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Making Myself Bookable


Last September, I was excited to begin my first job after college as an English teaching assistant at two high schools in Germany.  I stood in front of a class of thirty of the wildest seventh graders I had ever seen.  I wasn't too concerned, though, as I had been told that I would be observing other teachers for two weeks in order to acclimate myself to the new schools and German school culture.  To my surprise, however, the teacher handed me a textbook open to a grammar lesson and asked me to teach about question tags.  At this point, I was asking myself a few questions, such as “How well can these students understand English?,” “Should I be explaining grammar in German?,” and most importantly, “What are question tags?”  I managed to bumble my way through the lesson, unsure of how much the students had understood.  Afterwards, I was furious with the teacher.  I explained that I was used to planning my lessons and that I was only expecting to observe her class.


Soon, I realized that my new job wasn't shaping up the way I wanted it to.  Prior to coming to Germany, I had just finished my student teaching assignment.  I had thoroughly enjoyed my courses and students, but the idea of borrowing someone else's job always bothered me a bit.  I wanted responsibility for my own classroom, and in my new position, I was once again filling in for other teachers.  I could accept this to some extent, however, since I was technically an assistant.  What was bothering me even more was the lack of organization I noticed at the school and in my own life.  I've always been a excessively organized person.  My desk is usually covered in sticky notes, each with a list of things to accomplish, complete with hand-drawn check boxes.  I also enjoying working with a concrete plan (even the outline of this essay was drafted from a previous outline).


My job was quite a bit more complicated than I had expected or wanted.  First, I had been assigned to two schools, a practical career-oriented Hauptschule, and a university-track Gymnasium.  Second, my schedules at both schools required that I commute between the two in between classes.  As they were only a five minute walk away from each other, this wasn't terrible annoying, but inconvenient nonetheless when I had back-to-back classes at different schools. Third, my role at the two schools was drastically different.  At the Hauptschule, I was to teach seventh, eighth, ninth, and ten grade by taking small groups of students out of their normal classes and teaching the exact same lesson that was being taught by the teacher already.  This seemed a bit pointless, but wasn't too difficult in and of itself.  The frustrating part was that only a few teachers let me know beforehand what I they would be teaching.  At the Gymnasium, my role wasn't clearly defined at the beginning.  Some teachers wanted me to take over their classes once a week, while others wanted me to just come to class and explain concepts are ideas when necessary.


Having just graduated from college with a degree in teaching, I sometimes felt a bit underused.  I had just been teaching classes by myself in America, and certainly felt capable of doing it in Germany.  Aside from a few minor cultural differences, teaching in one place isn't really all that different from teaching in the other.  A few teachers did try to get me more involved, though.  One of them, Hans, ended up being my favorite teacher to work for.  He had been a German teaching assistant in England, and told me stories about some of the classes in which he hadn't been used to his full potential, including one in which he sat in the corner and was only occasionally asked how a word should be pronounced.  He taught an advanced thirteenth grade English course focusing on international relations and invited me to teach one lesson a week.  Given my interest in political science, I was extremely interested.  He also gave me quite a bit of freedom in teaching.  He gave a broad recommendation for the week's topic and left the rest to me.  After each class, he would give me helpful tips on how I could improve my teaching.  Needless to say, I appreciated this type of relationship.  Not only did I get to teach a fascinated class, but I was also able to learn about teaching from an excellent teacher.


As time went on, I began to understand the problem I was having.  Hans' class was certainly my favorite because it was the closest thing I had to the real teaching job I might have had if I had stayed in the United States.  What I truly wanted was to be just another English teacher at the school.  Reflecting upon that though, I realized that that was not the reason I was hired.  I was there to fulfill a slightly different, if undefined, role.  I took a big step by telling my colleagues that I wanted more to do.  They said they had known I was capable of doing more, but they hadn't wanted to give me too much work.  I started taking over more classes from other teachers, but I also reconsidered what I could bring to the school.  Because I had fewer classes than everyone else, I spent my free time helping other my colleagues correct assignments and essays.  I also made myself “bookable,” meaning that other teachers could reserve me to teach a class for them.  Usually, this meant teaching special lessons on topics such as interviewing or giving presentations about American traditions such as Christmas.  Taking on this role was better for me, since it gave me more meaningful work to do and was also better for my colleagues, since they could call on me when they had a lot of work to do and felt especially stressed.


Things were going so well that the school wanted me to teach my own literature class during the second semester.  I developed a course, and my colleagues helped me write a description in German as well as a letter to be sent to the parents letting them know that the course was being offered.  Eventually, about thirty students from grades nine and ten signed up for the class, and I split them into two sections.  This course was a chance for me to be completely responsible for all aspects of a class, something that I had wanted all year.  It was also an opportunity for me to share something that I cared deeply about with students.


For the first time all year, I didn't have to think about working with other teachers' classes and adapting to the way they ran them.  I could establish my own atmosphere from the beginning and teach according to my own style.  This meant regular work outside of class such as studying vocabulary and writing short essays as well as a heavy focus on discussion in class.  In order to teach the class well, though, I had to use my knowledge of German students and be able to work within the German system.  I knew from personal experience that students were reluctant to do homework, since the it legally can't be graded in Bavaria.  They also had a tendency not to come to class when they didn't want to, since the punishments for missing class were minimal to non-existent, depending on the age of the students.


Teaching the class was one of the most enjoyable experiences of the year for me.  There were some challenging moments, however.  As I expected, many of my students didn't turn in their homework for the first few weeks.  I kept trying to collect it every week and explained to them that I expected it and missing homework would be reflected in their final grades, they caught on.  One day, when I asked for homework, I received all of the late essays from several students, which gave me quite a bit to correct.  Even though I wasn't happy that they were late, I was satisfied that they finally put through the effort.  As for class itself, I was extremely pleased with how well the students responded to the questions that I asked about the reading and also how well they discussed the topics in the reading with each other.


Although my year as a teaching assistant in Germany may not have been the ideal fit for me in the beginning, it ended up being what I needed.  Looking back at it now, I probably wasn't ready for a full-time teaching position.  I still needed to learn to be flexible and to work better in less than ideal circumstances.  Had I taken a job in a America, I would still have had similar issues, but they might not have frustrated me enough to force me to evaluate my own behavior and attitudes.  I wouldn't have learned much from a perfect situation, and as I get ready to enter the full-time work world, I'm glad that I dabbled in the chaos of being an English teaching assistant.


