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To my dad, Michael, for teaching me to tackle life’s challenges through lessons learned on the softball field, and encouraging me to pursue professional happiness through a well-rounded, creative career.









A Note for Teachers




“Teachers are heroes.”


—Casey, teacher





If you want to become a better person, be a teacher. We might not have all realized this when signing up to pursue a career in education, but this job inevitably makes us better people. It reminds us to be patient, polite, and understanding. It instills a sense of character, respect, and community that isn’t always present in every other profession. The schedule encourages us to succeed in every avenue of life, not just at work.


In order to guide children, we are compelled to represent traits of quality on a daily basis. Not just when we stand in front of students in our classrooms, but when we stand in front of anyone on any given day. There’s a certain pride that comes with being a teacher. It isn’t just a job. It’s a duty and a way of life.


THE MANY ROLES OF TEACHERS


Not to toot our own horns, but anyone who has been in a classroom knows that teachers can do anything we put our minds to. We’re crafty, creative, and compelled to grow. The title of teacher is one that encompasses many roles; we might not be great at all of them, but we do our best. On any given day, we harbor every emotion out there. It’s our job to teach students book smarts, but a more important mission is to impart values and common sense. Were they inspired? Did they build confidence? Did they learn something that they can apply in the real world? We answer their questions all day long, and we ponder our own once the day is done.


Teaching isn’t a job for everyone. It takes a certain level of finesse, talent, and personality to be able to perform well as a teacher. Geniuses who are great at their discipline in the professional world might not be as comfortable transferring that knowledge to others in a classroom setting. Sure, we have the summers off, but any teacher will agree, the long breaks are required for us to remain sane, healthy, and functional as human beings. We cram a year’s worth of work into ten months. That’s why we’re exhausted by the time the sun is beating down on our rosy cheeks!




“There are so many more needs that teachers have to meet than just ‘teaching.’ Students have many struggles that affect their learning and their relationships. You do not just teach the curriculum. You are a teacher, surrogate parent, therapist, guide, problem solver, file keeper, paperwork manager, and more.”


—Jen, teacher





THOSE WHO CAN DO IT ALL, TEACH


Not just anybody can walk through the door of a classroom and be a good teacher. It takes practice, hard work, and most of all, a patient ability to communicate with all kinds of people. The best teachers carry a versatile set of skills; an ability to do the work in the real world and a knack for explaining how they did that work to others. Yes, the work of an educator is fulfilling, rewarding, and full of perks—but it’s certainly no walk through the park.


The beauty of teaching is that it affords professionals the ability to pursue their own passions outside of the classroom. We can be dedicated and invested in our jobs as educators, while still enjoying the chance to explore our own personal interests outside of school. Some of our hobbies might include taking bubble baths. (Hey—no judgment there. We deserve it!)




“Teachers are the single-most important variable in any classroom experience.”


—Mike, principal





In the outside world, teachers are scientists, mathematicians, writers, artists, musicians, and mechanics, and our roles don’t stop there. We’re all kinds of dreamers, and none of our personal stories are the same. Many of us have side jobs to fulfill a hobby or make ends meet. Some of us loved the classroom and stayed there. Others found their way back. There’s no one path to becoming a teacher. The important thing is that we’re here now, and we’re doing it. We have the chance to help others thrive, and in doing so, we hold the blueprints to build a good life all around.




“I have always considered teaching as a career. It runs in the family. My mother, aunt, brother, and many cousins are teachers as well.”


—Corrin, teacher





TEACHERS ARE TIMELY


Teachers are not only educators. Some of us are experts in our fields, and some of us are honestly just experts at putting on a good show. After all, teaching is a daily performance where we sometimes have to go off-script. Standing in front of a group of modern-day students with technical distractions glowing in the palms of their hands is only part of our challenge. Times change, and there are constantly new hurdles. Digital documents have replaced penciled lesson plans. Report cards aren’t mailed—they’re uploaded. In spite of all of the technology and all of the social changes, one thing remains constant. Teachers are valuable assets in the future of education.




“I enjoy giving back. Education is a powerful tool that can change the future.”


—Casey, teacher





TAKING CENTER STAGE


Okay, so we aren’t performing heart surgery, but we are constantly performing, and our hearts are typically full. (Yes, even if that one annoying kid makes us feel guilty for envisioning karma coming back to haunt him in ten years.) We can’t just show up on days that we are tired and slug through four cups of coffee with our heads down. We have to actually show up, smile, and be ready to give a presentation. We might be going on stage without hair and makeup (who has time for that?) but all eyes are on us whether we feel like performing in front of others or not. Some days, we may as well be lion tamers. Other days, we are therapists. We learn to rely on our own intuition to assess whether we are having a successful day. This might mean something different to everyone. Some teachers just try to get through material without any kind of disciplinary distraction. Other teachers search for joyful expressions on the faces of students building confidence and friendship while exploring creative ideas. Some teachers encourage high-level thinkers to ponder outside the box; others help slow learners overcome obstacles.




