
Strategic Survival

“Miss?” 
A few weeks after starting to work inside my newly assigned and overwhelmingly 

innovated middle school, an already favorite, never-shy young lady solicited my attention during 
the course of one particularly stressful afternoon. 

“Miss?” she suggested observantly: “You’re always patting yourself on the head.”
Looking at her questioningly, suddenly I realized that at that very moment my hand was 

actually on the top of my head.  Pressing inward, my palm pulled itself downward a few inches, 
and then, without conscious intention, returned rhythmically to the top of my head.  Much like 
stroking and soothing a jumpy cat, I was, indeed, patting my own head. 

Gentling myself; strategically keeping myself in check.
What I knew, after only six weeks in that exceptionally innovated middle school?  Was 

that, if, during the day’s lesson, Tenley threw another temper tantrum, stood up and kicked 
Sergio, who would, of course, kick her back – administration would considered this to be my 
fault.  

If Shavonda, from her seat at the back of the room, a seat strategically assigned in the 
effort to discourage her endless distraction of others, smacked her gum loudly, blowing bubbles 
and popping them until she got the attention she desired and was asked to spit it out – she would 
do so.  And then, after returning to her seat, immediately pick up her notebook, and begin to slap 
it repeatedly and loudly on her desk.  

Slap, slap, slap, slap, slap. 
This would go on all period.  And that, too, would be my fault.  
If Antonio got restless?  He would soon be up and wandering, occasionally talking to 

himself and drifting aimlessly about the room – touching a student here, stealing a pencil there.  
It was a medication issue, I had been informed.  His lack of attention, however, and his invasion 
of personal space on any given day?

Was my fault.  
If I said no to Carol, telling her that she would not be given permission to go to the 

restroom for the third time that class period, she would soon be on her phone texting her mom to 
rat me out.  Although according to school policy phones were absolutely not permitted, I had 
learned (as had the kids) that angry mothers took precedence over disciplinary policies each and 
every time.  

Aggravating Carol – or any other student at any time – was (can you guess): 
My fault.
And if, in some amazingly serendipitous moment, I managed to pull all of these 

complexly unique children together; if, somehow, I made my own brand of magic happen in that 
room, getting Tenley, Sergio, Shavonda, Antonio, Carol and the other twenty-five or so students 
in attendance, to sit still, listen, and work?  

Well, you can bet that somewhere in the middle of that miraculous moment (always in the 
middle, thus allowing for a maximum disruption), an administrator, evaluator, literacy coach, 
subject facilitator, reform specialist, test supervisor or miscellaneous guy at the top (oh, you 
know, that new guy; the one offered his impressive new title only yesterday) – well, at least one 
of them would walk disruptively into my room, spend a few minutes observing this academic 
marvel, and then loudly and chastisingly point out that my language objective was missing. 

My agenda wasn’t complete.  



My state standards weren’t updated.
My assessment calendar was unclear.  
Or, most problematically?  
My over thirty squirrelly and impossibly social children were sitting still and quietly 

working independently.  
Why weren’t they in groups?
Much too often, as the initial months of that abrasive year crept by, in the late afternoon I 

would get out to the parking lot, collapse into my car, make myself face that very long bumper-
to-bumper drive home and – I’d cry.  

Unintentionally, one afternoon, I happened upon an additional strategy for survival.  If, 
keeping your eyes carefully focused on the road; if blindly, you reach inside your CD case; if, 
mistakenly, you pull out a Holiday Favorites CD – a CD which includes the song Frosty The 
Snowman.  Well, if, then, without looking you insert that inadvertently selected disc into your 
CD player, and, out of an almost unbearably crushing frustration, you turn that sucker up to a 
seriously-loud and explosively full volume.

Oh, you can actually blow your own thoughts completely out of your head.  
And then, wonderfully?
You’re not thinking.  
Not thinking, just singing.  
Crying, maybe, but singing (or yelling, or screaming) at highest volume, making the 

loudest possible noise at the very top of your lungs.  Because you know all of the words about 
that top-hatted, winter-wonderful, song-and-dance man.  Red-nosed reindeer, horses with jingly 
bells, silvery geese with moonlighted wings, partridges nestled up in pear trees – it all worked.  
For months that CD helped me escape.  

And, incrementally?
Day by day, to survive.
More than occasionally, I would arrive home completely drained – physically and 

emotionally exhausted, my shoulders aching from that seemingly infinite drive.  And, about once 
a week or so, I would come out of a daze to find myself standing motionless at the entryway to 
my house.  Looking down, abruptly I would realize that I had been standing there, holding my 
keyless-entry car-fob up to my front door and repeatedly pushing the open-door button.

Wondering why I couldn’t even manage to get into my own house.


