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I am in my third year of  teaching ninth-grade algebra at Jones High School in 
Houston, and though I may not be a first-time teacher, I still consider myself  
in the learning process.

When I first found out I had gotten my teaching job, I was excited and 
overwhelmed. Reality hit when I began decorating my classroom, constructing 
a syllabus, and setting out to prepare my first lesson. When the moment of  
panic passed, I thought back to my favorite teachers and all the things they did 
for us. Now, in my third year, I think about all the great things that I can do, 
but in those first few moments, I looked to the past for support.

The freshman orientation came the Thursday before school began. I couldn’t 
wait; this would be the moment when I’d actually get to see what I’d be working 
with. I must say I was intimidated, not because I was scared of  the students 
or felt that they would run all over me but because I was now responsible for 
their learning. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized how big of  a job I had 
taken on. I believe that most new teachers like myself  envision a roomful of  
perfect students, learning the perfectly prepared lesson plan. Of  course I had 
heard horror stories about teaching, but I didn’t think I was going to have any 
of  that in my class. The first days of  school were a breeze; my students were 
the perfect angels I had envisioned them to be. By day three, however, they 
began showing their personalities. By the end of  week two, I had had all the 
personality I needed. 

My first year was a total learning experience. I learned a lot about classroom 
management as well as child psychology—something I thought I’d never have 
to use. But as Henri Sue Bynum said, “All we needed was a way in,” and it was 
clear that I needed instructional knowledge and strategies. I graduated from 
Prairie View A&M University with a degree in engineering, never imagining 
that I’d end up in teaching. During my last semester, I even did motivational 
speaking to students encouraging them to continue with school. Even without 
teacher preparation, all I needed were some instructional strategies and subject 
matter knowledge to be a teacher. The question was, Why teach?
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If  the teacher doesn’t make it clear that she is the boss in the first few days 
of  class, every day thereafter that teacher will find herself  saying, “Maybe 
teaching isn’t for me.” I have heard some of  my peers say that, maybe 
because they haven’t equipped themselves with the appropriate instructional 
strategies.

Houston offers an alternative certification program, which I believe is key 
to getting and keeping highly qualified teachers in the schools. Many of  
these candidates are professionals from other fields, with bachelor’s degrees 
in their chosen areas of  expertise. With such a strong background in their 
subject areas, these individuals’ training focuses on educational methods and 
classroom experience, allowing them to be fully prepared for teaching course 
work in the classroom. When one of  my students raises his hand and says: 
“I don’t really understand; I quit,” I say: “Maybe you don’t understand how 
to do it; let’s take time out and go through the steps.” I think that that sort of  
underlying explanation is what teachers need as well.

During that first year, I taught my students, and in turn they taught me. I was 
raised in a two-parent household. My parents were strict and supportive, and 
both were educated—and I have many friends who share the same background. 
I have been teaching at a school where the majority of  the students are at-risk 
and economically disadvantaged, and where some of  the students lack home 
support. Although these factors have no weight on the students’ actual ability 
level, this often has an impact on their expectations of  themselves. I have 
learned that if  I make these students aware of  their abilities, they often realize 
that they can achieve more than they previously thought possible.

Last year, a handful of  students would come to my classroom during lunch 
for tutorials, though it sometimes turned into a talk session about college, 
shopping, relationships, and so on. I had this one young man who would 
ask to read the sports and business sections of  my newspaper every day. He 
engaged in very little conversation with anyone; he would talk about sports, 
and every now and then he would ask me what college was like. At the 
beginning of  this year, he came to me and couldn’t stop talking. He wanted to 
tell me about his summer and where he had worked. Although his job wasn’t 
especially dynamic, I could see in his eyes how happy he was to have a job. 
He said he wanted to thank me, and of  course I asked why. He said that he 
had a brother about the same age as me who was still living at home with 
no job, and that talking to me had made him realize that he can do better 
than his brother had done at his age. This young man had gone from quietly 
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reading the sports pages to talking about college, voicing his desire to become 
a productive member of  society. For this reason alone, it would be hard for me 
to leave the teaching profession.

Though I originally had no intention of  becoming a teacher, I could not be 
happier. I feel the same way about teaching that kids must feel when their 
training wheels come off  their bike. My training wheels are off, and I couldn’t 
imagine ever regretting this opportunity.
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