About your kids

Dead wrong

Sometimes children handle death better than grownups think they will.

When I taught second grade we had a classroom pet named Herman. Herman was a Mongolian gerbil. 

PETA, the EPA and the Edupolice weren’t quite as concerned in those days about an animal living in a classroom full of students, particularly one that could bite. 

It never did, by the way. I simply told my students not to stick their fingers through the bars of its cage and they didn’t. Only those not allergic could feed, water and clean the newspaper bedding, and volunteers took it home during breaks. 

Herman instilled responsibility in those youngsters better than any lesson plan I could have written. And everyone was happy.

Until Herman died.

I walked into the classroom one morning, and there he was – stiff as a furry little board.

“Now what?” I thought. 

“What do I tell the children? What should I do with the body? Should we have a funeral?”

Even though “God” was not yet a bad word in the classroom, I decided against the funeral approach. Instead, I just threw Herman away.

I knew better than to “bury” him in my own classroom wastebasket. The children might find him and then we’d have tears from the girls and the boys would want to touch and poke. 

No, not my classroom. But what about the custodian’s giant garbage can?  Surely, the rigid rodent would not be discovered there.

He was.

The custodian noticed him, and one of my students saw the kindly man unceremoniously hoist our former pet by its stiff little tail.

This all happened, of course, after I told my class that I had buried the gerbil.

“Mrs. Spencer, you threw him away!”

Guilty.

Somehow, to second graders, there is a huge moral difference between “bury” and “throw away.”

“At least I didn’t flush him down the toilet,” I thought but knew better than to say.

Now I had to not only apologize for throwing away the gerbil, I had to apologize for lying.

Why did I do that? Why did I avoid the truth or try to dress it up or twist it just a little to make it more palatable? I did it because I thought it would ease their pain. And because I thought I could get away with it.

Our children use similar reasoning when they lie to their teachers and parents, only it’s usually to ease their pain, not ours. It doesn’t work for them, either.

I could have avoided the whole incident by wrapping Herman in a paper towel, or tucking him into a box, right? But the empty cage said it all, so why did I try to save face by hiding the fact that I tossed our gentle gerbil?  

I should have simply approached my class with the truth: “Herman is dead. I can’t bury him, so I threw him away. Wrapped nicely in paper towel.”

That confession would have saved a lot of makeup work on my part about why the truth is better than a lie – even if it hurts.

Herman was the last classroom pet I ever had. Other than the black widow spider the preacher’s daughter brought to school in a quart-size Mason jar. I knew it wouldn’t last long, and I had no problem whatsoever with its imminent death.
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