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  Formerly a classroom teacher in inner-city Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, crisis-intervention counselor, teacher training program coordinator, and volunteer with high-risk teens at a local day treatment program, Dr. Bluestein currently heads Instructional Support Services, Inc., a consulting and resource firm in Albuquerque, New Mexico.

  Her words will touch your heart;

  her ideas will change your life.


  
Prologue:

  Why I Teach

  If you had asked me back in the beginning to tell you why I teach, I don’t know how I might have answered. It wasn’t the money—back in my days as a teaching intern, I was bringing home a mere $318 a month, which wasn’t much, even then. It wasn’t the hours—between graduate school and losing the battle to stay one step ahead of my thirty-nine fifth-graders, I was putting in ridiculously long days. And it certainly wasn’t the chance to exercise my genius as an instructor—I was lucky if I could get through one day without a fight breaking out.

  No, there wasn’t much glory in working with kids who greeted me with, “I don’t do reading,” before I’d had a chance to learn their names. Nor was it heartwarming to teach kids who saw me more as an annoyance than an inspiration, kids who couldn’t care less that all I’d ever wanted my entire life was to be a teacher.

  I cried a lot my first year. I cried the day my whole class failed what I thought was a simple pretest. I cried the day my kids wouldn’t sit down and be quiet while my supervisor was in the room. I cried the day a parent said that maybe her son would do better with an “older” teacher. And I cried the day I visited the home of one of my most difficult students and found her mother falling-down drunk before lunchtime.

  So what kept me in the game, especially that first year? Looking back, it took remarkably little to renew my sense of hope, or at least suggest that maybe all was not lost. I would come this close to throwing in the towel when a child would uncharacteristically come to class prepared, make a positive behavioral change, or help a classmate. I’d be sure I couldn’t make it through the day when someone would suddenly get subtraction or appear excited about a subject we were about to discuss. And just as I was about to give up, they’d finally sit still for a story or laugh at one of my jokes.

  For other teachers, perhaps it’s the progress, imperceptible as it may seem at times, the little connections, a hug here and there, or the realization that we might well be the only source of encouragement some child is getting right now. Perhaps deep down there’s the possibility that our excitement, or even our good intentions, somehow makes a dent, that our caring and commitment allow us, inevitably, to touch the future. But we give what we give because we can’t not give, and we give in the best of faith, because the evidence of our devotion is sometimes long in coming. We are tested again and again, and sometimes we just keep coming back for no good reason besides the fact that, for better or worse, we are called to teach. Maybe this is something only another teacher can understand: It’s not just what we do. It’s who we are.1


  
Introduction

  In retrospect, I was one of the lucky ones. I did my student teaching and first-year internship at two tough inner-city schools, the professional equivalent of learning to swim by jumping off a ship a mile from shore. As solid as my teacher training classes had been, I discovered a number of gaping holes in my preparation once I was actually facing my students for the first time. At the very least, I was surprised to discover that the majority of my students were not easily engaged, self-managing, traditional learners who wanted to be there and who wanted to learn—the very students I had been trained to teach. So much of what I had learned prior to my work with real live students wasn’t as helpful as I would have liked.1

  There were so many things about the profession that were never mentioned or discussed in my training. I knew a lot about teaching, but I didn’t know anywhere near what I needed to know about the culture of the profession I was entering. Having a good grasp of curriculum, scope and sequence, or the effective use of instructional activities and materials was small comfort when up against the emotional defenses and apparent indifference of students whose previous school experiences were laced, to varying degrees, with discouragement and failure.

  Likewise, my instructional skills didn’t help prepare me for the challenges of becoming a part of the adult community at school. And I don’t remember anything that would have helped me to develop the flexibility, resiliency, people skills, or sense of humor I’d need—or even to appreciate how important these qualities would be. As comprehensive as my training may have been, if there was any instruction that would have helped me deal with the politics of the workplace, recognize the hidden agendas of colleagues and administrators, anticipate the range of cognitive and social realities I would encounter in my students and their families, or even learn how to function as an adult and professional in a school, I was apparently absent that day.

  My own failures and frustrations as a beginning teacher were reflected (and validated) years later when I started working with first-year interns, many of them struggling with similar gaps in their personal and professional development. In response, I put together a survival manual for these individuals, and like the resources and materials I had encountered in my own training a few years before, it addressed the immediate management issues they were facing. Among the original forty-four chapters were strategies for dealing with lesson plans, bulletin boards, and field trips—important information, to be sure—and back then, there were nowhere near the number of resources on these topics that are now available in books or online. But when the opportunity to revise that book arose, I found myself led in a somewhat different direction. This was more than a simple case of “been there, done that.” Whatever guidance I received, whether an intuitive hit or a reaction to what I was hearing from beginning teachers around the country, it seemed far more appropriate for me to take on the challenge of addressing some of the less tangible issues and realities for which many new teachers are still unprepared.

