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PREFACE

I WAS A TEACHER FOR A QUITE A LONG  time. I taught for about eight years, and while that might not seem like much, I can assure you that eight years is a long time—made even more so because . . . it’s teaching. The teaching profession in America is on the decline (I have made it a personal mission to make sure my children are not teachers, and I know I am not alone in this), and I am not the only one who has blamed more paperwork and more bureaucracy for this situation.

Having firsthand knowledge, I can’t blame teachers for quitting. One can only take hearing the same excuses so many times (“My grandmother was in the hospital,” “My computer got a virus,” “My family was eaten by a raging pack of rabid squirrels who’d gotten into my neighbor’s secret cannabis farm,” etc.) before taking it personally. Of course you take it personally! It’s not like the actual insults—both to your face and behind your back—with all the implied and direct barbs, haven’t gotten to you. Nor has the disingenuous interest or the genuine apathy escaped your notice. Not to mention the rise of terrible administrators, the lack of a real support system, and the way so much pressure is put on students to work with computers and science. (Did you know that since STEM majors are the current “IT girl” ha! in education, English and History teachers also have to include assignments that touch on those subjects?) That’s not the only area, either. Since the culture is so obsessed with sex, it usually comes up in our conversations. I’ve had students asking if Louis XVI was gay or if Marshmallow Man was asexual, if Picard from that one Star Trek TV show had more or less sex than the average person because he was bald. 

But yes . . . multiple subjects are inserted into the topical classes just so we can pretend we’re doing right by our professional duties. 

So, as a teacher, you feel like the job you pursued in hopes of getting to talk to the next generation about your love of poetry or your obsession with historical dates has turned into a sales job, and you couldn’t care less about the product. There’s a reason an AT&T salesman won’t try to sell you cable while also offering you a discount on a treadmill and a free mounted animal head for your bathroom. 

Teachers today are largely overworked, underpaid, underappreciated, and overstressed. It’s easier to believe we can throw money at a problem to fix it, but that’s not true. You actually have to have people show up, and teaching is automatically handicapped, because the people who have to show up include students, parents, and sometimes the police or a social worker. And at any given moment, at least two of those three parties don’t come or don’t really want to come. 

Being a teacher in today’s world means choosing to be the George Costanza of career choices. (No offense, Jason Alexander.) You’re always upset about something that may or may not be your fault, you feel awkward and ugly and looked down on, and so much of other people’s lives and good humor depends on you. 

This has been my experience as a teacher. I was a teacher for eight years. The average number of years a teacher spends teaching in the classroom is five. Five.

Why did I stay for so long? Stockholm syndrome comes to mind.  

I also went to college, with my parents spending an obscene amount of money for my tuition while I personally borrowed more. During these years, I went to class, and worked through endless piles of paperwork, all with bloated hopes and lofty goals of “changing the world” and “making the world a better place.” 

Now, I don’t want to teach anymore. I’m good at it, and I know what to do and how to do it, but I don’t want to teach anymore. If I only remain in the profession for five years, it’s a sad ROI (return on investment—brush up on your finance lingo, we’re going to have more complicated words in a few moments.) And this matters to me. 

There is a reasonable stereotype out there that teachers are frugal. It took me about $60,000 to get through college. My parents saved a good portion of that money as I was growing up. I borrowed the rest of it and worked while I was in school to pay it off. But seriously, that means I spent between $15,000 and $20,000 a year to find out I hate what I do. I could have been happier borrowing that money to build a house in the woods and paying for lessons on hunting at the archery range. 

There’s not only the money factor to consider. Or even the happiness factor. There’s the stress factor too. I probably lost years of my life worrying about silly things like calling parents, meeting with administrators, making sure I CC’d the right people in emails, and making sure the coffee pot was full. 

Some days I still I wish I could have lasted longer. Maybe if more people had taken me seriously, and maybe if I had taken the job less seriously ... Maybe if I could have had a taxidermy animal, bleached white and bound up with rusty chains next to my desk and called it “Marley,” the profession would hold less negative Scrooge-like magic for me. Of course, one of the students would have used my Marley to stash his drugs, or another student would have carved the chains into daggers when I wasn’t looking. 

SIDE NOTE #1: Do you know how hard it is to write on the board and keep your eyes on twenty-five-plus puberty-ridden children/wannabe adults, all experiencing the varying range of emotions portrayed on all that lovely American television? Frankly, it’s a wonder America does so well on their international exams. That, and China probably has better methods of cheating then we do. If they had gunpowder before us, they probably figured out the SAT answer key before us, too. Russia or Japan might have it, too, though Japan probably replaced their population of school children with androids. Russia’s got Dr. No, so I bet they have computer mesh-nets for brain enhancement surgeries ready to go somewhere. My next bet would be the Republic of Chad, because they’re just too quiet. And it’s always the quiet ones, right? But I digress. 

So I have automatically earned an “A” in teaching, (especially if we’re using the American grading system, which has been experiencing some inflation in recent years and that alone should qualify me to write this book, and for you to take everything I say in it extremely seriously. I officially earned my right to be a dinosaur in the teaching field, so hear me roar! If nothing else, that might keep you awake long enough to read it. (I just read an article today about how students can’t read full textbooks anymore, and it’s largely because they don’t have the attention spans to do so.)

Chances are you’ve picked this book up because you’ve read my other books, or because you know someone or want someone—someone who may live in your basement or spare room or backyard—to consider going off to college. And that might be a very good idea. Or it could be a very bad idea. We live in a strange age, where the end justifies the means, even when it is not supposed to. 

Do I regret going to college and getting my degree? Despite my earlier rant, the answer is no. I do regret making it the be-all-end-all of my life at the time. I actually laughed at a one of my college students who told me she was worried her GPA would drop because she got a B for the first time in one of her classes. She didn’t think it was funny, but I thought it was funny. I used to feel the exact same way about my grades, but one class grade ultimately didn’t matter much. (It is most college’s policy that a student will be able to retake a class if he or she is not satisfied with the grade, but is most likely not worth the effort or the cost.) 

I thought college was my ticket to happiness, but it wasn’t. Turns out, I wanted to be a writer. You don’t need to go to college for that. You don’t need to go to grad school for that either, even though Stephanie Meyer did. 

SIDE NOTE #2: Maybe I should have included Vampires in this book. 

But anyway, I do not regret my degree in education. Not entirely. 

I learned a lot about people during that time. I learned that textbook companies have been updating their books and changing the terminology for things needlessly at an increasing rate to make sure students pay the most money for their books. I learned that professors with doctorates have a lot less work to grade than the professors who only have their master’s degrees. I learned that there’s so much information that there’s not enough money, even from your inflated tuition rates at college, to pay for all the people who need to keep track of it. (That’s why the government steps in, apparently.) I learned that people really change once you’ve bought what they are selling. I learned how people who are in charge for too long forget to listen. How old people don’t understand young people. And how you think you’re smart until someone smarter comes along, and you forget the difference between smart and smart-sounding long enough to play mind games with yourself. (Spoiler: You’ll lose even if you win when you play against yourself.)
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