What I Learned in First Grade

Nathaniel Reed

Recently, I had the privilege to observe a first grade class.  As a requirement of a class I was taking, I was to observe an elementary and secondary classroom for thirty hours apiece.  Naturally though, since I am going into secondary education, I didn’t really understand the point of watching an elementary class.  I was not alone in my opinion; the first grade teacher thought the fact that I had been assigned there was also strange.  Never the less, I am glad I did observe the class.  Sure, I learned a great many things about classroom management, discipline, and procedure; that was the purpose, but I learned much more than just that.  I learned about myself, because watching those eyes full of hope, I couldn’t help but think back to when I was that age.


Honestly, I had a good childhood.  My mom stayed at home until I was in about fifth grade, so I saw her everyday.  My dad worked a lot, but I still was able to spend quality time with him.  Back then, I was happy and friendly, and an overall cheerful person.  It was difficult for me to get mad at anybody.  I remember one time, I was trying to be mad at my mom for something she did, I don’t remember what exactly.  Anyways, I was breathing heavily in and out like when someone gets mad in the cartoons (I always mimicked cartoons back then) and I felt so bad I started to cry.  I was a good student in school, never got in any trouble or anything.  You could say I was a teacher’s pet.  I got along with all the kids in my class really well, but at that age almost everyone is friends.  After second grade, my family moved to another state, and I was still basically happy, and I made a lot of friends at my new school.


After fourth grade, we moved yet again.  This time, however, I didn’t fit in quite as well.  I had one or two friends, but most people didn’t want to have anything to do with me.  Sometime halfway through the year, my friends must have decided that it wasn’t in their best social interests to stay friends with me anymore.  So, for the second half of the year, I talked to absolutely no one. During lunch I sat by myself, I never had a partner when we worked in groups, and I had no friends to talk to outside of school.  A few students decided that they wanted to take a more active interest in me, and not in a good way.  They took it upon themselves to make my life even more of a living hell than it already was.  So, everyday while waiting in the lunch line I would be punched in the stomach hard enough to knock the wind out of me.  It was all I could do not to fall over and start crying right there.


By that time of the school year, I had already been in two fights, with the same person.  Incidentally, I won both of those.  One of the students who had taken an active interest in me decided that he wanted to fight me.  Being young and dim-witted I thought that I had to fight him in order to defend my honor, or something stupid like that.  Needless to say, I have always been quite scrawny and weak, and I have no clue as to how I could have won the previous fights.  Of course, during the last fight I received quite a thumping.  I came away with a black eye and a huge bruise on my forehead that turned the most disgusting shade of green you could ever hope not to see.  This definitely did not help my standing in the eyes of the other students.  The year ended, with my still being friendless.


In sixth grade, all the students from the district attend the middle school.  Sure, there’s only one small school that joins, but they didn’t know who I was, so I was able to make friends with them.  The problem was, I was so terrified of being ridiculed that I almost never talked to anyone, even my friends.


You’re probably wondering why I’m telling you my life story.  Sorry to bore you, but here’s the point I’m trying to make.  Watching those first graders, I remember how happy I used to be.  Now I’m twenty years old, I’ve been on anti-depressant medication, I have scarred wrists, and overall I’m a very unsociable, unhappy person.  The thing is, I have no real reason to be like this.  Seeing those first graders, who could take joy in the smallest things, like singing songs in class, made me realize this. I guess I’m just trying to figure out where I went wrong.


I can’t blame all my problems on what happened to me in fifth grade.  Later on High School, I had a number of good friends (I still wasn’t popular, but that’s the last thing I wanted to be), and I was able to move past all the things that had happened.  In fact, I should be thankful for what happened.  It taught me the value of friendship, and also how to depend on myself.  Being deserted by my so-called friends has taught me how to be a good friend, and to stand by them, wrong or right.  I also learned how to depend on myself, because I never told my parents about the troubles I was having, which was probably a mistake.  Even to this day, I almost never tell them any of the dilemmas I am facing.  Anyways, like I said, I should be thankful to learn such important lessons early in life.  