  In itself, this has proved to be no easy task. There continues to be a fair amount of black-and-white thinking around teacher preparation. But somewhere between the giddy exuberance of so many beginning teacher resources and the disquieting accounts from survivors of extremely negative (even dangerous) teaching situations, I believe there is a place for something that reflects the actual experience of working in a school, which for most of us is much closer to the center, somewhere between these two extremes. I certainly want to share the good stuff, because teaching can be incredibly satisfying and there are many positives in teaching that you are unlikely to find anywhere else. But I also believe that a balanced teacher-preparation resource needs to include a visit to the dark side, a glimpse of the negative aspects that can tank an otherwise promising career.

  I have no intention of scaring anyone off or painting an unduly bleak picture of the teaching profession. (I certainly would not have devoted my entire adult life to this field were it not returning a great deal on my investments of time and energy or if I didn’t believe in its potential.) But the stories of teachers who simply walked off the job—sometimes in the middle of the day—begs the question of what might have helped them prepare for whatever in their experience overwhelmed them.

  I want this book to help you have a successful and satisfying experience, and a part of this book is about the ways you can create the support and protection you may need to do so. So let’s take a look at education from a big-picture perspective, including some of the stuff you may not have heard about in your training—good and not-so-good—because teaching is hard enough without walking into a situation unaware of the things that can make it even harder.


  
1

  Win-Win Teaching

  
    Start by doing what’s necessary, then what’s possible, and suddenly you are doing the impossible.

    -Saint Francis of Assisi1

    School, as it was built, is an essential support system for a model of social engineering that condemns most people to be subordinate stones in a pyramid that narrows as it ascends to a terminal of control.

    -John Taylor Gatto2

    Teachers have an opportunity to touch lives in ways that can make a difference in the futures of thousands of people. I believe that from the efforts of teachers all careers spring.

    -Don Quimby3

  

  This is a book about becoming a win-win teacher. As an educator, I never heard this term. In none of my teacher training classes and inservice programs were those words ever mentioned, nor did any of the educational literature I encountered refer to the concept. It was only when I started to scour the business-management literature that I found what turned out to be the conceptual missing link, a structure for what I understood about how human beings interacted in organizations and relationships, and a framework for the ingredients that seemed to contribute to effective and successful teaching.

  As it turns out, the concept was first proposed back in the 1920s by Mary Parker Follett, a visionary and pioneer in human relations, democratic organization, and management.4 In the late 1980s and throughout the following decade, a number of well-known business leaders and management consultants5 helped bring the term more into the mainstream. In business, the term win-win generally refers to strategies that allow “both, or all, parties involved in a negotiation or another activity to be successful to a degree.”6

  So how would the concept translate to a school setting, where negotiation is not a particularly common practice among adults, and even less so between adults and students? Win-win also presumes a certain degree of autonomy and respect for the wishes and preferences of everyone involved—something else we don’t often see in educational settings, where we’re more likely, especially as beginning teachers, to be directed to a particular classroom, given a certain set of supplies, assigned to a specific schedule, and handed a student roster, without our input or preferences ever being solicited. And how can win-win objectives, which prioritize allowing for each party to benefit in some way and which emphasize “the importance of cooperation, fun, sharing, caring, and overall group success,”7 coexist in a system that has traditionally been characterized by things like top-down management, scarcity thinking, social cliques and hierarchies, bell curves, standardization, and competitive grading?

  People who try to shape education around a business model have not met with much success. Nor have attempts to drive decisions down to point of greatest impact within that context been particularly effective. As one former school administrator observed, “The political structure of schools is different from the political structure of businesses. Superintendents are responsible by law for decisions and have to answer to a school board and local politicians.” So, traditionally, decisions in school settings have been made at the top and passed down. Most often, staff opinions are given scant attention when it comes to making major changes in policies or procedures, if staff members are invited to the table at all. As this contributor noted, even the most sincere attempts to “involve staff in the decision-making process usually ends up relegated to making choices having to do with the lunchroom or playground.”

  Few educators in any position or level in the profession are trained in the skills necessary for creating a win-win classroom environment, and the lack of role models and cultural examples doesn’t help. Although experience suggests that our schools are not particularly conducive to a strategy pulled from the world of business and commerce, it’s important to note that win-win issues are not business issues—they are people issues, relationship issues, and issues involved in creating a sense of community, competence, and mutual respect, all of which lie at the heart of education and successful teaching. This makes the classroom the perfect place to implement a win-win philosophy along with the practices that go with it. Although there will always be factors beyond our immediate control, there are also many decisions individual teachers—including educators who are new to the profession—can make that can have a positive, win-win effect on the culture of the classroom.

