About Your Kids

“Not fair!”

“Humph!” a student said when not chosen by a friend to help pass back graded papers. He folded his arms tightly across his chest, stuck out his chin and slumped in his chair.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“He didn’t pick me.” 

“So?”

“It’s not fair!”

“Why?”

“Because I wanted to be picked!”

So has every runner-up in every beauty pageant, state-run lottery and presidential election, I thought. 

Get over it. 

Life isn’t about fair. It’s about how we respond. And the sooner we learn that the better.

What’s fair to one person may not be fair to the next. “Fair” is one of those chameleon words with a meaning that changes to fit the surroundings.  

The online Merriam-Webster dictionary lists several definitions for “fair.” Regarding my student’s complaint, number 6a fit the best: “marked by impartiality and honesty; free from self-interest, prejudice, or favoritism.”

The boy had a problem with his friend’s impartiality. In his eyes, being overlooked was unfair. He didn’t like learning that we don’t always get what we want when we want it, the way we want it.

Sometimes we just don’t get picked. Sometimes we don’t win, or perform as well as we would like. Just ask American Idol contestants number 2-10.

And sometimes we land at the bottom of an alphabetical list – depending, of course, on which alphabet you’re talking about.

All these years I thought there was just one English alphabet used for the English language. Silly me. 

I recently voted for a state-level delegate from the teaching profession. There were several names from which to choose, and across the top of the ballot marched the letters of the alphabet as if they had jumped from a can of Campbell’s soup. 

I was certain that the Chaos Theory had taken hold until I read the fine print explaining the “new” alphabet. The letters had been scrambled for random selection. Delegate names were listed according to alphabetical order for 2005-2006, the ballot explained. It was all done in the name of fairness.

I could not believe my eyes. It’s a good thing I don’t teach kindergarten. I could have had a coronary right there on the spot. 

Alphabetical order is no longer alphabetical order? And what order there is changes from year to year? And this from a bunch of teachers, no less?

Did someone whose sir name begins with “Z” complain that they were always listed last? Did Mr. Smith whine because he always had to follow Mr. Jones? 

If we throw out standard alphabetical order, what, in Heaven’s name, is sacred?

What of dictionaries, telephone books, encyclopedias? Why teach alphabetizing if the letters are going to be spit randomly from a bingo ball dispenser every time someone says “it’s not fair”?

Yes, I’m usually toward the back of the line and the bottom of the list with a name like Spencer. So what?

I remember learning a long time ago that life isn’t fair, and I’m so glad it isn’t. I happen to be very grateful that I haven’t always gotten what I deserve.

Hopefully, I can help my students learn that life isn’t about what’s fair. It’s about what we do with what we get.
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