In seventh grade, I was placed in the advanced group.  Since the students weren’t supposed to know which track was which, we were labeled as section 7-2, but everyone knew anyways.  The main difference between section 7-2 and the others was that we had Pre-Algebra instead of normal math.  I had a very difficult time understanding anything we did in that class, and to this day I still consider myself weak in math, even though I passed Calculus my senior year (albeit with a C).  My Pre-Algebra teacher knew I was having difficulty, but instead of handling it like he should have, he exploited my confusion in front of the class.  He always would call on me to answer a question on the board he knew I couldn’t do.  Of course, when I was at the board, he wouldn’t help me through it; he would basically tell me the question was simple, and if I had any intelligence, I should be able to answer it.  He also would constantly tell me, often in front of the class, that he didn’t think I belonged in the class, and that I was most likely placed there on accident.



Since this was the advanced track, in order to be popular, you had to be smart.  The entire class was one big clique, with the exception of me.  Sure, a few of my classmates must of felt sorry for me, so they let me tag along with them, but I still did not have any real friends.  I did fine in all my other classes, and I managed to pass Pre-Algebra with a C.


The following year was basically the same as seventh grade.  This year I had Algebra, but my teacher was more encouraging that the previous year.  The problem now was that I was convinced I couldn’t do the work, so I simply didn’t try.  This upset my teacher, because she felt I was very intelligent, and I simply wasn’t applying myself, which was true.  As for the social aspect of eighth grade, it was exactly the same as seventh:  I didn’t have any real friends.


I’ll stop with the step-by-step biography.  I want you to finish reading this, and it’s probably been insanely boring up to this point.  In high school I overcame my shyness, though I still didn’t talk much.  Honestly, I still don’t talk much.  I never talk in class unless I’m called on, and even around my friends I don’t talk that much.  Like I said, it’s not that I’m shy.  I have no problem speaking, and I’ve always been told I seem relaxed and confident giving speeches.  Here’s the thing, I don’t really see the point of excessive talking.  In class for instance, there are two main reasons people like to participate in discussions:  they like to hear themselves talk, or they want to force their beliefs.  Take the political science class I just had.  It’s a class you’d expect a lot of discussions and debates in.  This one guy in the class fell into the first category.  He would sit in class with this haughty look on his face, his head nodding, and his hand on his chin like he was constantly thinking.  He’d always start his “speeches” to the class like this:  “I can see your point, but I feel, as I’m sure most of the rest of the class does, that…” What he really was saying was, “Look at me, I enjoy the attention.”


To illustrate the second type, I’ll use a girl from the same class.  She was very liberal in her beliefs, and anyone who thought differently from her was automatically wrong.  Don’t misunderstand me, I didn’t have a problem with her beliefs; I agreed with her on a number of points, but I didn’t like how she tried to make everyone think like her.  Everyone is entitled to their opinion, and just because it’s different doesn’t mean it’s wrong.


To get back to my point, I don’t talk in class because I don’t want to fall into one of those categories.  I’m not saying everyone who talks in class is like that, far from it.  I’ve had many classes where my classmates were able to make valid points and have an intelligent discussion without falling into one of the aforementioned categories.  Anyways (sorry, I went off on a tangent again, smack me next time I do that) I just don’t see the point of doing a great deal of talking when what needs to be said can be summed up in a few words.  I’m not so much shy as just plain out unfriendly.  Maybe it’s because I know what it’s like to have fake friends, and I don’t want to have anymore.  I know that’s a good way to go through life without really knowing anybody, but I can’t help it.  I still make friends, I’m just more cautious in my doing so anymore.  Still, that’s no reason to be the clinic depressive that I am.


Let me let you in on a secret.  At heart I’m a hopeless romantic.  As long as I can remember I have been.  I mean, in kindergarten I drew this girl I liked a picture (and I hated nothing more than drawing when I was a kid).  It was a picture showing a stick figure on the ground being helped up by another.  It was supposed to tell her if she ever was hurt on the playground that I’d help her.  I’m sure she didn’t understand it, but I still think it was very sweet, if I do say so myself.  The problem is, my unfriendly nature didn’t mix well with that aspect of me.  To tell the truth, I only had one “date” in high school.  I say “date” because we went to the Drive-in, and she fell asleep.  Not only that, but the very next day she started going out with someone else (I can’t say anything bad, she’s still with him and it’s been two years).  The fact that I had problems with the opposite sex led me to what I refer to as my first “nervous breakdown.”  It wasn’t too bad really.  I sat in my closet, rocking back and forth, crying, and talking to my friend on the phone.  Since then, I’ve had a few “nervous breakdowns,” the most recent of which is the cause of the scars on my wrists.  I won’t go into details, I don’t really want to talk about it, but it did deal with more than just problems with females.


