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by Jessica Huber

 Moving from Woodinville, Washington—a town with 
many affluent, well-educated prominent families—to Chelan, 
Washington, a small tourist town in the middle of the Cascades 
was one of the most exciting and challenging adjustments I 
have experienced in my short teaching career. The students in 
Chelan are not particularly racially diverse; according to OSPI, 
one-half of its students are white while one-third are Latino. 
There does exist a stark division between families who have 
lived in and own most of the town and those families who live 
on the outskirts of the lakeside life, however. Three years ago 
the disparity between socioeconomic class was not only 
obvious, it was present every day. Students whose families 
worked in the orchard or for the fruit packing facilities were 
often cast aside with the belief that due to lack of family 
education, money and an overall privileged life they were not 
capable of hard things in life or at school. “Andrew” was no 
exception to this division throughout our elementary school. 
 Andrew moved from an urban town in California where 
he had lived most of his life, to Chelan during the summer 
before fourth grade. His mother, a high school diploma recipi-
ent, was his number one advocate. The pair moved into a 
small, nearly condemnable packing shed that resembled a 
mini-storage facility. They were on the outskirts of town; they 
had no internet nor any consistent cellular reception. Leaving 
all of her family behind, Andrew’s mom realized this was an 
opportunity to start Andrew’s school experience over. He was 
held back in first grade and spent nearly his entire primary 
career out of the classroom. He was constantly ostracized and 
sent to the hallways for blurting, demanding attention from 
peers or not complying with adult directions. 
 Fortunately for Andrew, when he enrolled in Chelan, he 
was placed in a classroom with a teacher who was able to 
make connections, both academically and socially. This made 
all the difference as Souers and Hall note in their article 
Fostering resilient learners: Strategies for creating a 
trauma-sensitive classroom: “We know that teacher quality is 
the number one factor determining student success” (2016, pg. 
35). By putting Andrew into a classroom with a teacher who 
appreciated him for who he was, he started to feel as though he 
belonged without the school community. This sense of belong-
ing is one of the most important factors when working with 
students who have faced severe trauma. Noticing that Andrew 
was significantly behind academically, his teacher went to bat 
for him to be tested for special education. Knowing that Andrew 
had been suspended for behaviors, it was difficult to prove that 
the reason he was behind was due to a specific learning 
disability. After several weeks of debate, his teacher succeeded 
in getting him tested. Finally, Andrew was going to have 
additional help in reading, writing and mathematics.
 Over the course of his fourth grade year, Andrew was 
often sent to the principal’s office, once again missing much of 
his core academic time in the general education setting. Most 
of the time his outbursts and impulsivity at recess sent him into 
an aggressive downward spiral in which he swore at adults and 
became physical with students. 

Regardless of his special education support his fourth grade 
year seemed to be the repeat of his academic career up to that 
point. No matter what Andrew did or did not do, it seemed as 
though he could not get ahead of the game. As a student who 
lived far from the lake the divide between other students and 
Andrew became more obvious; his uphill battle illustrates what 
Jensen discusses in his writing:  “Poverty also raises the odds 
for children’s social maladjustments and behavior problems” 
(2016, p. 10). Even though his mother worked diligently to 
equip Andrew with the newest trend in shoes and clothes, it 
seemed as though he could not eliminate the divide between 
the lakeside life children and himself. Acting out of impulse and 
strong emotions which struggled to control cast him out of the 
fifth grade peer group. 
 Fifth grade was the first year that the new principal, and 
I, the special education teacher, met Andrew. His smile was 
unforgettable as he was truly able to grin from ear to ear. 
During our first meeting in the stairway, I knew this student may 
be my most challenging yet. After reading about his levels of 
performance, I realized that not only was he behind, but he did 
not even know all of his letters and their corresponding sounds. 
He also struggled producing thoughts and writing them down. 
Andrew loved mathematics and he prided himself on knowing 
nearly all of his multiplication facts, a necessity in fifth grade. 