  If you’re new to the profession or new to your school, you’re understandably going to be more concerned with things like finding the supply closet or getting to know the curriculum than, say, constructing a philosophical context in your classroom that may not actually exist anywhere in the school district. Even if you’re a well-established veteran who is simply new to the concept of win-win strategies and dynamics, the prospect of making these changes can be overwhelming. And be aware that even teachers who are committed to win-win goals are likely to run into opposition and restrictions designed to keep anything in education from ever actually changing.

  But rest assured, this doesn’t have to be hard and there are a lot of things you can do that don’t require whole-school buy-in or administrative support. Whether your reasons are noble (creating an emotional environment in which kids are more likely to be academically and socially successful, more cooperative, more responsible, more committed, and more likely to become contributing members of society) or purely selfish (getting through the day with fewer headaches and less conflict), there is a potentially huge payoff for these intentions for everyone involved. Besides, everything you want to accomplish, all the dreams (I hope) you have of being an effective and successful teacher, will be realized in the context of the environment you create, and it will always be easier to accomplish your goals in a win-win structure than in an atmosphere of win-lose (not to mention no-win) interactions and relationships.

  A win-win approach to teaching is really about being able to think, plan, and make decisions in ways that take the needs of others into consideration—your students, certainly, as well as other members of the school community. Win-win strategies can help you

  
    	establish your authority without disempowering students (or making students lose);

    	build students’ independence, self-management, and accountability;

    	defuse conflict and in-your-face challenges;

    	avoid frustrating and self-defeating teacher behaviors;

    	maintain high standards and consistent follow-through;

    	focus on the positive aspects of students’ behavior and work;

    	match instruction to students’ needs and learning styles;

    	engage a wide range of kids, including defiant, defeated, and at-risk learners;

    	accommodate students’ needs for autonomy and the ability to influence their learning (topics, presentation, evaluation, and environment);

    	accommodate students’ needs for respect, acceptance, and belonging;

    	accommodate students’ needs for success and competence, as well as honest feedback and continual, appropriate challenge;

    	consider students’ needs and preference in making decisions with regard to instruction and activities, topics, and materials;

    	create an emotionally safe classroom environment;

    	encourage positive social interactions among students;

    	build positive, supportive relationships with mentors, supervisors, administrators, and colleagues;

    	generate support for implementing programs and ideas, obtaining materials or equipment, and securing repair services, for example;

    	build positive, supportive relationships with parents; and

    	reduce stress and burnout.

  

  This challenge of becoming a win-win teacher is really about your priorities and sense of purpose, what brought you to education in the first place. While true that it’s important to get your bulletin boards up (and changed on occasion), cover whatever is on page eighteen, and figure out the district’s record-keeping requirements, I’m willing to bet that you didn’t wake up wanting to be a teacher just so you could attend to these details. Teaching is, first and foremost, a people business. It may be easy to get distracted from all the people aspects of your work by data-and content-driven demands, but when things like classroom climate, connecting with kids, and appropriately challenging each individual student become the “important stuff,” the data and content tend to fall much more easily into place.

  So let’s get our proverbial ducks in a row and look at some of the things you might want to know, learn, or do to get your career off to a great start (or if you’ve been at this a while, to tweak your skills and make your job more effective and enjoyable). If you’re interested enough in the teaching profession to be reading this book, then here are some ideas to help you become (or continue to be) the kind of teacher who not only gets results in the classroom in terms of student commitment and academic performance but who also wakes up excited about going into work every day and being a part of the profession—not just tomorrow but down the road, years from now, as well.

  ACTIVITY

  Considering your personal experience (as a student, as an educator, and as an observer), answer the following questions:

  1. Give an example of where you have seen or experienced a win-lose philosophy or approach in a noneducational arena such as advertising, media programming, management, or social relationships.

  2. Give an example of where you have seen or experienced a win-win philosophy or approach in a noneducational arena such as advertising, media programming, management, or social relationships.

  3. Give an example of strategies or approaches you have observed, experienced, or imagined that promote win-lose outcomes in the following educational arenas:

  a. Behavior management and power dynamics

  b. Academic achievement

  c. Social interactions and relationships

  d. Learning styles

  4. Give an example of strategies or approaches you have observed, experienced, or imagined that promote win-win outcomes in the following educational arenas:

  a. Behavior management and power dynamics

  b. Academic achievement

  c. Social interactions and relationships

  d. Learning styles

  5. Why do you think a win-win approach has traditionally been uncommon in a school setting?

  6. What obstacles do you envision for a teacher attempting to establish a win-win approach in the classroom?

  7. What supports do you believe exist for a teacher attempting to establish a win-win approach in the classroom?

  Copyright © 2010 by Jane Bluestein. All rights reserved. Reprinted from Becoming a Win-Win Teacher: Survival Strategies for the Beginning Educator, by Jane Bluestein. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin, www.corwin.com. Reproduction authorized only for the local school site or nonprofit organization that has purchased this book.


