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Introduction



I always wanted to be a teacher, ever since I was a small child. I remember I loved to play “school” and begged my parents to buy me school workbooks in the summer, so I could use them in my “class.” I loved learning and I wanted everyone else to love it as I much as I did. I can’t remember ever wanting to do anything but teach!


I applied to a university out of state and paid for school myself. I kept my eye on my goal and didn’t let anything sidetrack me from it—and was so excited when I got my very first teaching position.


My very first day of teaching was terrifying but exciting at the same time. I remember one of my first students showing up on crutches. He’d had his leg amputated over the summer due to bone cancer, but he was wearing a prosthesis. I greeted him by telling him I was his new teacher. The next thing I knew, he’d whipped off his prosthesis and was chasing me around the room. It took me a few minutes before I realized that I was the teacher and I was in charge! I whipped around and faced him, put my hand out, and told him to stop! I put on my “teacher” hat and demanded that he have a seat in the desk I assigned for him. Amazingly, he did what I told him!


I realized then that my learning had not ended but was going to be a lifelong process. I don’t believe passionate teachers ever feel like they have learned everything possible to be most effective in the classroom. They are constantly looking for ways to better engage students and help them achieve their goals. While my university did a great job preparing me for my career in teaching, book learning is very different from actual experience. It is like learning to drive a car from a book and then actually being behind the wheel. Student teaching was a great experience, but you always have the actual teacher guiding you along. When you become the teacher, you are the one who is supposed to be the “expert.”


My first day on the job, I walked into my empty classroom thinking, “Where do I go from here? What do I do?” I didn’t have a handbook or an instruction manual to help guide me, but I wish I had! Other than from student teaching, everything I learned was through my own trial and error. I always hoped that someday I would be able to help others learn from my mistakes.


This is why I wanted to write The Successful Teacher’s Handbook. I wanted to share my experiences, good and bad, to help new or struggling teachers—or anyone looking to refresh their knowledge of teaching. I wanted others to learn from my mistakes without having to experience them on their own. Hopefully, this book will help other teachers enjoy teaching more and make them less likely to burn out.


There is no magic recipe for teaching. A lot depends on what works for you and how it works with your students. It will take time and experience for you to figure this balance out.


In this book, I want to talk about several topics that I believe are important to new teachers. In my opinion, classroom management is the biggest key to successful teaching. I will share different strategies that have been successful in my classrooms over the years and include sample activities that range from elementary school to high school levels. If an example of an activity seems too young or too old for your students, just give it a tweak to make it age appropriate.


Another important topic I discuss is using technology in the classroom. In today’s society, you need to meet students on the playing field they are comfortable with. For today’s kids, that means through technology. For kids who weren’t raised with computers, their ability to use one will impact their place in the working world. Today our classrooms are so diverse that we need to make sure we are sensitive to everyone’s unique qualities and circumstances. That’s why every teacher needs to have culturally responsive teaching methods in their tool kit. In addition to culturally diverse students, you may have students with disabilities in your classroom and will need to know some strategies that will make working with them easier. At the beginning of your career, you may find that you are working with a co-teacher. Many new teachers struggle to work in a co-teaching relationship, and I hope my suggestions can make this collaboration easier and more successful. Another part of teaching that I think is vital is parent involvement in the classroom. As teachers, our main goal is the students’ success in the classroom and in life—and we need to make sure that we are working as a team with students’ parents or caregivers.


I have been a special-education teacher for more than thirty years. Over those years, I’ve developed methods and strategies that will work in any classroom. These flexible, adaptable principles will help you be the best teacher you can be, regardless of your prior experience or the grade level of your students.


Best of luck, and happy teaching, Pat















CHAPTER ONE



Where Do I Begin?


On my first workday as a teacher, I attended all the required meetings where they go over the teacher handbook, school routines, and other administrative details. Then I showed up in my empty classroom and wondered—where do I start?


I was totally overwhelmed and didn’t know what to do next. I learned quickly that that is a common feeling at the beginning of every year and most teachers feel that way! After some time, I got into a routine, and when this clicked, I made a list of what I should do so that it can help me at the beginning of every year. I was able to revise this each year as needed, but it usually shook me out of my paralysis and got me moving.


