup. Set on desk. Knock cup over.


      	Make peanut butter sandwich. Take one bite. Hide remainder in desk. Leave for five months.


      	Go outside. Walk in mud. Walk back inside. Do not step on mat. Walk directly on carpet. Repeat twenty times.
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