
Last Row by the Window 
 
 

By the time Kindergarten Career Day arrived, I had already chosen my life’s 
work. I still remember the smile on my teacher’s face upon my announcement that I was 
going to be a teacher. She was standing by an open window on that May morning, and 
my classroom was fragrant with the aroma of freshly cut grass.  
 
 I couldn’t wait to share my dream with my father. He too, was a teacher, among 
other professions I could not visualize then. Predictably, in time for dinner, I heard 
Hymy’s melodic whistle as he approached our building, which was our signal to unlock 
the apartment door and fetch a cool drink for him. All during dinner my father and I 
celebrated my choice of life’s work while my twin brother recounted his day with our 
mom. When my father tucked me in, he whispered, “As long as one enjoys teaching one 
learns, and as long as one learns, one enjoys teaching”. I fell asleep, one happy five 
year old. My mother, also a teacher, indulged my dream by allowing me a designated 
wall of our lower east side apartment on which I could outline daily “lessons” to my very 
willing class of blue and pink furry animals and wide eyed dolls. I never tired of  “playing 
school”, which, of course, included wearing my mom’s high-heeled shoes, costume 
jewelry, and fire engine red lipstick. 
 

I graduated from Hunter College with honors and quickly secured a teaching 
position in Woodside Junior High School 125, in Queens, New York. It was an imposing 
five story brick building surrounded by a cyclone fence. The entire summer before I was 
to begin I fantasized about students who would rejoice in learning Spanish and I 
daydreamed of earning accolades in the form of student gratitude, respect, and above 
all, high test scores.  
 

Finally, September arrived. I was so nervous! My first day was a blur of 
confusion. Bells rang, boys and girls entered and exited, and I did not even capture the 
attention of a single class. I tried to silence the students, but they did not seem to feel my 
presence in the room. They were adrift in a sea of laughter and chatter. That night my 
father assured me that day two would be better. He was like the coach in the corner of 
the battered boxer, assuring me I would be stronger in the next “round”. Day two was 
worse. I was lost in an deepening ocean of tumult and confusion. I just helplessly 
watched the students growing noisier throughout the day while my pleas for silence were 
ignored. That night as I described the hopelessness of the situation to my father, I began 
to dread that I had chosen the wrong professional path. What could a kindergartener 
know? These students bore no resemblance to the well-behaved, compliant pupils of my 
childhood classroom. My father continued to encourage, cajole, and remind me that I 
was the adult…and I had to let the students know…somehow…that I was in charge. He 
assured me that I was a wonderful teacher…and had to end the week on a positive note.  
But how? Our phone call ended with his stern admonition, “Start swimming.” I fell into a 
troubled sleep, awakening to the frightening reality of another day. 

 
By last period on Friday, I was in despair. I was sleep deprived, had run out of 

clean clothes, and had eaten a couple of dry corn flakes for breakfast. Throughout the 
day, my students were busily planning their weekends in front of me and became openly 
defiant when I attempted to “interrupt” them with my dutifully planned lessons. At day’s 
end the classroom was a disheveled heap of overturned chairs and discarded gum 



wrappers. I hadn’t eaten or drunk anything all day, and the room seemed to be rocking 
with noise and movement. Finally the last bell of the week rescued me, and watching the 
students spill out of the door, I felt faint.  

 
The silence was as deafening as the noise had been all day. The room felt 

lifeless, like a punctured, limp balloon. I stood in a trance of frozen helplessness, 
paralyzed by a dream shattered, drowned by a reality unimagined. Suddenly, I 
awakened to the familiar soft melody of my father’s whistle, and I followed the comforting 
sound to the last row by the window. Amid the chaos and my vulnerability, I failed to 
notice that my oldest friend had been sitting there. I hadn’t been alone, after all. I wept 
as he beckoned me to the rear of the classroom. I cried for a long time, as we sat side 
by side and the shadows crept up the wall and the classroom was fragrant with 
chestnuts from a street vendor somewhere. The schoolyard gradually emptied of young 
voices of children, hopeful children, my children, voicing dreams for tomorrow just as I 
had on one spring day so long ago. It was my desire and my destiny, to lead my 
students towards fulfilling their dreams now. My father and I left the school silently. 

 
The following Monday, I felt renewed. As I unlocked the door, the spirit of room 

203 had been transformed, somehow.  I greeted the students by the door, and I seated 
them for success. Our classroom was to be a place of purpose, passion, and possibility. 
After more than four decades, it continues to mystify me that the students decided to 
trust me. Throughout my first year as a teacher, the seat in the last row by the window 
remained empty.  
ljg 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


