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Becoming Ms. Ferrick 


Every morning, Monday through Friday, the alarm buzzes at 6:15 am. And every morning, Anna awakes to its piercing sound that sends her stumbling out of bed and into her morning routine. A quick shower, maybe a cup of coffee, and she's out the door by 6:45. Her commute down Highway 79 past the HEB and Dell Diamond towards the small Texas town of Hutto takes anywhere from fifteen to twenty five minutes. 


Today, the drive down 1660 takes longer than usual since it rained the night before, and the resulting fog has left the winding country road nearly indiscernible. Past the corn fields, she makes a right onto Mager Lane where a lone donkey chews grass in front of Coach Gregg's double-wide trailer.  


Down the road, she arrives at Hutto Elementary by 7:30, just in time to steal the last available parking spot before meeting her kids in the cafeteria by 7:45. 


Bright smiles and hugs await her as she gathers her seventeen third graders to take them outside to their portable classroom, where they will begin just another day of school in Ms. Ferrick's third grade class. 

***


The children bustle into the room, carrying umbrellas, raincoats and various cartoon character lunchboxes. Each of them is eager to tell Ms. Ferrick about their weekends, what movie they saw, about the slumber party they attended or what their baby brother did that was really funny. Noticing an uproar of commotion, Ms. Ferrick quiets the children saying, “If you're good, we'll have time to play Mix Pair Share.” Everyone squeals in excitement at the thought of playing their favorite game where the children dance and head bop around the room while Ms. Ferrick plays the latest cd one of the kids has brought to class.  This week's cd is Ciara's latest abulm “Goodies,” featuring Missy Elliot brought in by Allison and track #6 is their favorite. When the music stops, they must quickly find a partner and tell them all the exciting details of their weekend. 


Everyone quickly puts their belongings inside the plastic crate cubbies and takes their seats among the six rectangular tables and seventeen tiny blue chairs. The classroom might feel cramped and congested to most adults. However, for seventeen third graders, it is just enough room for their bodies to easily maneuver about the classroom.


There is a precise rationale to every piece of clutter that fills the room. Different stations fill the corners, including a computer station, a reading station, and a math and science learning station. Every inch of the walls is covered with number lines, the alphabet, leaping frogs, a map of the world, two large clocks, and several inspirational posters with sayings like “Explore new worlds on the web” or “Super Duper.” 


Next to Ms. Ferrick's desk displays a large sign detailing the classroom roles and responsibilities. Every child has a job, an important role in the class, whether it is the line leader, the door holder, the trash police, the pencil sharpener, or the temperature checker. And most kids in Ms. Ferrick's class take their job seriously. Especially Joe, the marble tracker. 


For every noticeable act of good behavior in the classroom, he gets to place a marble inside the big glass jar on Ms. Ferrick's desk. If Ms. Ferrick steps outside the room for a moment to use the restroom or talk to another teacher, Joe watches the classes' behavior carefully and reports any misconduct or erroneous talking. If, perchance, a student acts up, Joe must remove however many marbles out of the jar, a task that deeply upsets him as well as the rest of the students. This is because when the marble jar becomes full, the children will receive a special reward for their good behavior, whether it be eating popcorn at snack, not wearing shoes all day, wearing pajamas to school, eating lunch at the turtle courtyard, or, the most popular, bringing their favorite stuffed animal to school. 


The first lesson of the day is a “How-to” lesson involving grammar and Oreo cookies. The children sit on the carpet while Ms. Ferrick writes on a large easel the various steps involved in eating an Oreo cookie.


“To starting eating an Oreo, open a bag of Oreos with two hands,” she begins. “What is wrong with that sentence, class?”


“Some people don't have two hands,” Allison bursts. “Some people have their arm cut off!”


“You're right,” Ms. Ferrick replies and then calls on Joe, who notes that the word starting is misspelled and should be written as start instead. 


“Good Job, Joe,” she continues. “Next, twist the Oreo and dunk it into a glass of milk.” 


“Milk tastes icky with oreos!” Katherine exclaims. 


“Is that something that needed to be shared with the entire class, Katherine? I don't think so. ”


Ms. Ferrick glances at her watch and realizes it is already time for Specials, the hour of the day when the students attend P.E., music, or library. She finishes the lesson and everyone lines up at the door, their arms held carefully behind their backs. The door holder, Isaac, holds open the door as the children leave the classroom, all walking in a semi-straight line. Today is P.E. Day, and as they enter the gym, Coach Gregg has already begun instructing the other two classes while Ms. Ferrick's class scurries inside. This short hour, Anna spends inside the computer lab, checking email, going over  lesson plans, and giving herself a much needed break from the busyness of the day. 