Getting Started in Your Classroom


In this chapter, I’m going to share all my routines for getting a school year started on the right foot, including the first things you need to do to prepare for both your first day of work as a teacher and for your first day in the classroom with your students. These include obtaining your roster, setting up your classroom, decorating your classroom, developing a behavior plan, planning class routines, conducting emergency drills, and having a great first day with students.


Roster


First things first—you will get a student roster. It helps to know how many students you will have so you can set up your classroom properly. The roster will also let you know if there are any students who have special educational requirements. Some students may be categorized as students with special needs and have an individual education plan including accommodations or modifications for the classroom. Once you have your roster, you can ask yourself if certain students need to sit in special positions. This will help you determine the arrangement of the students’ desks. Once you arrange the desks, make a seating chart of where you want the students to sit. This will take care of any specific seating needs and will help you learn your students’ names faster.




Student Files


Create a file for each of your students where you can keep signed forms, assignments, and any other paperwork you might need to refer to later. You can use a system of hanging folders or a binder to keep everything organized.





Classroom Furniture


Next you need to get furniture for your classroom. You need a teacher’s desk, student desks, and a large table for group work. A bookcase is always nice too. Most classrooms will have these in the room when you arrive, but this is not always the case. You should put your teacher’s desk in the front corner away from the classroom door. This keeps it out of the flow of traffic and makes sure you are not blocking the board in the front of the room. I typically start the year out with the students’ desks in rows and assign the students to desks, usually alphabetically so I learn their names, with the exception of any students with specific needs. Doing this will allow you to see how the students behave and figure out which students work well together—and who you do not want seated near each other. Later, you can rearrange the seats and form the students into groups.


Classroom Decor


You want students to feel welcome and happy to be in your classroom, so your classroom decor can send an important message. First impressions are important. Everyone likes to come into a room that feels inviting and welcoming. Having a nicely decorated room that is also neat and organized helps students maintain a positive attitude, while a dull, undecorated classroom can make students feel that you don’t really care about your environment, or that the class will be boring. On the other hand, chaos, clutter, or an over-decorated classroom can make students feel nervous and uncertain.


There are a number of things you can do to make your classroom feel both inviting and well-ordered. To start, I like to decorate the door with my name and a welcoming decoration. It helps students know they are entering the correct classroom when they first arrive. I always put my name at the top of the door. Then I cut out book shapes from construction paper and write each student’s name on it to decorate the door. That way students see their name when they arrive.


In your classroom, there should be a clearly designated area for group work and another area for individual work. You might use a carpet to designate the group area. In younger grades, some teachers put small chairs in a circle. In older grades, there may be a large table with chairs around it.


When choosing decorations for the room, try to stick with color themes so there is harmony in the colors. If your colors are all over the place, that could feel chaotic and even be hard to look at. Colors on the cool side of the spectrum, such as blues, greens, and purples, can bring feelings of calm, while reds, oranges, and yellows can bring feelings of excitement and stimulation. You don’t want calm colors in an area where you want lots of movement and activity, and you don’t want stimulating colors in the area where you want quiet reading or soft music.


If you have bookshelves, keep books neatly organized on the shelves. Separate fiction and nonfiction books into different sections. If you have room for a reading corner, you might want to put a piece of carpet down or beanbag chairs for recreational reading time.


There should be an area for art supplies for project work. Have supplies neatly organized so that students can find them and then learn to put them back in the right places. Clear plastic tubs that are labeled help with organizing these things.


If you have bulletin boards set up on your walls, it is important to keep them decorated. If there are two bulletin boards in the room, it is great to have one as a motivational board and the other to display student work. Don’t allow the bulletin boards to be too cluttered. Again, make sure you use the appropriate colors for the message you want to display.


Often, teachers plan a monthly theme for their bulletin boards ahead of time. Then you could keep your eye out for decorations or ideas for each month throughout the year. Some suggested themes are:




September: back to school


October: favorite subjects or autumn


November: Thanksgiving


December: winter and snow


January: New Year


February: Valentine’s Day


March: St. Patrick’s Day


April: kites and spring


May: flowers


June: summertime





Other topics that are good throughout the year include: the ocean, the forest, birds, the desert, underwater animals, mammals, reptiles, weather, and healthy eating. You can search Pinterest for more bulletin board ideas.


