What Is Your Level of Classroom "Withitness?"
We've all seen them--those amazing teachers who can write on the
board, direct a small-group reading circle, and gently redirect three
off-task students at the same time. Their expertise is an inspiration
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Finding Meaning in What We Do
One of the hallmarks of a dedicated teacher is the almost unshakable
belief that teachers can change the world. We want to believe that what
we do is meaningful. That what do we does make a difference.
Some days, though, it’s easy to be so caught up in the papers to be
graded, the assessments to be created, and the emails to be answered
that we can lose sight of the meaningfulness of our work. And lately, the
hateful tone of so many pundits who are not classroom teachers, but
who are quick to tell us what we are doing wrong, wrong, wrong is
discouraging and degrading. The result? Burnout.
Burnout is different from the insistent plea, “But I don’t want to go to
school today!” that is the morning mantra for teachers everywhere.
Burnout is a pervasive sense that there is not much point to what we do.
Certainly, the negative aspects of our work outweigh the positives for
teachers who are going through burnout.
One of the surest ways to combat the sense of despair that
accompanies burnout is to reconsider what having a meaningful career
looks like when you teach. What does it mean when we say we make a
difference?
Teachers who stop kids from picking on each other, being rude, and
making fun of classmates protect students who are powerless to defend
themselves. We stop bullies from winning. We empower kids when we
tell them to talk to an adult if they have a problem; and we empower
them when we praise them for the right things. We empower them over
and over when we use our adult power to stop bullies.
We make a difference when we show kids how to be lifelong learners.
We make it okay to be curious. We take them to the library to check out
books and show them how to read and write and think and work
together. We make it cool to be a nerd in a tough world.
For all teachers, and especially those of us who teach the children of
poverty, we find meaning in the way that we try to guide our students to

a better life. Few veteran teachers have not known the despair that
comes when we realize that even our most (seemingly) ordinary
students can struggle with terrible home situations—an ill family
member, an alcoholic parent, or a guardian who has been out of work for
too long, just to name a few. For these kids, teachers are a touchstone
of normalcy in a rotten world. We show our students how having an
education can make a life far more comfortable and easy than a life of
ignorance.
We offer comfort and guidance to those students whose lives are chaotic
and dysfunctional for whatever reason. We can soothe the edges for
those kids and guide them to cope, to make good choices, to succeed
somewhere. We give them the encouragement that the rest of the world
does not.
We show our students how to read, to write, to think, to have a life of the
mind. Without us, many students would not possess any of these crucial
skills. When we show students how to read and write, we give them safe
passage in the big world.
Finally, perhaps the most important gift that we give students is the one
that is most frequently reciprocated; we teach students to believe in
themselves. Whenever you doubt that teaching is a meaningful
profession, consider that you spend your days encouraging young
people to take charge of their lives and to make gigantic leaps of faith—
all dependent on the belief that we have instilled in them that the future
is theirs for the taking.
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