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Preface

Welcome to the wonderful world of education! The journey ahead of you is full of fantastic opportunities and fun adventures. Although you could have selected numerous career options, I believe that you have chosen the one that will have the greatest impact on society for generations to come. After all, what could be more challenging yet packed with positive potential than working with children?

No matter where you are in the process of becoming a professional in the field of education, you are not alone. Studies show that approximately 200,000 new educators are entering the profession each year, and the demand for qualified teachers to work in today’s classrooms continues to increase (Darling-Hammond, Berry, Haselkorn, & Fideler, 1999; Wong & Wong, 1998). Indeed, almost two million teachers will be needed before 2010 (Fideler & Haselkorn, 1999).

As you take your first steps forward in this exciting experience, remember that there are people and resources available to assist you as well. That’s what The First Days of Class: A Practical Guide for the Beginning Teacher is all about! This book is designed to help you in starting your new career, even if you are the following:

•   Beginning your first year of teaching

•   Returning to teaching after being out of the field for some time

•   Substitute teaching

•   Just hired on an emergency contract because of your subject matter expertise

•   Considering changing careers

•   Working in a practicum at a school site

•   In the midst of student teaching

•   Finishing your graduate work in education

•   Preparing a résumé to send to school districts

•   Just entering an education program

•   Thinking about becoming a teacher

•   Looking for new ideas to improve your classroom instruction as well as make better connections with students’ diverse needs

•   Mentoring novice teachers to support emerging professionals

•   Renewing your own commitment to your profession

After over 14 years in K–12 settings, I am well acquainted with the demands placed on today’s educators. We are asked to prepare young people for their futures in a multicultural world where expanding forms of technology will be everyday necessities. In addition, teachers are expected to fill the roles of nurse, counselor, friend, confidant, coach, psychologist, advocate, referee, parent, and much, much more. That’s why I’ve interwoven practical ideas with current educational theory in this easy-to-use guide for exceptional teaching. It is from one educator to another—from someone who has, if you’ll excuse the colloquialism, “been there, done that.”

The First Days of Class starts by asking you to reflect upon who you are as a person and professional as well as to analyze where you hope to go in this educational experience. There are specific chapters designed to help you create a classroom environment conducive to optimum learning as well as organize and plan your curriculum and instructional methods. Current educational theories on student learning and language and diversity issues are discussed in depth. Most important, The First Days of Class will literally walk you though what you can expect during a complete year in the classroom. Whether you are an elementary or secondary school teacher, you will find timeless tips that will help you continue to grow as a professional in the field of education.

As you look at the process involved in becoming an exceptional educator, you may be uncertain of how to even begin. Perhaps this story that Arun Gandhi tells about his famous grandfather will be an encouragement to you. When a would-be protégé came to seek his advice about how to excel in life, Mahatma Gandhi asked an aide to give the young man a bucket and to escort him to the latrines. There he was told to begin cleaning. After several hours, the weary worker returned to Gandhi to ask the purpose of this task. His reply was simple. Before greatness can ever be achieved, one must be willing to start slowly and simply in learning how to serve others. Hopefully you will never have to start your career by cleaning the bathrooms (although I must admit that I’ve had to supervise restrooms at certain school sites!), but don’t expect to start at the top, either. The road to excellence begins right where you are, taking one small step at a time in this wonderful, rewarding career!
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Wanted

Men and women with the patience of Job, the wisdom of Solomon, and the ability to prepare the next generation for productive citizenship under highly adverse and sometimes dangerous conditions. Applicants must be willing to fill gaps left by unfit, absent, or working parents, satisfy demands of state politicians and local bureaucrats, impart healthy cultural and moral values and—oh yes—teach the three R’s. Hours: 50-60 per week. Pay: Fair (getting better!). Rewards: mostly intangible.

—Anonymous
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Getting Ready to Interview

Personal Reflection, Picking the Right Path, and Interview Readiness

In a completely rational society, the best of us would aspire to be teachers and the rest of us would have to settle for something less, because passing civilization along from one generation to the next ought to be the highest honor and the highest responsibility anyone could have.

—Lee Iacocca
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After much time, thought, and effort, you are ready to begin a new, exciting career. Perhaps you have longed for this type of position for years, or maybe the yearning to work with young people is relatively new. Wherever you are on this journey toward becoming a teacher, it is essential that you take some time to reflect upon what you’ve done to reach this place in life and how you’d like to see yourself develop as a professional in the days, weeks, and years ahead of you.

After finishing your education courses as well as the practicum and student teaching experiences, you may still feel unprepared to be in charge of your own classroom. You know that you’ve done a tremendous amount of work to get ready for this adventure, but you’re uncertain about how you’ll be as a leader. Don’t worry; you are not alone in these concerns. Most individuals who have entered the field of education have experienced similar apprehension. Remember, some anxiety can be a plus because it encourages all of us to grow and stretch in areas that we might normally tend to avoid.

Once you have been hired for a particular position, you will have much to accomplish before you embark upon the actual work of teaching young people. Although this process is seldom discussed in education courses due to time constraints, I believe the most essential “first step,” before you even interview for a teaching job, is to spend several hours reflecting upon who you are as an individual and professional. Without being fully aware of your own strengths and weaknesses, you will more than likely struggle in some significant ways during the early part of your new career.

Here’s an analogy that should help you understand this point. Before expert backpackers set out on a hike, they take an in-depth analysis of the trip that they are about to undertake. Based upon the path to be traveled, they assess their own abilities to reach the end successfully. If one of the hikers has a weak ankle, he or she will wear certain shoes and pack equipment accordingly. If another of the adventurers tends to get dehydrated, he’ll pack extra water. If the sun will be out, those with sensitive skin will generously apply sunscreen.