Many school supply stores sell borders that can frame the bulletin board and make it look neat and seasonally appropriate. Then you just arrange and staple your decorations in the middle of the board. You can buy premade items for your bulletin boards or you can make your own using construction paper. You can even have your students help you make the items for the board. Some students are artistic and like the idea of making something for the board. Others may enjoy finding things from magazines to staple to the board.


Students also enjoy helping you take down the old bulletin board if they have earned free time. By allowing students to help you, you are helping their self-concept. (A self-concept is what a person believes about himself, feels about his own value, and how he perceives himself. Helping a student develop a healthy self-concept will help them during times when they face obstacles. This will give them the strength to face challenges and believe that they can succeed in whatever they strive to do.) They will feel that you trust them to help. Many younger students work hard to earn the reward of being a “helper.”


Behavior Plan


The next most important thing to do is to develop a behavior plan. A behavior plan is basically your classroom rules of appropriate behavior, along with rewards and consequences. Your rewards and consequences will help your students learn the appropriate behaviors that you expect in your classroom. This prevents chaos and confusion as your year progresses. If all your rules are followed, your class will go smoothly with few bumps in the road.


It doesn’t matter what grade level or subject you teach; your behavior plan is vital to the success of your classroom. Once expectations and consequences are understood, students know their boundaries and teaching becomes easier. For more information on how to set up your behavior plan, see chapter three.


Planning Your Subjects


After you set up your behavior plan, you need to know what subjects you are teaching and what materials or textbooks you will need. You also need to see if there are curriculum expectations or timeline requirements. This will help you with planning lessons and give you the big picture of what students should achieve for the whole year. If you are in special education, this will involve reviewing an individual education plan (IEP). In general education, you will also need to know which of your students have an IEP and what accommodations or modifications are required for this student. Remember, this is not optional and is required by federal law. For detailed tips on lesson planning, see chapter five.




SPECIAL TIPS FOR STARTING AT A NEW SCHOOL




• Get a map of the school and learn where the public places are in relation to your classroom.


• Get a mentor teacher.


• Get to know the other new teachers.


• Learn who to go to for office supplies such as paper clips, staples, tape, etc.


• Learn where the copy machine is, the procedure for using it, and how to add paper. (It always runs out of paper when you are alone in the room and there is no one to show you how to add paper!)


• Keep a list of important phone numbers (the school, the district office, human resources office, who to call when you need a substitute).


• Learn emergency procedures.


• Make sure you have enough student desks, group tables, and a teacher desk.


• When you know who your students are, locate their addresses on a map so you will know how close they live to the school.







Mentorship


If you’re in a new school, you can really hit the ground running with help from a mentor teacher. (If you don’t have a mentor teacher, the best person to go to will be your department head.) When working with a mentor teacher, know that you may need to begin the relationship by asking them questions, as sometimes the mentor doesn’t want to seem overbearing or intrusive and may wait until you ask for help. They may have specific information to give you or may assume you already know some things. If you have a question or don’t understand something, don’t be afraid to ask. Questions about school policies and school procedures are great to ask your mentor. As the school year progresses, you may have a specific problem that you need to address, and asking your mentor for advice is helpful. Remember, you don’t need to follow the advice if you don’t agree or don’t feel comfortable with it, but it is always good to get another perspective if you are struggling with an issue.


Class Routines


Your class routine is made up of the things you repeat every day in class even though the actual assignments change. Setting up these routines in the beginning of the year will help students understand what is expected of them each class period. You should post this routine on a wall before your students arrive on their first day, so they know about it from the beginning and can reference it whenever needed. Here is an example of a class routine that I find works really well:




1. When students arrive, have a short opening assignment (a warm-up assignment lasting about five minutes) for them to do, which gives you time to take attendance or do any general “housekeeping” chores.