  
PART I

  Commitment

  
    All who have meditated on the art of governing mankind have been convinced that the fate of empires depends on the education of youth.

    Aristotle, philosopher1

    Experience is not what happens to you. It’s what you do with what happens to you.

    Aldous Huxley, English novelist2

    Let the wise guide beings away from darkness, give direction and advice. They will be treasured by the virtuous and dismissed by the foolish.

    Dhammapada, verse 773

  

  Imagine this: One hundred people want to go to a place they’ve never been. They’ve each read the guidebooks, watched the travel shows, learned a bit about the culture and language, and packed exactly what they think they’ll need. Even if they all head to the same place, at the same time, and on the same tour, chances are good that the end result will be one hundred very different experiences.

  Teacher training isn’t all that different. Send one hundred people into their own classrooms, and you’ll see a wide variety of outcomes. Even with similar preparation, there are so many factors that can influence the experience—from the classrooms, combination of students, schedules assigned, or the resources or support available to differences in personalities, preferences, and needs—that each experience will be different. (I believe that this would be the case even if they all somehow ended up at the same school, teaching the same subject, grade level, and students.)

  You probably know that armchair travel isn’t even close to actually stepping off the plane in a foreign land, and there are people who will say that no amount of teacher preparation is as effective as what you learn by just doing it. To a certain degree, they would be correct, but forewarned is forearmed, as they say, and—back to my travel metaphor—I have discovered some real gems in doing my homework before I took off on a trip, from learning about a nearby village or restaurant I might never have discovered to anticipating problems I could avoid. I generally have more enjoyable and successful trips when I take the time to learn a bit of the language and familiarize myself with where I’m going ahead of time.

  Again, teaching isn’t much different, because in a lot of ways, walking into a classroom—or simply working in a school—is not unlike stepping down on foreign soil. Every educational system has its own unique culture, history, politics, and traditions, and there really is no good way to anticipate the full experience until you’re there. (Indeed, even if you stay in the same school for a number of years, it’s more likely than not that you will see changes over time and from one year to the next.) While I can’t predict everything you might encounter in your teaching experience, I would like to share with you some of the possibilities that can exist, the educational equivalent of a freak cold spell or railroad strike. I want to relate some of the experiences that other teachers have shared with me and present some of the conditions and situations that are frankly unique to the culture of the profession, information you may not have encountered in your preservice experience.

  Because whatever brought you to this profession—whether passion, curiosity, or the idea of having your summers off—I sincerely want you to defy the odds, to still be here years from now with your passion and commitment intact. You’ve put in a lot of time and effort to get where you are. It won’t do anyone any good for you to give up before you’ve had a chance to get it right and be there long enough to truly make a difference. So let’s journey together to explore the myths and realities of the teaching profession, along with some useful strategies and tools to make your trip successful, satisfying, and fun. Let your dreams and good intentions be your passport. And don’t forget to pack the sunscreen.


  
2

  Teaching as a Calling

  
    When you find yourself lying awake at 3:00 in the morning, wondering what you can do to make yourself a better teacher, you have reached the point where you really do understand what teaching is all about.

    -David Friedli, secondary principal

    This is not a profession—it is a passion! I send my students postcards when I am on vacation. I call them over holiday break and summer vacation. I am constantly creating new lessons. I cannot shop without finding something to share with them.

    -Carol Dinsdale, special education teacher

    If you are glad to be teaching, your students will know.

    -Robert L. Wyatt and J. Elaine White1

  

  We’ve probably all known teachers who were just putting in their time until retirement, either people who went into teaching for all the wrong reasons or individuals who simply burned out on the job. And while there may always be a handful of teachers who are just going through the motions, I believe that the majority of folks teaching today are dedicated professionals with good intentions, people who want to make a difference, people who really want to be there.

  For most of us, teaching is more than just a job. A number of contributors to this book referred to their work as a calling—a term often associated with a religious or spiritual vocation—and surely many educators would classify their involvement with this profession in this way. Elementary gifted teacher Annette Dake noted that effective teachers simply “wouldn’t be happy being anything else.”

  I’ve met many educators who came to teaching later in life. Some put off becoming a teacher to raise a family or to work in a field that would support them better financially. Others perhaps hadn’t thought to become teachers earlier in their lives but picked up teaching as a second (or third) career after military service, for example, or working in other fields. One high school English teacher told me that she had come back to teaching after years in the jewelry business. Although she made less money when she left the business world, she went back into the classroom because “teaching is more rewarding.” Elementary teacher Stacey Ferguson “wanted the personal, eyeball-to-eyeball contact with others” that she missed as a customer service representative. Eric Wright, an administrative intern, actually quit teaching after his first year to go into the business world. “I came back a year later and I’ve loved it ever since,” he said.

