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Catching Kids  
Before They Sink
I used to be a bad girl. I was self-destructive, angry and 
fearless. These traits, coupled with a decent amount of intel-
ligence, took me to all the places bad girls go. For many years, 
I bounced from bad decisions to bad jobs to bad relation-
ships. My life was a mess for a long time, and all I knew how 
to do was make it worse. I couldn’t talk to my mother, my 
father wasn’t around and my friends were either victims of 
their own circumstances or they were busy creating better 
lives for themselves. I was alone for a long time, and it felt 
like I would drown forever.

Lifeguards come in many 
guises, and it’s only now that 
I realize most of mine were 
teachers. Mr. S in sixth grade 
was the first man who was nice 
to me. Looking back, I realize 
he was nice to everyone, but 
the point was he was nice to 
me. Mrs. Q was demanding 
and serious, but she yanked 
my latent public-speaking tal-
ents right out of me and then 
held me to a standard she had 
no doubt I could achieve. Mr. 
G was the curmudgeonly 10th-
grade English teacher whose 

biting wit was matched only 
by his expansive understand-
ing of both literature and ado-
lescence. After some time, 
instead of feeling like I was 
drowning, it started to feel like 
I was treading water, and that 
didn’t feel so bad.

Most of the middle school 
students I teach today come 
from the same background I 
had. They have decent homes, 
food in the refrigerator and 
heat that works. On the sur-
face, they shouldn’t have any 
complaints. Their schools are 
safe, one or both parents are 
around and they’ve always 
got the latest gadgets. They 
don’t have the kinds of chal-
lenges that kids in urban or 
rural areas face. Their lives, 
however, are not as charmed 
as they appear. 

The despair, disgust and 
rage that plagued me as an 
adolescent comes in differ-
ent forms in my school, but it’s 
the same three-headed beast 
I used to know so well. While 
it makes me feel good to hear 
it, I’m not surprised when 
my students tell me I under-
stand them, because I really 
do. Though it’s been more 
years than I care to remem-
ber, the point is I do remem-
ber how wretched and lonely 
growing up can be, even in 
the best of circumstances. 
Whether it’s feeling neglected 
by a busy parent or isolated 
by a group that used to be 
friendly, the discomfort of 
growing up still pinches kids 
in both large and small ways. 
I’ve lived long enough to know 
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that most of the things my stu-
dents agonize over today will 
be long forgotten tomorrow. 
But they hurt like hell today, 
and tomorrow always looks 
impossibly far away. 

So I look at them and really 
listen when they tell me some 
funny, sad or interesting sto-
ries from their lives. I let my 
stomach growl instead of 
going to lunch when a student 
asks my advice on some mat-
ter that may be trivial to me 
but is everything to her. I stop 
working when my current or 
former students come in dur-
ing the only quiet time I have 
before or after school to tell me 
something they saw or read or 
heard about that reminded 
them of what we did in class. 
Because despite their outward 
appearance, a lot of these kids 
feel like they’re drowning in 
pressure from their parents, 
their peers and their society.

Every day, my students get 
the benefit of an adult who is 
truly there—genuinely inter-
ested in them and committed 
to helping them grow. They 
stretch themselves to meet 
the rigorous academic stan-
dards I set and then beam 
with pride when I praise them 
for their above-grade-level 
efforts. They meet and exceed 
my challenges, even though 
they’re in the foggy middle of 
middle school: too old to be 
a little kid, too young to be a 
full-blown teenager. So I do 
all I can for them—because I 
remember and I know. I’m the 
lifeguard now, and no one is 
going to drown on my watch.  

—Laura Sofen
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Helping Fellow  
Teachers Through  
the Hard Times
“‘I’m done,’ I could have said. ‘Finished.’”

That’s how blogger Trevor Barton felt 
early in his teaching career. He continued:

“I felt I had potential as a 
teacher during my master’s 
degree coursework. ‘You have the building blocks to make a dif-
ference in the lives of children,’ one of my professors wrote on 
an assignment.

“For two years, I have used the building blocks of compassion, 
courage and creativity to build my classroom.

“But there were moments of uncertainty when I thought I wasn’t meant 
to be a teacher. The first quake came on my first day in class. I gathered my 
second-graders on the reading rug around my rocking chair to read aloud to 
them. In the transition, one of my students climbed up on a desk, jumped on 
another student and wrestled him to the ground. I wrapped my arms around 
the attacker, pulled him over to the intercom button and called the office 
for help.

“‘How can I teach children who jump off of tables and attack other stu-
dents?’ I asked myself.

“The second quake came during my first formal observation at the beginning 
of my second school year. …”

did you know? 11.2 million kids in the United States—more than 1 in 5—speak a language other 
than English at home. 

—National Center for Education Statistics, 2009
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. . . and a reader replied: 
“I am 53 and in a few short weeks I will be student-teaching in a second-grade 
classroom. My professors have assured me that I have what it takes, but there are 
nights that I lie in bed and envision scenarios similar to the one you described with 
children jumping off desks! I wonder, ‘What was I thinking?’ and ‘How will I do this?’ 
My hope is that my cooperating teacher will be a true mentor. After staying home 
and caring for four of my own children, I desire to live up to another honorable 
vocation. Thank you for your honest sharing and encouragement.”
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