2. Collect any homework assignments or papers that you need.


3. Begin the day’s lesson.


4. Give assignments—these may be either group or individual assignments.


5. Then give the closing or summary of the lesson.


6. Last, always try to leave the five minutes at the end of class for cleanup and new homework assignments or any other last-minute things that pop up.




Although the lessons and assignments may change, the routine stays the same. This helps all students, especially those with special needs, know what to expect every day.




EMERGENCY DRILLS


On the very first day of school, I met my new student who was diagnosed with autism. Unfortunately, our school had undergone renovations that summer and the dust set off the fire alarm at the beginning of class. I had met my class only five minutes before the alarm went off, so when it sounded, there was a lot of chaos. I gathered everyone together to evacuate the building. My student with autism had trouble with the chaos and the loud alarm, so he bolted out of the evacuation area, out of the school gates, and ran down the street. After leaving my class with other teachers, I ran after him, trying to get him to stop. This was a feat because I was dressed in a nice business suit and high heels. Luckily I was able to call the front office from my cell phone and request help. A minute later, a young assistant principal came running up beside me and told me he would take care of it. Boy, was I relieved! That was when I realized that I needed to have an emergency-drill plan in place before I even met my students. I couldn’t wait until I met the students and reviewed procedures. I’m so glad that other teachers around me helped me out, but I never started the year unprepared again.


Before students arrive on the first day, you should always make sure you know how emergency drills are run and where your students need to go. You always think you will have time to review this with students and then one day you find out that you don’t. When there is chaos, students will look to you for guidance. You should have an emergency bag stationed near the door. The emergency bag should include your current roster, a map of the school showing the route of evacuation for your class, a pen or pencil, and any forms that are required to notify the administration if you are missing any students. This way, when you have to evacuate the building, all you have to do is grab this bag.






Prioritize!


During your start-of-year preparations, things will inevitably pop up that you will need to do before the students arrive. You may suddenly realize that you don’t have forms that need to be handed out on the first day, or you may not know the schedule for the first day, which is different from a normal schedule. To stay on top of all the details, keep a spiral notepad close by and make a list as these things come to mind, or as administrators ask for things. Beside them, write the due date or time. At the end of the day, you can prioritize this list and it won’t be so overwhelming. Then, when you tackle the list, do one thing at a time in order. If you need to, you can add new things to the bottom of the list and review it again at the end of the day. Keep all of these lists in one notebook in case you need to refer to earlier lists later.


Once the year starts, being organized and prepared is key to being successful in the classroom. At the beginning of each day, do the same prioritization routine that you did at the beginning of the year: Make a list of what you need to do for that day. Then prioritize the list items. This helps you see the big picture for the day and ensures that you have all the materials you need available and organized. Even though maintaining this list is another thing you need to do, you can get more things done this way—and cut down on your stress!


Before leaving at the end of the day, get organized for the next day so there is no need to get to school early. I recommend staying at least three days ahead with gathering the materials you need. You never know when the copier may break down or an emergency will pop up. You might have trouble finding the materials you need, and starting early gives you time to hunt for them. If you already have the materials you need for that day, you know you are prepared.




Must-Have Materials




• writing/drawing utensils


• drawing paper/construction paper


• worksheets


• assessment tools


• stapler


• glue/paste


• scissors


• manipulatives (physical tools of teaching, such as coins, blocks, puzzles, etc.)


• technology devices


• accommodations for special-needs students







Know Your Colleagues


Get to know your colleagues. Make sure you know the people in your department because they can be very helpful. Be alert and recognize those who have positive personalities and try to get to know them better. Their positivity will rub off and help you during your tough times. In the same vein, look for those you feel veer toward the negative and avoid them while you are still trying to get used to your new teaching career or a new school. Sometimes people are negative for different reasons and can’t help themselves, but negativity can also be contagious, and you don’t want to feel this way as you get started. Stick together with others who are still excited about teaching and enthusiastic about learning new strategies. Sometimes you can get great ideas from these people and then just adjust their methods to fit your students’ needs. I was able to get great ideas from people not just in my own department but from other departments as well. Sometimes I would even ask them how I could fit their great lesson into my own class and many were able to think of ways that I hadn’t thought of.



