What happens to a dream deferred? Langston Hughes struck a chord within the essence of humanity with that line. Those words, for years now, have spun intricate webs in my brain, a meticulous spider with spinnerets whirring away in my subconscious. We can put our dreams aside for the sake of we write off as “practicality,” but they never leave us. Not really. I am writing this today because that web has grown too large to ignore. I cannot live an unfulfilled life like my mother and my mother’s mother before her. I would explode: a living answer to Hughes’s quintessential question. I want to be a teacher, have always wanted to be a teacher, ever since a teacher saved my life.

When I started at Arizona State University as an undergraduate student in the fall of 2006, I “knew” I wanted to teach high school. Eleventh and twelfth grade advanced classes only. I thought, more than anything, that my love was for my content area—English. I would follow in the footsteps of my hero, whose job I thought was the most honorable of all. I pictured myself instilling great knowledge and appreciation for classic literature and poetry in the minds of America’s best and brightest. So when I learned I was required to complete an internship placement in middle school, I was horrified. I braced myself, and decided to get “the worst” over with first. 

But Fate has a way of finding us. After my first week, I could not help myself: I was in love. 

Eighth graders are tempestuous creatures, each one a hurricane of ideas and emotions. Their intensity is hypnotic. Had my rotations been reversed, had I started in high school with the aloof and roughly independent eleventh graders who wanted nothing but to be left alone, I am not sure I would have still had faith in my dream. 

Eighth graders can be frenzied, irrational beings, but they are sincere. And they see the world in a way that I envy. Once, while trying on my sunglasses for looks, a student told me that it was like “seeing the world through a glass of iced tea.” While at times I like to fancy myself a writer, that startlingly beautiful line was just an offhand comment from her. It was a metaphysical reversal: while she looked through my lenses I actually got a refreshing glimpse behind hers.
Each day I spent with them (and each day I currently spend as a long-term substitute) we learn, we share, and we solve the world’s problems. Most of all, we grow. What I love so much about this age group is that they are still so candidly “under construction.” They slip in to new shoes—both figuratively and literally, it seems—every day. I get to watch the way our future builds itself. I am not vain enough to think that I shape it; instead, I sometimes get to suggest. 

What truly strikes me about my students is their constant state of invention, of evolution. In that, we are the same. Looking back, I understand that what I admired about my inspirational teacher was not the lessons he gave about the four humors or genre conceits; it was his character. He cared. And so a tribute solely to his knowledge of literature would be incomplete. For some reason I had originally overlooked this aspect, perhaps in a way to steel myself against caring too much. But those eighth graders, they got to me. As teachers we are not simply invited to care about our students’ lives—we are required. It is an art form to match the right book with reluctant readers, keep up with new haircuts and activities, make it to school soccer games and math competitions, and ask about family square dance night, barrel-racing results, and Girl Scout Jamboree. But I am in this, one hundred percent. I am part of these students’ lives and they are part of mine and I want to see them through. Every day I want to get better at what I do. For them. And that’s how I know that I will succeed as a middle school language arts teacher: I walked into this a caterpillar and am slowly undergoing my transformation into a butterfly. Working towards my actual certification again, after a couple years of “inching” adrift, is the final step of that process.