  Secondary math teacher Nancy Foote responded to a question asking if she thought that teaching had been a good career choice: “Of course I would do it again, only I would start sooner next time. I spent the first years of my professional career as a chemist, and I made a ton of money. But something was missing from my life.” Once her children started school, Foote trained to become a teacher. “It was the best thing I ever did. Teaching is not only what I do, it is who I am. I could no sooner stop teaching than I could stop breathing.”

  I can relate, although I seemed to know this even before I’d actually gone to school. From my first episode of Romper Room at age three, I was hooked!2 By the end of my first week in kindergarten, my intentions were sealed for life. I get so excited about the first day of school each year that I don’t think I’ve ever been able to sleep through the night, whether I was going in the next day as a student, a teacher, or more recently, as a teacher educator. This anticipation is part of a rhythm that has defined and informed my life for more than five decades.

  Like many of the individuals I interviewed, I believe I was simply born with the desire to teach—and with the sense of mission that comes with a vocation or calling. I could not wait to get into my first classroom and went straight from college into a first-year teaching internship that started just weeks after finishing my undergraduate program. Observing a masterfully taught lesson can still take my breath away, and evidence of the impact we can have on a child’s life can bring me to tears. Although my work in education has taken me down many different paths, I am among thousands of veterans who have hung in despite significant changes, challenges, and lots of crazy-making experiences over the years. This is undoubtedly what I came here to do.

  Certainly, I am not alone. Educational consultant Aili Pogust found her calling early as well. Bilingual in Estonian and German at age six when her family immigrated to the United States, she began teaching her mother the English she was learning. “Picking up English was easier for me,” she remembered. “I shared what I was learning with my mother so she could function in this new country. When she didn’t understand something, I had to figure out another way to explain it to her. And so a teacher was born.” Lindsay Shepheard, the executive assistant to her district’s superintendent, suggested that becoming a teacher “is one of the decisions one makes without realizing it when, as a child, helping others is important, even in one’s own family. Wanting to make a difference manifests itself in many ways, but those who truly want to teach know it long before they face their first class of students.”

  While this is probably true for most teachers, one of the best and most committed educators I know is a friend who never had any intention of going into the profession! Elementary language teacher Tuija Fagerlund ended up in the classroom because it was the only job she could find in her hometown, where her future husband had a job. But she stayed in the field and has been at the same school for over twenty-two years, admitting that teaching gets in your blood. “I’ve never done anything else, so imagining a life that doesn’t include teaching is a bit hard,” she observed. Although perhaps lacking the initial desire to go into teaching that many of us discovered early in life, I suspect that what makes this teacher so effective is a kind of dedication that allows her to care deeply for and about her students. Anne Morgan, a teacher of at-risk preschool children, noted similar sentiments. “I’m not a person who grew up knowing that I always wanted to be a teacher,” she wrote. “I changed my mind about my major a few times, but now that I’m in a classroom, I couldn’t imagine myself doing anything else.”

  Clearly, this journey varies from person to person—some starting early and with a great deal of certainty, others approaching the profession indirectly, even reluctantly. But regardless of how they arrived at their destination, the one thing all of the teachers I interviewed or surveyed had in common was a desire to make a difference in the lives of children. I have found this to be true of nearly all of the educators I have met throughout my life and career, including teachers who left the profession and those who stayed but regretted their choice of careers. (Indeed, the teachers who left because they felt unable to accomplish this objective were perhaps the most bitter and disappointed of all.) Calling or no, educator Don Quimby affirmed, “We became teachers because of one basic reason—we chose to become involved in a career in which we could directly impact the future through the feelings and attitudes we might be able to instill in our students.”3

  ACTIVITY

  Think about what brought you to this profession and this place in your life. Was it just that inner knowledge, perhaps at a young age, that you were born to teach? Was it the need for a sense of purpose that may have been lacking in other jobs? Maybe teaching provided an avenue for expressing your passion for a particular subject or a place to make a difference. Or perhaps it was a teacher who touched your life and inspired you to give back in similar fashion. List or describe the factors that influenced your decision to become a teacher.

  ACTIVITY

  Think of a teacher who had a powerful, positive impact on you. (This person does not need to be a classroom teacher or someone you know from a school experience.) Describe the qualities you most admired or respected in this individual.

