The Lighthouse Guiding Our Children’s Hearts
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My name is Rita Yee. I am the core teacher for the third and

fourth grades at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas (CTTB).

Before coming here, I also taught sixth grade math, and prior
to that, was a kindergarten teacher for twelve years in public
schools in Texas. I would like to share some of my teaching

experiences.

The first school where I taught was a high-needs school.

Many of the students came from low-income, single-parent
homes. Some of their parents were incarcerated, and yet others
were in their grandparents’ care.

I struggled the first few years of teaching. I didn't understand
how five-year-old children could get so angry and violent. I

had kids throw chairs, push others down, stand on tables, rip

posters off the wall, throw materials, hit, kick, yell, and scream.

It was shocking, because I had never seen behavior like this
when I was in school.

Once, I even evacuated students from the classroom when
a student had a violent fit. Later, I learned these children had
experienced traumatic stresses, such as loss or absence of a
parent, parents fighting, witnessing abuse, neglect, all of which
affected their ability to self-regulate.

I vividly remember a little boy from my first year of teaching
with blue eyes and blond hair. He was very intelligent, but he
told me disturbing things. He told me that he wanted to go to
jail rather than work. Plus, he could watch TV, and would have
food to eat. I was appalled. I couldn’t believe a five-year-old
boy would have that mindset.
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When he didn’t get his way, he would have tantrums for
over an hour. He also shared something very inappropriate with
another student, which prompted that student’s parent to have
him pulled out of my class. I often think about him; he would
be around eighteen years old today. I hope he has had teachers
and mentors that have guided him in the right direction.

AsI continued teaching, I had challenging students every year,
some more severe than others, but I learned different strategies
to help them. I learned that building a positive relationship with
every child was the key to successful teaching. Even if children
come from unstable homes, a safe school environment with
caring teachers can transform their lives.

Building positive relationships with challenging students
was not always easy. It was a test of patience, compassion and
forgiveness, of looking past their behaviors, and finding their
strengths. I had to find out what triggered these behaviors and
teach them skills to cope with frustration. I had to learn their
family backgrounds and understand the root causes of their
issues.

I was not always supported by their parents, so I had to
work closely with administrators, counselors and other teachers,
to best support each child. A few years ago, I came across this
quote by Nicolas A. Ferroni, and it still resonates deeply with
me, “Students who are loved at home come to school to learn.
Students who aren’t, come to school to be loved.” When a child
doesn’t have a support system at home, the school has the big
responsibility of providing them with stability, structure, and
love.

After teaching for seven years, I found another position
closer to home. The second school was the complete opposite
of the first. Many children came from two-parent families with
working fathers and stay-at-home moms. These children had
stable and loving homes. So, they came to school excited to
learn. They were happy and curious.

These parents also fed their children balanced meals with lots
of fruits and vegetables. They read to them every night, played
with them outside, set limits on screen time, and were involved
in their child’s education. They volunteered at school events and
were present in their child’s life.

As I share with you these two vastly different teaching
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experiences at the two schools, you can see the difference
a home environment makes on the emotional and social
well-being of a child. Our students at IGDVS are very lucky
because they have a great learning environment. The core
virtues that are instilled in them will develop their characters
over time.

I was talking with a Dharma Master and she asked how
teaching at IGDVS compared to other schools. Immediately,
I noted that the students are all animal lovers, and have been
taught to cherish life.

Once in class, they saw a spider crawling. They all hovered
around it to see how they could release it. After finding a cup
and paper, they gently put the cup over the spider, slipped
the paper under it, and released it outside. I asked where
they learned that, and they told me in kindergarten and from
other Buddhist families. They do this at home, too.

Also, I noticed the strong bonds between the third and
fourth grade girls. Many of them have been together since
kindergarten. They are always excited to see each other at
school and have endless topics to discuss. They have formed
lasting friendships, and often play together outside of school.

We also give many opportunities for the students to
practice kindness. A few months ago, the third and fourth
grade girls participated in the Global Art Exchange. They
painted beautiful pictures portraying kindness, peace and
friendship, and then exchanged them with Syrian refugees.

The Syrian children to whom they sent the art had to flee
their country because of war. The art that they received gave
them hope that other children from across the globe care
about them. It also taught my students to be grateful they
can learn, because not every child has that right.

In the high school, I was impressed with the girls’ initiative
for volunteering, and participated with their community
service club when they served the homeless in November,
and then again in February.

These girls worked together every step of the way for these
events, and planned them entirely themselves including the
ingredients, menu and, budget. Their leader delegated tasks
among her peers. These girls used commercial kitchens and
were professional as they cooked, cleaned, and served. Their

teamwork and tireless spirits impressed me greatly. Everyone
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communicated with each other respectfully. I could tell
they had been given opportunities to develop these skills.
It takes years to develop these skills in collaboration
and management. Even adults struggle over teamwork
in the workplace. These girls don’t realize yet that these
skills they have learned here will be so beneficial in the
future.

Even though core virtues are taught in our schools,
it is still very important that parents model these
virtues at home too. If children see them at home and
school, then they will make an even greater impact on
our children. Children are keen observers watching
adults, and then doing what we do. They observe how
we treat other people, how we react when something
goes wrong, and how we speak to others.

I hope that parents can take some time each day
to spend quality time with their children whether that
means going for a walk in the park, playing board games,
cooking together, eating dinner together, listening to
the radio with their children, reading a bed time story,
and simply talking with them. More frequently when I
go out, I notice children spending more time on their
screens than talking to their parents. Recently when
I went out to dinner, I noticed a mom and son at the
table next to me.

They only spoke to each other once, and that was
to order from the menu. After that, the mom and son
looked down at their phones the rest of the time. There
was no interaction, no conversation between them.
The best thing parents can do for their children is to be
present with them. Phones can wait.

Recently, I had my students take a love language
survey to see how students receive love. Their results
showed that they wanted their parents to spend more
quality time with them, which is very important when
they are young.

Finally, I am grateful to have been given the
opportunity to teach here. I want to thank Venerable
Master Hua, and all of the Dharma Masters, teachers,
parents and students for their support. I have learned a
lot these past six months, and hope to continue to grow

as a teacher. &
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