Your First Day with Your Students


On my very first day of teaching, when the students were expected to arrive, my stomach was filled with butterflies. I wanted to do a good job and make a difference. I wanted the students to like me. I wanted my colleagues to like me. I wanted to be able to handle everything that might happen. I wanted the administration to not fire me for any stupid mistakes I might make. This was the moment I seemed to have waited my whole life for and here it was. What a great feeling! I was filled with dread and excitement at the same time.


On the first day of every year, I still felt the same way. Even with all my years of experience, I still got butterflies on the first day the students arrive. Part of it was natural and all about the fear of the unknown. I had no idea what the students would be like or how the year was going to go, but that was part of the thrill of being a teacher. Every year is going to be different and every student is going to be different. I believe when this feeling goes away, it is time to retire or find another job.


Remember, butterflies are a good thing!


Butterflies


When you get butterflies, take a few deep breaths. Try to think about the absolute worst thing that could happen. Usually, when you start to think about this, it helps to calm you down, because you realize it’s really not that bad. Remember that you can do this job, and you were trained to do this job. No matter what happens, if you make a mistake, apologize and move on. Don’t beat yourself up over the minor mistakes. Usually, your students are as nervous about meeting you as you are to meet them!


Don’t forget to enjoy your first day. This is an exciting day for you and your students—make it count.


At the end of the day, reflect on how your day went. Make a list of the changes you need to make for tomorrow. Make a list of the questions you have to find the answers to.




AVOIDING BURNOUT


It may seem strange to talk about burnout right after discussing your first day, but too often new teachers burn out quickly. They start out all gung ho and overdo it, so before long they are tired, sick, worn-out, and discouraged. When you travel by airplane, flight attendants go through the emergency drill and encourage parents to make sure they put the oxygen mask on themselves before helping their child. It won’t help the child at all if the parent becomes unconscious. This applies to the classroom teacher also. If the classroom teacher doesn’t take care of his/her mental and physical health, the students are the ones who suffer.


After the first week, if you are working through lunch and taking lots of schoolwork home in the evening to grade, then you are not organizing your time properly. On rare occasions, you might have to do schoolwork at home, but this should not be a regular habit. You need to look at what you are doing that is causing you to bring work home and change this behavior. It is not good for your overall physical or mental health.


It is important that you eat healthy food on a regular basis. Living on fast food or junk food is not the way to keep yourself fueled up to teach effectively. You are also not setting a good example for your students if they see you eating this way. Lunchtime is important because it gives your body and mind a break. It lets you regroup for the rest of the day.


Drinking water is important for energy levels also. Many new teachers get urinary tract infections because they don’t drink enough water—out of fear they may have to use the restroom in the middle of class. This is a natural fear and experienced teachers know how new teachers feel. Before school begins, ask your neighboring teacher if they would mind watching your class if you have to leave to use the restroom. Usually, you won’t need their help, but knowing you have it takes some of the pressure off the possibility that it might happen. In fact, your colleague may be glad you asked because they may have the same need. Eventually, your body will get used to your schedule and it won’t be a problem.


Exercise is also a great reliever of stress. You may feel that you don’t have time to exercise, but this is important in keeping your energy levels up and your stress levels down. You don’t have to join a gym or get a personal trainer. Take time to add thirty minutes to your daily routine to go for a walk. Turn your mind away from your job and appreciate your surroundings. Take a deep breath and enjoy the moment.


Work Smart


Don’t fall into the trap of thinking the harder you work, the better teacher you will be. It is easy to get to work early, work through lunches, stay late after school, and then work all evening. This does not make you better; it just wears you out! The more tired you are, the easier it is to catch every germ flying around the school, and you will get sick. Eventually you will build up some immunity to the germs, but why make it easy on them? Eating healthy is also important for your immune system. If you skip lunches, you will not have the energy to do all that you need to do. Sometimes even a short lunch break will help you be more productive instead of spinning your wheels.


It is important to work smarter and not harder. Once you develop a good routine for yourself and get organized, the easier teaching will be. Without a routine and organization that works for you, you will find yourself falling behind and quickly become overwhelmed. This is not the image you want your administrators to see! I see many new great teachers fall into this trap, and within a few years, they get burned out and leave the teaching profession. They were great teachers in the classroom and I hate that we lose them to other professions.