  Copyright © 2010 by Jane Bluestein. All rights reserved. Reprinted from Becoming a Win-Win Teacher: Survival Strategies for the Beginning Educator, by Jane Bluestein. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin, www.corwin.com. Reproduction authorized only for the local school site or nonprofit organization that has purchased this book.
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  Climate Advisory

  Entering Win-Lose Territory

  
    You will be told to inspire but be ridiculed for your enthusiasm. You will be told to make time for yourself but expected to stay late, serve on a bunch of committees, and devote your evenings and weekends to planning, calling parents, and grading papers. You will hear the merits of creativity and responding to students’ needs but risk sanctions if you stray from curricular guides or district mandates. You will be encouraged to ensure that every child succeeds but be accused of being too easy if this actually occurs.

    -Veteran teacher

    Our teachers are “helped” to death and are running screaming from the school because they cannot take working under such scrutiny and having to explain, report, reflect, discuss, and analyze everything we are asking them to do.

    -Former assistant superintendent

    You have to jump through hoops just to get to the point where you are stifled again.

    -Jason McCord, teacher and therapeutic counselor

  

  Considering the zeal and commitment of so many of the people drawn to this field—individuals who insist they were born to teach, who cannot imagine themselves doing anything else with their lives, and who genuinely want to have a positive impact on future generations—how do we reconcile statistics that consistently report that half of all teachers leave the profession within five years of their first assignment? Even if we only take into account the amount of time, effort, and financial resources that each of these individuals invested just to get into a classroom in the first place, how do we make sense of a trend that shows roughly 170,000 teachers leaving the profession each year for some reason other than retirement, putting the annual cost of teacher turnover in the neighborhood of seven billion dollars?1

  While the research cites a number of reasons teachers leave the profession, I believe that surprise is a significant factor in attrition—or at the very least, in the kind of discouragement and frustration that can lead to attrition—in terms of the lack of preparation for the realities of teaching expressed by many of the professionals I’ve encountered. Authors Duane Inman and Leslie Marlow described what they call “classroom or reality shock,”2 which was confirmed by quite a bit of the feedback I received from beginning teachers. Many of them, only a few weeks into their first teaching assignment, were already questioning their career choices. Although the majority of beginning teachers I interviewed were excited about what they were doing, many lamented, “This isn’t at all what I was expecting.”

  Nobody enters this field hoping to fail, and I doubt many go through the preparation process planning to drop out of the profession within the first few years. I’m going to assume, regardless of where you are in your journey, that your goals include being a good teacher, enjoying your work, having a positive impact on your students, and maybe—be still my heart!—even having an impact on the system itself.

  Now, it might be easy to assume that the system actually wants all teachers and students to succeed. (Isn’t that what the brochures said?) But with very few exceptions, this is not the case. In fact, the teaching profession is structured on a number of principles and policies that pretty much guarantee a certain degree of failure—for teachers and students alike. Despite the good intentions behind many of these win-lose customs, most were forged in traditions that served the goals of a very different time. As schools catch up to the needs of current cultural, technological, and economic demands, it is my most fervent hope that the negative, anachronistic patterns that are so common—and which so often continue unquestioned—will come under greater scrutiny and eventually give way to more constructive priorities. In the meantime, let’s take a look at some of the factors that contribute to the win-lose context in which you may find yourself working, characteristics of the profession that can erode the most passionate and dedicated educator. These are some of the reasons most often mentioned for teachers leaving or considering a change in career. Later in this book, I will explore many of these issues in greater detail and present some things you can do to avoid being sidelined—or surprised—by the most common of them.

  
FINANCIAL REALITIES

  In my days in the classroom, it was rare that I wasn’t also picking up a few extra dollars writing curriculum, waitressing, or working in my in-laws’ bakery, at times holding more than one additional job to make ends meet—and I wasn’t the only teacher on our staff who had at least one side job during the year. Years later, salary is still a concern for people in the profession, including a number of contributors to this book. Despite significant improvements in this area in past decades, a report by the National Education Association claimed, “New teachers are often unable to pay off their loans or afford houses in the communities where they teach. Teachers and education support professionals often work two and three jobs to make ends meet. The stress and exhaustion can become unbearable, forcing people out of the profession to more lucrative positions.”3

  Sixth-grade teacher Melissa Albright said she wished she had known that salary would always be an issue. “I grew up in a family of teachers and money was scarce; however, I never realized that my friends would double their salaries long before I would and that I would not get bonuses, tickets to games, or dinners out,” she said. “With three college degrees in education, I still make less than half of what my friends do who only have one degree.” One assistant superintendent responded, when asked if he had it to do over, would he choose teaching as his career, “After thirty-six years in this business . . . and seeing my sons, who are in private industry, receive [five-digit] end-of-year bonuses, I would say, no. Not in this day and age.”4 Jen Buttars, sixth-grade math teacher, regretted borrowing as much money as she did for school, because it has been hard to repay her loans on a teacher’s salary. Another middle school teacher, Cheryl Converse-Rath, who was working as a substitute teacher “for daily pay and no benefits,” left teaching because she could not afford to continue working under those conditions. “I have a master’s degree,” she said, “yet I felt like a beggar.”

