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PROLOGUE
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I was walking through my cousin's apartment, gathering my things, minding my business, when I heard my grandmother's voice coming through the speaker phone.

She did not know I was there.


"That is so stupid. I just don't understand it. Why would she leave a cushy job in DC to go and be a school teacher? I mean, who does that?"


I stopped walking.

My cousin had been telling her about my plans. I had just left a good job in Washington DC, a real salary, benefits, a caseload and a title and all the things you are supposed to want when you are fresh out of college and trying to prove something to the world. And I was leaving it behind to join the New York City Teaching Fellows, to move back to the city where I was born but not raised, to walk into a classroom in Brooklyn or the Bronx and teach.

According to my grandmother, this was stupid.

I spoke up from the hallway.


"Hey, Grandma. I can hear you."


There was a pause. Then:


"Oh. Okay. Bye."


Click.

She hung up. And we have never spoken about it again.

What I want you to know is that my grandmother is not a villain in this story. She is a Brooklyn girl at heart, sharp and lively and full of love, and she was saying what a lot of people in my life were thinking. Teaching? After all that education? After a real job with a real salary in the nation's capital? Why would you do that?

Because in the world a lot of people grew up in, teaching was what you did when you could not do anything else. It was the fallback. The consolation prize. The choice that required the least ambition and produced the least return.

Those who can, do. Those who can't, teach.

I had heard that sentence my whole life. I would go on to hear it for the next two decades. And every single time, it broke something in me a little.

But I went anyway.

I packed my things. I moved to New York. I walked into a middle school in Brownsville, Brooklyn, one of the most stigmatized zip codes in the city, and I started teaching. And somewhere in that first year, standing in front of thirty children who needed someone to believe in them and show up for them fully and refuse to let the room's low expectations become their ceiling, I understood something I have never stopped understanding since.

This was not the fallback.

This was the calling.

___

My grandmother has watched my career unfold over the past two decades. She has seen what the work produced. She tells me now, regularly and without prompting, how proud she is.

But I did not do any of it for her pride. I did it because I was called. And I want every teacher reading this book, whether you are in your first year or your fifteenth, whether you are fired up or burned out or somewhere in the complicated middle, to know that the choice you made deserves more respect than the world gives it.

You did not choose the fallback. You chose the foundation. Every doctor, every attorney, every engineer, every entrepreneur, every scientist, every leader, every person who ever changed anything in this world was first taught by someone. Someone sat beside them when learning was hard. Someone challenged them to think beyond what they already knew. Someone saw potential before it was visible and refused to look away.

That someone was a teacher.

Our society cannot function without you. It simply cannot. And yet the profession that holds the future in its hands is chronically underfunded, undervalued, and underestimated by a world that has forgotten where its own competence was first planted.

This book exists because of that gap. Because the things teachers actually need to know in order to survive and thrive in this profession are not in any curriculum guide or certification program or professional development session I have ever attended. They live in the stories. The real ones. The ones that happen in parking lots before school starts, in staff meetings nobody prepared you for, in classrooms where everything fell apart and you had to decide in real time what kind of teacher you were going to be.

I wrote this book for the teacher sitting in their car in the parking lot right now, trying to gather the emotional energy to walk through the front doors.

For the teacher who is exhausted and questioning whether they have one more year left in them.

For the teacher who still loves children but has lost the thread back to why they started.

For the teacher who has never been warned about what the adults in the building can do to your spirit.

For the teacher in their first year who is discovering that the classroom looks nothing like they imagined it would.

For the teacher in year seven who has started to drift and does not quite know how to find their way back.

For the veteran teacher who feels invisible and does not know that people like me are watching them and learning from them and building on everything they have given.

For the career switcher who walked away from a world where they were competent and respected and is now starting over with humility and courage and more to offer than they yet understand.

This book will not pretend the profession is easy. It will not offer empty inspiration or solutions that only work in theory. What it will offer is honesty. Stories. Lessons. Warnings. Encouragement. And the proof that what you are feeling right now is far more common than you think.

I am not writing this from a distance. I have been in the rooms this book describes. I have been the first-year teacher who closed her classroom door and dug her heels in because the adults around her had given up on the children she refused to give up on. I have been the teacher who cried on the way to work. I have been the person who almost became the thing I promised myself I would never be. And I have had the privilege of watching teachers, brilliant and broken and everywhere in between, from the other side of a school leader's door for the better part of a decade.

I have seen what takes a person down. I have also seen what brings them back.

Both are in these pages.

Every profession begins with a teacher. Every seed of excellence that has ever grown in a child was planted by someone who showed up, often without applause, without recognition, and sometimes without any support at all, because they believed the work mattered.

It does. More than most people will ever understand. More than your grandmother knew when she said what she said. More than anyone who has ever looked down at this choice will ever fully reckon with.

You came into this profession on fire.

My hope is that somewhere in these pages, you find what you need to protect that fire.

Because teaching is not just a job.

It is a calling.

And callings deserve to survive.

That is why I stayed.

That is why I wrote this book.

That is why I hope you stay too.

Let's begin.

SECTION ONE

SURVIVE THE FIRE

Years 1-4

You came in on fire. The question is not whether you can survive the first four years. The question is whether you can survive them without losing the fire that brought you here.
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Chapter 1
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Nobody Told You It Would Feel Like This

"Those who can, do. Those who can't, teach."