Knowing this, I emphasized his knowledge and expertise in 
math so he would feel successful in an academic area. Socially, 
Andrew did not know how to appropriately gain peer attention, 
join in a group or collaboratively work or play with others. Not 
only did he struggle with academics; his social emotional skills 
lagged behind his peers’ as well.
 During the first few weeks of school Andrew demon-
strated external behaviors such as blurting, name-calling and 
physical aggression. These outbursts took place on the 
playground, with specialists, in general classes and in small 
groups. One late fall day, Andrew was taunted by another fifth 
grader in his class. The student chastised him for being dumb, 
unable to work at a fifth grade standard. Andrew responded 
with physical force by pushing the student to the ground. Due to 
the other student’s parental request, it was recommended that 
Andrew change classes to ensure a safer environment for the 
other child. Once again, Andrew’s reputation preceded him. Not 
only did the students consider him a bully, his entire fifth grade 
class became aware of his actions once he was moved. His 
teachers began to fear him, and he started to feel like he was 
not safe, welcomed or that he belonged with the rest of his 
peers.
 After the change in classes, Andrew’s angry outbursts 
became a more regular occurrence. He was often the student 
asked to sit out during specialists because he could not be kind 
to others; but, why would he? Everyone already labeled him a 
bully, a mean kid, and stupid. Just as most students do, he rose 
to the label and became the child that everyone, even teachers, 
feared. 

The Cycle of the Smile
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 Andrew often sought solace within the special education 
classroom where he felt safe and felt he could freely say what 
he needed. As his teacher, I told him he could speak freely, 
saying whatever it was he needed to say without repercussion, 
so long as other students were not around. Together—student 
and teacher—we learned how to bond, be real, and have 
difficult, authentic conversations about the situations and 
problems he faced. Much of the time, Andrew would swear as 
he angrily spoke about feeling unwanted by peers and adults. 
As promised, he could speak his mind without consequence. 
This student merely imitated his speech from surroundings 
including that of his mother’s abusive, live-in boyfriend. 
 As our relationship grew, Andrew made it a point to 
check in and out with me daily. If I happened to be in a meeting, 
he would meet with another team member who also made him 
feel safe, wanted and heard. Andrew was not only able to 
speak freely with me, but also with another adult he could trust. 
Over the course of several months, Andrew became dependent 
on his check ins and connections with both myself and another 
intervention teacher. 
 Then came December; it was one week before Christ-
mas vacation, a time when behaviors are already escalated, 
and it quickly became one of the most strenuous weeks of my 
teaching career. Andrew was outside, throwing snowballs, 
similar to the rest of his classmates. Another student began to 
taunt Andrew, knowing that if he did so, Andrew would return 
the favor with physical force. Just as expected, Andrew threw 
the student down into the snow, burying his head into a 
snowbank. As Souers and Hall state, “behaviors that are 
disruptive and often inappropriate are simply manifestations of 
what their bodies have been trained to do, survive” (2016, pg. 
31).   This is exactly what Andrew’s brain was triggered to 
do—survive by fighting. Immediately he was whisked away into 
the administration office. Due to his impulsivity and lack of 
foresight, Andrew bought into the bait and was once again 
labeled as “that bad kid.” Word quickly spread, furthering his 
division between himself and his fifth grade peers.
 Due to previous altercations Andrew was suspended 
one week before his two-week vacation. As soon as his 
suspension was announced the principal and I were forced to 
call the one person he did not want to disappoint, his mother. 
Unfortunately, due to the time of year and lack of money, her 
phone had been shut off. Andrew’s circumstances, high 
impulsivity and lack of coping skills had once again gotten the 
best of him.
 The principal and I moved quickly in efforts to get 
Andrew into the car, trying to preserve his dignity and respect 
as Andrew could not hold back his tears of disappointment in 
himself. Unable to bring himself to get into the car, Andrew 
walked around the playground, fearful of what his mother may 
say. “Please do not make me go. My mom is going to be so 
mad and sad.” Knowing that the student had only two options to 
ride home—one in a police car and the other with us—we 
convinced him that we were there to help him, create a plan 
and continue to love and support him. 