  One report on teacher pay claimed that the “intrinsic rewards” of a career in education are “often used as a rationale for low salaries,”5 although it makes no sense that education would be the only profession subjected to this reasoning. (Imagine expecting doctors, for example, to work for the satisfaction of making people feel better or saving lives.) High school teacher Ray Dagger cautioned against the myth of working for intrinsic rewards, noble though they may be. “We all do it for the money,” he said. “If you don’t believe that, check to see how many teachers return their paychecks each month.”

  Nonetheless, I doubt that many people go into teaching expecting to make a killing. And while some may ultimately find their paychecks less satisfying (or adequate) than anticipated, it is doubtful that many people prepare for a teaching career unaware of the financial aspects of the job. However, there is a tipping point where other issues and obstacles can overwhelm the satisfaction we take in a well-received lesson or a struggling student’s sudden epiphany. Even teachers with tremendous support, materials, and freedom won’t stay long in a job that doesn’t pay the rent, and generous financial compensation—which we don’t often see in education, especially for beginning classroom teachers—won’t hold people if they are up against continually unsatisfying working conditions. While it may be easier to stay in a low-paying job when there are intrinsic rewards, when these positive experiences rarely occur or when the negative aspects of the job outweigh the good stuff, the financial issues and discrepancies become harder to ignore.

  Although one report claimed that “thirty-seven percent of teachers who do not plan to continue teaching until retirement blame low pay for their decision to leave the profession,” much of the research and personal feedback I’ve encountered suggest that job dissatisfaction claims even larger numbers.6 University of Pennsylvania professor Richard Ingersol noted, “Novice teachers are much more likely to call it quits if they work in schools where they feel they have little input or support.”7 And author Cynthia Kopkowski noted, “The underlying issue on salary often comes down to [a lack of] respect.”8

  Interestingly, all of the survey respondents who mentioned teacher pay did so in the context of some negative aspect of their teaching experience. For example, my friend who mentioned his sons’ bonuses also cited “seeing how the attitudes of the teachers, students and parents have changed” over the years. One fourth-grade teacher wrote, “If I had to do it over again, I would have become an attorney and made triple the money, and not have to deal with disrespectful children all day.” A professional development project coordinator mentioned “too much responsibility for the pay” and the fact that “teachers do not get the respect they deserve from students and parents” or adequate support from administrators. And another longtime assistant superintendent mentioned “a bureaucracy that suffocates this field” in addition to “the lack of financial incentive to stay in this career path.” It was never just about the money.

  
IT’S HARDER THAN IT LOOKS

  Talk to some people outside of education and you’d swear we only work a few hours a day, basically babysitting or talking to kids, for a few months a year. Anyone who has actually worked as a teacher, however, would not be surprised at the number of contributors who mentioned the amount of time the job requires, the scope of responsibilities, or the degree to which teaching can take over our lives as stressful aspects of the job. This work involves a wide range of professional, instructional, and emotional demands, far beyond what people who are not in the field could possibly imagine. Although we no longer are required to fill lamps, light the fires to warm the rooms, or scrub the floors once a week,9 the preparation, paperwork, and increases in accountability—along with concerns for our students’ academic, social, and emotional well-being—can be overwhelming.

  I certainly didn’t see much of my family or friends my first year or two, unless they came over to help me cut out bulletin boards or laminate materials. A recent conversation with retired teacher Ken Bauer, who a long time ago co-interned with me in the same fifth-grade classroom, brought up memories of our first year in the profession: “Nobody had a dime and nobody got any sleep,” he recalled. More recently, I had two new teachers, second careers for each of them, stumble into my seminar after having been in their respective classrooms well past midnight the day before. Although their schedules may not represent those of the majority of teachers, I doubt that there are many teachers who are not putting plenty of hours into their jobs, not only at home but in their classrooms as well, before school starts and long after their students have left for the day.

  Kindergarten teacher Jill Snyderman noted, “I really wish someone would have told me how tiring teaching was and how much work you put into each day. By the time I leave school and get home, I am exhausted and all I want to do is relax, but I can’t because I have work to do.” She advises beginning teachers, “Tell your loved ones to hang in there for you. You will be busy and tired and, depending on your grade level, you may work all day and then come home and grade all night—not to mention going to your classroom or bringing home work on the weekends.”

  One fourth-grade teacher commented, “I really wish someone had told me about all the long hours, of my own time, to prepare and check student progress.” Although as a matter of sanity and self-care, it is essential to carve out a little separation from work, I think that most teachers would chuckle at the notion of “my own time.” Yes, you do get to leave the building, but be prepared to take the job home with you—in your heart and your head, as well as your briefcase or book bag. Guidance counselor Carrie Balent observed that “there is no down time,” and several contributors wrote to discourage anyone from coming to teaching with the idea that it would be an eight-to-three job.