I have heard that sentence my entire career. And every single time, it breaks my heart.

The Wall of Windows

I arrived early. Most teachers start about a week before students do, and I was there at eight in the morning, ready to claim my space. The school building itself was a historical landmark, a structure that had been standing since at least the 1800s. It had been renovated and upgraded enough times to remain habitable, but the bones of it were old, and you could feel that when you walked through the door. History had happened in those hallways.

My classroom had a feature that stopped me when I first walked in. One entire wall was nearly floor to ceiling windows. Not quite, but close enough that the light came in like it owned the place. And I stood there for a moment, just taking it in. Brownsville, Brooklyn. The neighborhood everyone had warned me about, the zip code people lowered their voices to mention. And here was this room, full of light, full of possibility, full of a few hundred textbooks stacked in no particular order waiting for someone to make sense of them.

I looked around and said to myself, okay. Let's get started.

There were novels and workbooks and old texts and new ones and things piled on desks and shelved in no discernible system, and I was genuinely excited about all of it. It was going to be my absolute joy to unpack everything in that room and make it mine. I had earned this. I had moved back to New York, enrolled in graduate school, survived the cohort training sessions, and now I was here. A real lead teacher. In my own classroom. With my name on the door.

I wanted a few more minutes to just bask in that feeling.

I did not get them.

Four Women Who Did Not Ask for Permission

They came in quietly. Three or four veteran teachers, older Caribbean women, classy and graceful in the way that certain women carry decades of dignity without ever announcing it. They looked around my classroom, looked at me, and made a simple declaration.


"We're here to help you get your classroom set up."


I was genuinely perplexed. Help me do what? I told them there was no need. I was capable. I did not want to put anyone out. I had it handled.

They were not moved.

Gently but firmly, with a quiet certainty that does not leave room for argument, they told me they were staying. No amount of polite protest on my part was going to change that. And so we worked. For the next eight hours, we moved desks and cleaned chairs and hung bulletin board paper and organized textbooks and turned that beautiful, chaotic, light-filled room into something that looked like a real classroom.

Their faces were pleasant the entire time. Not upturned. Not resentful. Not performing generosity while secretly counting the minutes. They were simply present, simply helpful, simply there.

In a building where I would soon discover that bitterness was practically a staff benefit, these women spent an entire day doing physical labor in someone else's classroom without a single complaint.

I have never forgotten that.

What it taught me in that moment, and what I carry with me to this day, is that it is okay to let people help you. You do not know what you do not know. I walked into that classroom thinking I understood the scope of what I was taking on, and I did not. I needed those women, and the grace was that they showed up before I even knew to ask.

It also planted a seed. I told myself quietly, standing in that room surrounded by books and light and the company of women who owed me absolutely nothing: when I become a veteran teacher, I am going to pay this forward. I am going to find the new teacher who arrived early and is standing alone in their classroom thinking they have it handled, and I am going to walk in and refuse to leave.

The quiet ones. The ones who show up without being asked. They are in every building. They are not the loudest voices in the staff meeting or the most opinionated people in the lounge. They do not make speeches about their commitment. They just keep showing up, year after year, doing right by new teachers and students alike, and they leave no fingerprints. You have to learn to see them. When you do, hold onto them.

The Adults in the Building

As a substitute teacher, you float. You come in and you go out and you never really plant roots anywhere long enough to see what is growing underneath. I had subbed for about four years during my undergraduate degree and I had no idea, not even a hint, that school culture could carry such a low vibration. I was not prepared for what I found when I finally stopped floating and stayed.

I was not prepared for the teachers.

They were burned out, bitter, and in some cases openly hostile toward the very students they had chosen to serve. What broke something in me, what I still think about all these years later, is that many of them looked like the kids. They came from the same communities. They were supposed to be the bridge. And instead they had become the wall.

I kept asking myself a question I was too new and too self-aware to ask out loud: if this is truly how you feel about this work, why are you still here? I never got an answer. And honestly, I am still trying to figure it out.

There was one teacher in particular, a history teacher in her fourth year when I was in my first. Outside of school we were genuinely compatible, like sisters almost. Good conversation, good company, good fun in the city. But inside that building we were night and day. She had a deep frustration with the politics and dynamics of the school community, and she wore it every day. What she could not see, and what I could see clearly from the outside, was that she was often at the center of the very chaos she complained about, not as a victim but as a willing participant.

Our friendship off campus was real. But professionally, I made a quiet decision early on: I would not follow where she was leading.

The Meeting Nobody Warned Me About

About six or seven months into my first year, I was called into the principal's office. The framing was casual. A check-in, they said. Just picking your brain.

What they were actually doing was warning me.

My school leaders had been watching my friendship with this teacher and had drawn a conclusion. They were afraid that her habits, her low expectations, her poor classroom management, her general disposition toward the profession, would start to leak into my practice. They were, kindly but directly, telling me to be careful.

I sat with that for a moment. And then I responded.

I told them plainly that the reason I was in that building, the reason I had moved back to New York, the reason I had enrolled in a fellowship and sat in graduate school classes after full days of teaching, had nothing to do with anyone else on that staff. My calling was mine. My commitment was mine. I was not there because someone else
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