 Eventually Andrew got into the car. The short five-min-
ute ride to the outskirts of town ended up being one the longest 
drives. Andrew, continuously fighting back his tears, begged 
and pleaded to go into the house independently of the principal 
and me. We both looked at each other confused wondering why 
he would be so opposed to allowing us into his house to speak 
with his mother. The principal drove down the long driveway 
lined with garbage and dirt finally pulling up to a tiny building 
that looked as if it should be condemned. Once the car was 
stopped Andrew abruptly ran out of the vehicle frantically crying 
and pounding on the door. 

Seconds later, it opened and we were invited in. 
 Not surprisingly, his mother was disappointed in his 
actions. His Christmas break would be spent completing 
homework and doing chores in their tiny, 200-square-foot home 
with no bedrooms, no door on the bathroom and no windows. 
His bed was blocked off by a blanket, which barely hung from 
the decaying ceiling. Andrew’s mother asked what happened; 
Andrew admitted he  hit another student. Disgruntled and 
disheartened, the principal and I left, walking outside to the car. 
As soon as we shut the door, the tears were unstoppable. 
Knowing that Andrew was not the only victim or perpetrator in 
this situation was the hardest pill to swallow. Unfortunately for 
Andrew the parent of the other student knew parental rights 
and how to advocate for her son, leaving him suspended, cast 
aside again, only this time with a temporary student safety plan.
 After Christmas break Andrew returned to school and 
became a one-on-one student in the special education room 
where we spent most of our time together. Andrew began the 
work again to be a part of his fifth grade classroom. In order to 
do so, he needed to prove he was able to handle emotion 
without physical aggression. He was asked to participate in 
recess and lunch with a younger grade level in order for him to 
remain away from the other student in fifth grade. Although 
Andrew loathed the idea of not being with his peers, it quickly 
became apparent that he rose to the occasion, becoming a 
positive role model to younger students. Once the team 
realized that he enjoyed working with younger students we 
knew that we had to place him in the role of a tutor in the 
bilingual classroom. This opportunity would give him a chance 
to feel that he mattered and belonged within our school 
community.
 Regardless of his behavior, Andrew spent every 
afternoon in the kindergarten class reading with and helping the 
students with their mathematics problems. This role model 
scenario was never taken away as this was crucial in getting 
him to feel accomplished, wanted and successful. The kinders 
clung to him giving high fives and fist bumps every opportunity 
they could. Andrew’s smile started to come back. 
 One morning, it was apparent that Andrew was strug-
gling to cope with emotions and school work. Noticing this, I 
paused during our lesson to ask what was bothering him, as, 
“We are the ones who have to adapt in what and how we teach” 
(Jensen, 2016, pg. 11). Deflection was one of his many strong 
suits when coping with a heavy emotion so he asked what I 
was feeling. Knowing that we were honest, real, and up front 
with each other, I shared my story. I described the reason why I 
teach special education. The story depicted my young cousin, 
broken from a divorce, cast aside by his father for having a 
learning disability and never feeling as though his life mattered. 
My cousin’s sad story included suicide attempts, gang violence, 
and eventually an addiction to heroin. The look on Andrew’s 
face is one that I will not forget. “Andrew, if I can help you 
realize that you matter, are important, and can do hard things, 
then my job is complete.” He responded with a silent sigh. 
Followed by the statement, “So you don’t just teach reading 
and writing, you teach life, kind of like a life coach.” I smiled, 
nodded my head and said, “exactly.”
 Andrew continued his one-on-one setting within my 
classroom as he felt safe, cared for and a sense of belonging. 
His check in and check out’s with me and other staff members 
were essential to his success. Andrew was permitted to not 
only be himself but speak freely as this is how he knew how to 
communicate, swearing and all. Regardless of his actions, he 
knew that every day was a new day, filled with grace and 
forgiveness. Providing him with a positive mentorship experi-
ence also aided in his success at the end of fifth grade. 
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 Eventually, the student safety plan was gone. Andrew 
began to feel more successful in his school community as a 
kinder teacher, recycling helper and friend to myself and other 
staff members. Slowly his smile began to come back, once 
again overtaking his whole face from ear to ear. 
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