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Unsung heroes: Avery County teaching assistants
By Katie Murawski news@averyjournal.com  Mar 29, 2017
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Freedom Trail Elementary kindergarten teacher assistant Alice Whittington and first-grade teaching assistant Linda Pitman represent a total
of 30 assistants who perform myriad classroom tasks, including overseeing classes during lunch breaks.
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NEWLAND — While Avery County schoolteachers are praised and responsible for educating the youth of Avery County, 30 individuals are at their side, though

they may not always be the first to be thought of when it comes to children’s education.

Linda Pitman has been a teacher’s assistant for 17 years at Freedom Trail Elementary School. Her daily activities as a teacher’s assistant consist of reading

groups, math groups and intervening with children who are struggling. Pitman supervises a class of 16 first-grade students and shared how teacher’s assistants

primarily work with preschool, kindergarten and first graders, adding that the benefits of her job include loving the kids and wanting to be a help to them.

“People don’t realize at their age that you can’t leave them, you can’t go to the bathroom. They can’t be unsupervised,” Pitman said.

Teaching assistants, including Pitman, strive to be a source of positive influence in the lives of their students. With the opportunity to shape young lives in a

positive fashion come difficulties as well. Struggles come with the job in seeing a child in need that she can’t help, Pitman explained.

An additional area of anxiety regards position compensation, as Pitman explained that there is always concern over decisions made at the state level in regard

to funding, often leaving unease over whether the position will be funded from year to year.

“Every year it’s like, ‘Are we going to have assistance?’” Pitman said.

Alice Whittington has been a teacher’s assistant for 20 years, 18 of those was at FTE. Whittington said teachers assistants are “the best bargain the state has,”

as teacher assistants are required to either have an associate’s degree or extensive on-the-job training to co-teach with the teachers.

“Teacher’s assistants are really an asset, because sometimes in the smaller grades it is just shear safety, and then, also just in a day’s time to get everything in,”

Whittington explained. “We do reading groups and we have to split the children into different levels, so the teacher will take so-many groups and the assistant

takes so-many groups. It would be really hard to get it all done with one person.”

Whittington added that teacher assistants make a fraction of what the classroom teacher makes, yet the assistants may at times shoulder much of the same

responsibilities that a classroom teacher bears.

“I just really love my job because, as I told my husband, there is never really a time I get up and I‘m like, ‘Ugh, I have to go to work today.’ I look forward into

coming into work,” Whittington said. “There are challenges, don’t get me wrong. But it is rewarding.”

Whittington started out assisting in Pre-K and then went on to first grade, then to second grade before her current place with kindergartners. She said she loves

kindergarten and it is her favorite grade to teach.
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“Sometimes they’ll come in and they can’t even recognize their name or write their name,” Whittington said. “By mid-year, they are all almost reading, and they
know their name and all their friends’ names. It’s like you see the most growth in kindergarten. It is really a joy.”

The best part of the job, Whittington said, is to see that moment when the light bulb flashes on and the children grasp a concept being taught.

“You see the struggles and then, all of a sudden, they come back after Christmas and you’re like, ‘Wow. We have a totally different class,’” Whittington
explained.

Annette Johnson, a kindergarten teacher at FTE entering her 27th year, said her teaching assistant keeps the kids focused, on task and gives extra help to
those who need it.

“I could not teach my class without my assistant,” Johnson said. “She does reading groups and it is just a second eye in the classroom for me. If I miss
something, she is in here also and can see if I miss something or if someone is behind and not catching on like we think they should.”

Johnson’s classroom boasts 17 children, and when her assistant is away from the classroom, the class dynamic can change.

“When my assistant is gone, it is kind of crazy,” Johnson said. “It as if we fly by the seat of our pants, but we have an extra assistant/substitute that helps out.”

Johnson said the teacher’s assistants do as much in the classroom as she does as a teacher. If she needs copies made or other tasks accomplished, the
assistant gets it done, helping to maintain organization in the class.

“You couldn’t make it in kindergarten without an assistant,” Johnson said.

Lana Pittman began working in Avery County Schools as a teacher’s assistant in 1978 at Riverside Elementary School. She retired for six months, but decided
to come back as a receptionist for the Avery County Board of Education. Pittman said, without missing a beat, that the best part of the job was the children,
explaining that her responsibilities consisted of basically everything the teachers did.

“(The teacher) was in charge, but basically whatever the teacher did, I did,” Pittman said.

When Pittman first started at Riverside, there were 32 children in the room with no extra classes. The teacher and herself did every class with them.

David Burleson, ACS superintendent, relayed how over the course of his 35 years he has seen the teacher assistant position evolve and change dramatically. It
used to be that teaching assistants were just there to help supervise students and assist with more menial tasks. Today, Burleson explained, teacher assistants
are reading experts, content area experts and the teacher’s right hand (and sometimes left hand, also), adding that teacher assistants in ACS have a major role
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in operating the reading intervention program, which helps children struggling to read.

Burleson also added that with the elementary program that is in place in North Carolina, there is much one-on-one testing that needs to take place that often

takes teachers out of the classrooms and requires teacher assistants to carry on with those classes.

“What is frustrating for all of us is the way funding for teacher assistants have been cut over the last several years. All indications are that will continue to be

cut,” Burleson said.

Limited funding has reduced teacher assistant positions that used to be available for grades K through third grade to only now made available for kindergarten,

with other grades having to spread any additional resources remaining between the other grade levels.

“Our teacher assistants in Avery County, and I can only speak for what I see now, are vital to the success of our school system,” Burleson added. “They are

instrumental to helping our students be successful, and it is really hard to operate an elementary school without that additional set of hands.”

Avery County’s unsung heroes of teaching assistants includes the following individuals:

Patricia Shook, Jannie Atkins, Susan Webb, Tangie King, Amy Wright, Deborah Benfield, Karen Harmon, Lissa Winters, Ann Brown, Darla Turbyfill, Jackie Trice,
Eleanor Brewer, Shane Guichard, Brittany Hughes, Jenny Lecka, Kathryn Ollis, Amber Sebastian, Violet Smith, Angel Dugger, Brandy Calhoun, Cynthia Johnson,
Carolyn Laws, Maureen Manganello, Linda Pitman, Dessi Turbyfill, Alice Whittington, Samuel Phillips, Bud Garant, Reggie Oakes and Kathy Justice.