“The most fulfilling aspect of my job is taking the student in my class who has the behavioral problem or is low functioning academically and having them realize that they have the ability to succeed. Watching their eyes light up or having them crack a smile because they realize their potential is the greatest gift. Acknowledging the ones who struggle and showing them the door to success is open for them too does wonders for your classroom.”


—Kristen, teacher





THE GOOD LIFE


Knowing your classroom and your role there is the first step to understanding how you can be your own kind of successful. It’s important for us to be able to utilize the work and accomplishments of our colleagues for inspiration while still defining our own goals and not comparing apples to oranges. We can always learn something new, but what works for one classroom setting might not work for another. Just as each student’s path to learning is different, individual teachers may thrive on their own unique definition of success.


[image: images]


We aren’t just helping our students learn something new. We are exposing ourselves to a challenging process where, each and every day, we too aim to grow and become better. This goes for outside the classroom as well. While we write lesson plans, inspire future generations, and organize our lives at work, let’s do our best not to forget about the other good stuff that makes us whole. We’re good people and, by golly, we deserve the good life.




Top Ten Back-to-School Songs


“ABC” by The Jackson 5


“Beauty School Dropout” by Frankie Avalon


“School Days” by Chuck Berry


“What a Wonderful World” by Sam Cooke


“Baba O’Riley” by The Who


“Rock ’n’ Roll High School” by the Ramones


“Another Brick in the Wall” by Pink Floyd


“Don’t Stand So Close to Me” by The Police


“Welcome to the Jungle” by Guns n’ Roses


“I Will Survive” by Aretha Franklin












Chapter 1
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BACK TO SCHOOL


Every teacher knows that no student is the same as any other. Students come from different backgrounds. They have unique personalities. They require a certain type of finesse in the delivery of information. They learn differently, they communicate differently, and they respond differently. Some students prefer to learn a lesson by seeing something. Others need to hear the lesson, or write it down. Some kids are hams and can take a joke. Others take every word to heart. It’s our job to assess and understand how to connect with different types of students while not making any of them cry by accident. We aim to spread joy, not sarcastic undertones (even if they are irresistible and funny).


TYPES OF TEACHERS


We weren’t born yesterday, and we were once young students ourselves. Growing up hasn’t changed our special human dynamic. We are unique individuals who thrive at multitasking and making the best out of a bad day. So what if we spill coffee on ourselves every single morning? We’re all kind of a mess, but some of us are better at hiding it. We share a lot in common as teachers, but there are also defining characteristics that make us who we are as people.


THE OVERACHIEVING TEACHER


We all have a little bit of overachiever in us. For some, it’s lying dormant. We hide it away underneath other layers of self-care or self-destruction. For others, it’s on the forefront of accomplishment in every avenue of life, thus setting the bar high for other teachers and annoying every last one of us. It’s great to be ambitious and to care about the quality of your work, but the overachieving teacher takes goal-setting and go-getting to a whole new level. The kings and queens of every extracurricular activity, overachievers don’t mind sacrificing their free time to work with students or help others. Their grades are done on time, their lesson plans are on point, and their classrooms smell like lavender or some other kind of perfect. Overachievers tend to be awesome people, too, which makes it difficult to hate them. Don’t worry, slackers. The nature of balance in the universe requires that underachieving folks be somewhere on the staff roster, too.




“Teachers are fluent in the language of sarcasm.”


—Kristen, teacher





THE SLACKER TEACHER


Slacker teachers might be overachievers in the real world, but in the teaching world, they appear lazy or disorganized. That’s because most teachers are on top of everything. Slacker teachers? Not so much. Slacker teachers are the reason we can’t have nice things. They require administrative hand-holding to be productive. They rarely post lesson plans, sometimes dress like students, and online shop during their prep periods. They chitchat during staff meetings (that is, if they even show up), and they always ask to borrow a pen. We all have a little bit of slacker in us; the key is to keep it at bay. Otherwise, we might gain twenty-five pounds before summer or lose our stamina to succeed during the school year. Slacker teachers are careless about a lot of things, but that doesn’t mean they don’t care about kids. In fact, they might be the teachers who care the most.


THE HOT-MESS TEACHER


Hot-mess teachers are easily the most relatable, easygoing, and forgiving members of the staff. They make a sincere effort to be punctual and productive in spite of boarding the struggle bus every morning. Hot-mess teachers sleep through their alarms. They occasionally forget to brush their hair. They often call the main office in a panic because they are stuck in traffic. These deranged but lovable unkempt delinquents are a breath of fresh air. They creatively mask their inner bundle of tiny failures (like forgetting to fill up their gas tank or pack a lunch) with an optimistic outlook, sharing an affinity for helping random strangers and stray dogs. While others try to display a more polished version of themselves to the rest of the staff, hot-mess teachers unapologetically shout, “This is me!” They are a walking reminder that life is a journey, not a destination. They give students the confidence that they too can find a job someday.
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“Melanie's book gives anyone who has spent time in a classroom honest and
pragmatic methods to recharge, rejuvenate, and reflect in a down-to-earth style.”
~MIKE RUBIN, 2020 Massachusetts High School Principal of the Year
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