The Art of Standing Up at the Front of the Classroom


Picture this: It is now the first day of school. The students have arrived and are at their desks. They are all looking at you expectantly, waiting for you to speak your first words. Some of the students look eager to learn and others look like wolves ready to pounce on you if you show weakness. You can hear the silence in the room except for your heart beating loudly in your own ears. You wonder if the students can hear it. The butterflies in your stomach are fluttering like crazy and you feel as if you are going to either pass out or throw up.


Then you take a deep breath and settle down. You are the “expert” in the room and you are going to change lives. Maybe not today, but in the future. You will make a difference in these students’ lives and you want it to be a positive difference.


It is tough to get up in the front of a room and start to teach. Every time you do it, you need to put on your “teacher hat.” You have to mentally prepare yourself to be “on,” and you will need to do this every day you teach. This may sound daunting, but it’s part of the thrill of being a teacher.


Before the students arrive, always get in front of a mirror and check your clothes and your face to make sure everything is in order. You don’t want students to see food in your teeth or your hair sticking up. Nothing can be more embarrassing than to find out later you didn’t have a button buttoned or a zipper zipped.


If you are afraid you will forget something or the order that you want to follow, have an agenda written on the board for everyone, including you, to follow. This helps you stay on task and not get off track when talking to the students. Students love to get teachers sidetracked from their purpose in hopes of avoiding the actual assignments.


Remember to be excited about what you are going to teach your students. If you are not excited or act as if it is boring, your students will probably feel the same way. Students are intuitive and will know if you are not sincere. But if you are excited, they will pick up on this and be interested to learn why you feel this new lesson is exciting.


Whatever problems you have at home or outside the classroom have to be put on the back burner. You have to be a professional and move forward by thinking about your students and what they will learn that day. While students are in your classroom, you need to focus on meeting their academic needs. Any issues in your personal life need to be set aside. If that’s not possible, you need to take a day off from teaching. This happens to everyone, so don’t feel bad or embarrassed if you occasionally need a personal day.


Remember your audience. You have to be aware of everyone in the room and make sure you have everyone’s attention before you start speaking. Take note of students who seem to be having an off day. If you can’t get everyone to focus, you will be spinning your wheels, and everyone will get frustrated. You may need to pull students who are having an off day aside and talk to them before you start the lesson. This special one-on-one attention will very likely get their head in the game.


I know this seems like a lot to do before you even start your lesson, but as you get more experienced, this will become easier and easier. You will start doing these things out of habit and they will become second nature. Each day you may feel a little nervous until you get used to being at the front of the room. The more you get to know your students, the more comfortable you will feel. It can help to remember that you have prepared for this lesson and have all your materials organized.


Meeting Your Students for the First Time


Make a list of all the things you have to say to the students, so you don’t forget anything. First, you and your students need to get to know each other in order to build a rapport. This rapport will help all of you to develop a level of trust. Begin by introducing yourself, giving the students some background on yourself and your goals for the year. You can mention your favorite hobby or food as a way to make a personal connection. Next, have each student introduce themselves. Ask them how many brothers or sisters they have so you can get to know them better. Ask them to share their favorite food to eat or a hobby of theirs. As they are talking, you will have time to relax and let the butterflies settle while you get to know your students better.


Once you have gotten to know your students a little, you are ready to move on to the items that need to be done on the first day. Review school policies and classroom rules, including consequences and rewards. This is the time to pass out any forms that need to go home for parent signatures. As you talk, you will start getting in your groove.


Once all your administrative information is given, you will be ready to start your lesson.


Don’t forget to leave the last five minutes of class for reminders of what you need the students to do at home and what they need to bring back to class. Have them look around their desks and pick up any trash they see. These are good habits to end every class.




In this chapter, you learned about:




• Setting up your student roster


• Decorating your classroom


• Developing a behavior plan


• Planning your subjects


• Setting up class routines


• Learning emergency drills


• Prioritizing: the importance of a to-do list


• Knowing your colleagues


• Standing up at the front of the classroom


• Meeting your students for the first time


• Working smart
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