About a year ago, I was prescribed Prozac by my doctor.  I had just broken up with my girlfriend of six months, and I was unable to attend college at the school I had just transferred to, because they stopped offering my major.  So I had to work in a factory until the fall.  At first she only gave me a trial dosage- two weeks worth.  It’s supposed to take that long to feel any effects from the medication.  Two days after I started taking it, I was sitting around doing nothing, and all of a sudden, I realized I was smiling for no reason!  It’s hard to describe what it’s like.  There isn’t this drastic change in how you feel; if I hadn’t thought about it, I wouldn’t have realized that I was feeling any different.  The problem was there was no real reason to feel different.  Nothing in my life had changed except the fact that I was taking a pill every morning.  Two weeks later I had a check-up, and the doctor gave me a prescription for Prozac.  I never filled it, because I suddenly had this moral objection to it.  I realized true happiness couldn’t come from a pill; it must come from with-in.


I stopped taking Prozac, but here’s the thing.  I didn’t realize I was any less happy unless I thought about it.  I’m sure that makes no sense, but I can’t explain it any better.  To often any more people use medication at the slightest thing.  Most of the time, it would be better to learn to deal with the problems without the crutch.  I know some people truly need medication, and they have real reasons to take them; I’m not trying to say anything bad about them.  Would I be better off if I was on Prozac?  I might be.  During those two weeks, I was friendlier and happier than I’ve been awhile.  However, like I said, I need to deal with my “problems” myself.


I say “problems” because I honestly don’t have that many compared to a lot of people.  I’ll get this out in the open right now.  I am not writing this to try to get people to feel sorry for me; that is the last thing I want.  I’m writing this because, as it turns out, a number of my friends, maybe a number of people in my generation feel the same way.  We have no reason to be sad, but we are.


Maybe my real problem is my state of mind.  For some odd reason, I seem to think there’s something noble in being depressed.  Well, let me rephrase that:  There’s something noble about being depressed, and still carrying on with life.  What’s more gallant than someone who pushes in despite overwhelming tribulations?  Sorry, I’m probably the only person who thinks like that, so I’m probably not making any sense to you.  Let me try to put it into perspective for you.  If you’ve ever seen the movie “City of Angels,” you’ll understand what I’m saying.  If not, skip the rest of this paragraph, because I’m going to give away the ending to an excellent movie.  In the movie Seth, the angel, gives up eternity to become human so he can be with the woman he loves, Maggie.  The day after he does this, she is hit by a truck while riding her bike and is killed.  Despite the fact that the reason he gave up an eternity without death is gone, he still carries on.  I hope that illustrates my point.


Well, up to this point I’ve said that there isn’t a reason I should be depressed, and that medication isn’t the answer.  So, you ask, “What is the answer?”  The answer lies in what I saw in the class I watched for thirty hours.  The students could find joy and laughter in the smallest things.  That got me thinking, maybe instead of trying to be depressed, and carrying on in spite of it, I should be happy in spite of any “problems” I have.  That’s probably common sense to most of you, but I just couldn’t realize that.  I know, it’s easy to say that, but it’s not a simple task.  But then again, nothing worth doing is ever easy.  It’s probably too late for me to change, but I’ll give it a try.


I’m sure everyone who reads this will wonder what the point of this is.  I’m not sure there really is one.  All I know is I saw a little of myself in every student I watched in the classroom.  From the tiny tow-headed boy that never spoke above a quite whisper, to the boy with the short stubby fingers who, when he got mad, would puff out his cheeks, breathe heavily and point his finger at anyone who spoke.  From the girls who, instead of paying games during playtime, would sit and work with flash cards to the boy who could never get his jacket zipped, and would miss half of recess trying to zip himself up.  And most of all, I saw a happiness in each of their faces; a happiness that I used to know myself.


It’s kind of sad to think that while they are basically all friends now, in a few years they will form their own cliques and students who are best friends now might not acknowledge each other’s existence.  But that’s the way it goes, and there isn’t anything that can be done to change it.  The thing that worries me more is this:  I hope they don’t ever lose the ability to find happiness in everything.  I’m sure it’s probably easier to keep that attitude then it is to lose it, and try to get it back again.  I hope they don’t turn out like me: A clinic depressive twenty-something who is jaded to the fact that the world is full of beauty and reasons to be happy.  I can see that now, thanks to a class of first graders, and hopefully I can learn to always think like that.  I don’t know if I ever will, but I’ll try.  That’s what I learned in first grade.  