***


Of all the classroom management courses she had taken in college and all the hours spent observing hardened experts of her field, nothing could have prepared Anna for her first year of teaching. Naturally, she wanted her students to like her, to be the exciting new teacher who created fun, enjoyable lesson plans and pushed her students to higher standards. Her idealism was genuinely inspired; however, the reality of teaching hit her like a ton of bricks once her first school year gained momentum. One of the hardest lessons Anna learned when she began teaching a year ago was how to not let herself be Anna while in the classroom. “I'm very sporadic and loud, and that can be crazy because they feed off that energy,” she explains. In order to be in control of her students, she had to learn to control her own emotions, knowing when to let herself become excited and animated in front of the class and when to hold everything in and appear calm and collected. She also learned the importance of routine, not only for the kids but for herself as well. Going to bed before eleven and always coming to class prepared was crucial to her success at teaching. A lazy weekend spent without writing lesson plans or staying up all night hanging out with friends meant a long, hard week for Anna. 

***


No other day in Anna's first year of teaching could have pushed Anna further to her limit than Veteran's Day, 2005. She laughs now as she remembers the events of the day, ruefully calling it “the worst day of her life.” It was supposed to be a great holiday celebration at Hutto Elementary. Planes, issued by the Air force, were supposed to fly over the elementary school for all the children to watch and gaze. There would be crafts and stations, in which everyone would happily participate. At the end of the day, the children would have thoughtfully reflected on the significant sacrifice Veterans of their country that made for them. This was the idea, of course. Instead, the children waited and waited for the planes. It buzzed in their minds throughout every lesson Ms. Ferrick tried to give, especially in the minds of the young boys who wanted to see F-16 fighter jets like they had seen on television. The stations she had thoughtfully planned were too confusing. The crafts were too messy, and the children grew weary from not seeing planes. By 2:00, Anna had lost her patience after breaking up several violent outbursts between students. Chaos enveloped Anna's world as the children threw backpacks across the portable classroom and destroyed the crafts she had lovingly prepared. At 4:30 pm, the planes finally flew over the building. By that point, the children had left for the day and Anna never wanted to celebrate Veteran's Day again.  


As she drove home that evening, the thought came, “Can I actually quit my job? Is that even a possibility?” She wondered if this was what teaching was really like the sufferable reality they never tell you during student teaching. Is this what her life was going to be like, she wondered as she slowly made her commute home amidst the five o'clock traffic. Suddenly, the idea of quitting seemed almost attainable, certainly if it meant saving herself from this kind of torture. The fantasy began to dazzle in her mind. She had it all planned out—what to tell the kids, how to explain to them that she was about to leave them forever. She wouldn't have told them that she hated being their teacher, that she felt her life was miserable because of them. No, she would say that she was fighting a terrible battle with cancer, and there would have been tearful goodbyes and no hard feelings against her from the parents, and most of all, from the kids. Ultimately, she could deal with the principal being upset with her and even with having to move in with her parents for a short time-- even paying extra rent money to her landlord in order to break her lease. All of this, she could rationally deal with and accept, she thought. 


But there was one thing she felt as she pulled off the highway towards her apartment complex that she couldn't deal with-- the most important reason. She couldn't possibly let herself leave the twenty third graders who first called her Ms. Ferrick and drew her pictures and wrote stories about her, whom she had once wanted to make a difference in their young life. No, she decided while collapsing into her comfortable bed that night. She couldn't deal with abandoning her kids. 

***

“Some people have jobs, but this is a lifestyle,” Anna reflects. Anna Ferrick's life is not perfect. There are days when she wishes she had never decided to be a teacher, when she wishes she could stay up all night with her graduate school friends and never actually enter into adulthood. But as her second year of teaching rapidly progresses, those days have become fewer and farther between. Everything else is routine, the waking up, the grading papers, the planning dozens upon dozens of new lessons.  At the end of the day, she puts away left out bottles of glue, scissors, and forgotten homework. She stacks the chairs atop the desks, picks up small bits of trash off the floor and quietly turns out the light, letting herself breathe for a moment. Walking back to her car, she thinks about what she will do that night, and suddenly she is Anna again. When asked if she likes being a third grade teacher, she replies, “Yes. I love my job. It’s not perfect, but life isn't either.”

Author's Note


Reporting on the life of a new third grade teacher was a very gratifying experience for me. I spent two days following Anna around her classroom at Hutto Elementary, even attending after school teacher meetings and a lock down instructional meeting.  I was incredibly exhausted after only two days and realized as a result how difficult her job really is. I wanted to somehow portray that in my essay. I also wanted to show how truly fun and interesting the third graders were. Out of all of the articles I've written in this class, I really feel like this article was the most successful. I believe this is because I focused most of my time working on the article during the reporting process with in-depth observations and interviews. When I sat down to write, I had many different options available for how I wanted to tell the story. This made the writing process a lot easier and allowed greater texture to my article. 