No matter how many trips these backpackers have made in the past, they will spend time assessing their strengths and weaknesses for this particular journey. How about you? How prepared are you for this new venture in life? Is your résumé in good shape? Have you reviewed the types of questions that might be asked during an interview? Do you know what your abilities are? And what about the more personal aspects of who you are? Are you aware of how your upbringing, culture, and community play a role in how you interact with others? All of these essential aspects make up the real “you” and, most important, will impact how you relate to the students that will be part of your classroom.

TEACHER, KNOW THYSELF

An accurate assessment of who we are as individuals is rarely ever done in life, especially when we’re about to start a new career! One of the main reasons is time. Most of us are so busy living life that we don’t have any spare minutes left over for self-reflection and analysis. In addition, you have been focused on completing all of the requirements to attain your teaching credential as well as a position; it is a miracle that you still have energy left over to read this book! Don’t stress if you feel that this is one more thing to add to your “to do” list. The advice that I’m offering should be painless, and the effort that you invest in these endeavors now will benefit you greatly in the days ahead.

Reflection

Part of this self-assessment process will involve stretching and struggling in areas that you may not have experienced before, and the best of our seasoned educators will tell you that an important aspect of this involves interpersonal experiences and self-reflection. Spending time now understanding more about who you are as an individual will not only help you become a better person, but it will also aide in your development as a professional. And, as I can tell you from my own experiences, it will help you avoid mistakes as you relate to students, parents, and co-workers down the road.

As you begin to reflect, try to remember what it was like for you when you were growing up. Where did you live during your first ten years of life? What was the community and culture like? Who were your main caregivers? What type of values did your parents, grandparents, teachers, and even community members try to instill in you?

Learning Preferences

I’d also like you to consider the style of learning that you experienced when you went to elementary school. Were there certain teachers who impacted you more than others? Which ones, and why? The reason that I ask this is that many educators enter this profession because of a particular teacher (or teachers) who greatly influenced their lives. Often, we will find that our own philosophy of education or style of instruction may reflect these influences in our development.

Spend some time thinking about the way that you tend to learn new information. For example, are you a visual learner? Do you prefer to see something written down or in picture form before someone tells you about it? If you are the type who likes to read the instruction manual before you program the VCR, you are probably a visual person. Or do you need new data explained to you? People who enjoy listening to the radio, cassettes, and CDs are often auditory learners. There are some individuals who are more “hands-on,” which educational experts would call kinesthetic learners. You would rather take something apart, then put it back together again by yourself. Reading a manual or having someone talk you through the job would be a waste of time, since you learn by doing.

Once you have identified which of the three types of learners you are—visual, auditory, or kinesthetic—you will begin to understand why you typically develop your lesson plans the way you do. While it is beneficial for you to work within your area of expertise and comfort, you also need to be aware that this may be a mismatch for some of your students. If you are an auditory person, and you give most of your class directions orally, the visual learners can easily become lost in the process. If you always make presentations with overheads or use the lecture method, those students who learn better by doing will become bored and, possibly, unruly.

Multiple Intelligences

The style in which you or your students learn is only one of the educational considerations that must be understood when we discuss how people acquire and process information. Another recent theory developed by a professor from Harvard University is that of multiple intelligences. Dr. Howard Gardner contends that there are many areas of intelligence and that learners can be “gifted” in one or more of these main categories: mathematicallogical, linguistic, spatial, musical, bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, and intra-personal intelligences. Recent investigations suggest that emotional, naturalistic, and existential intelligence could be added to this list (Gardner, 2000). A wonderful resource for teachers by Thomas Armstrong is Multiple Intelligences in the Classroom (Armstrong, 2000; see Resource B, Recommended Reading). This book will not only allow you to analyze your own strengths and weaknesses, but it will also help you gather ideas on how to fully address the giftedness in all of your students.

Cultural Heritage and Diversity

Another personal assessment to undertake before you actually begin teaching involves reflecting on your own culture, ethnicity, and family heritage. I believe that this will be an unusual and perhaps daunting task for many of us. While some families may have lost part of their cultural identity because of the “melting pot” philosophy that has been prevalent in the United States for decades, many individuals and ethnic groups are now attempting to get in touch with their cultural roots. This may involve talking to grandparents or other members of the family, or you may have to investigate old family albums and genealogy records. Knowing our cultural heritage is essential to having a strong sense of who we are as individuals.

Realize that all cultural influences play a part in what makes you unique as well as how you approach others. The only reason that other people’s practices seem unusual to us is that we often compare them to our own! When you accept the distinctive qualities of your background, ethnicity, language, and heritage, you will be much more open and accepting of the cultural differences of others.

As most of us are aware, the demographics of our student population have changed dramatically in the United States during the past several decades. This is also true in many other industrialized nations around the globe. In numerous cities across America, the “minority” groups have become the majority, so it is essential that today’s teachers not only understand about culture but also create positive connections with students from diverse backgrounds (Darling-Hammond et al., 1999; Garcia, 1994). If you are interested in learning more about diversity as well as finding ways to educate children from a multicultural perspective, I suggest reading Dr. James Banks’ text Multiethnic Education: Theory and Practice (Banks, 1994; see Resource B, Recommended Reading). As you delve deeper into these issues, you will be better prepared to work with the diverse students who will comprise your classroom. (We’ll look at this topic in more detail in Chapter 5.)

PROFESSIONALISM

In addition to reflecting upon your own background and culture, you should begin to visualize yourself as a professional in the field of education. Although you may be leaving the university, a business position, the military, or some other occupation to become a teacher, this new position will have its own particular demands. Indeed, the complex and multifaceted tasks that most educators balance on a daily basis are more than many doctors, lawyers, or engineers would be willing to handle!
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