  I always found it hard to disconnect from teaching. I often awoke in the middle of the night worried about the kids I couldn’t seem to reach, stressed about an unhappy parent, or inspired with an idea for an activity or a game. Everything I did or saw, whether during the school year, on weekends, or even on vacation, tended to filter through the lens of how I could use the experience or item in my classroom. One contributor said, “It has taken over my life in many ways. I always think about my work, even when I’m trying to sleep or get a break on the weekend. I work every night and on weekends, too, to try and keep up and do a quality job.” Or as principal Ales Zitnik wryly noted, “It is an all-day, all-week, all-month, all-year activity—working, thinking, exploring, acting—like a disease.”

  Although several teachers mentioned how much they enjoyed and appreciated having a break in the summer, a number found this time off to be a bit of a myth. Mandy Frantti, a secondary science teacher, wrote, “Many people, unfortunately, go into teaching because they see it as a way to get summers off. That’s not teaching. Most states now have laws requiring continuing education, which means that after spending a long tiring school year teaching, you then turn around and put yourself in the student’s spot for the summer. Not to mention the prep work good teachers do over the summer. There just isn’t time during the year to do all the things that will mean the difference between a good teacher and a great teacher.”

  Third-grade teacher Jason Gehrke discovered, “You really don’t get your summers off. There is always work to be done after the school year in preparation for the next year.” High school English teacher Melody Aldrich agreed. She did not realize how consuming teaching would be. “Summers off?” she wrote. “You’ve got to be kidding. Working the same schedule as my kids? Think again. I stay late and come in early every day.” People who are drawn to teaching by the prospect of short days and summers off are often the first to leave the profession. First-grade teacher Cindi Allen noted, “The teaching field is not for the weak. I had a student teacher one year who was getting her teaching degree only because of the holidays and summers off. I imagine she isn’t in the field any longer.”

  Many respondents were surprised by how physically demanding teaching was. Even in my twenties, there were plenty of times when I practically collapsed just walking in the door after work, especially if my day had included afterschool home visits, meetings, conferences, or an inservice program or graduate class. Kindergarten teacher Jillian Tsoukalas recalled, “I was learning and the children were learning and I was so excited and the parents were happy and I was living my dream—and I was exhausted! I could hardly keep my eyes open to get through dinner each night.” And the nonstop mental and emotional demands don’t help. Author and educator Robin Fogarty reported, “It has been said that a classroom teacher makes 1500 decisions in a day.”10 No wonder we’re tired!

  Management and organization can be overwhelming and were frequently mentioned as issues astounding contributors. Although my undergraduate classes demanded a great deal of time and effort, nothing could have prepared me for the sheer number of hours I would need for planning, checking papers, developing materials, or communicating with parents—not to mention keeping up with professional literature or fulfilling the requirements of graduate classes I took during most of the years I was in the classroom. One high school English teacher wrote about how “the marking is insane and the planning is unending. Every time I teach a course, even if I’ve taught it before, I have to change and adapt to meet the needs of that particular group of students.” Diane Callahan, middle school science teacher, also commented on the paperwork, “I don’t mean grading papers—that’s a given.” But Callahan noted that many of her weekends were devoted to “doing reports or writing something that was of no value to my teaching or my students when I could have spent that time designing a new lesson or a new approach to a subject.” Third-grade teacher Adrian Schaefer identified “the inundation of paperwork related to students who have special needs” as one area in which he felt least prepared. And staff development specialist Diane Laveglia wished she had learned more about ways to reduce the paper load and be more organized. “That was definitely not covered in my education classes,” she said.

  Effective teachers know that educating young people involves a whole lot more than simply getting up and talking about a particular subject. Many beginning teachers are surprised when they discover that their students lack prerequisite skills necessary for the content being presented, the auditory strengths and attention span to get much out of a lecture, or an inherent interest in the content area (or learning, for that matter).11 Even veteran teachers may make certain assumptions about how people learn, and many of us enter the profession using the types of instructional techniques to which we responded best as students. One contributor noted, “I was least prepared in strategies to teach students math who did not learn in the way I did.” Indeed, this topic has started to take over my seminars on working with challenging students, as differences in learning and modality preferences can be a huge source of frustration for students and teachers alike.

  As far as experiences and interests, variations in cognitive abilities, developmental readiness, and learning styles, every group I’ve encountered—kids and adults—has been all over the map. It didn’t take me long to discover that trying to teach to one style or one set of experiences disregarded the majority of my students. While I may have learned or heard about these differences in my preparation classes, there was a shocking difference between understanding this information intellectually and experiencing it up close and personal.

  Many contributors were surprised by how much of their time would be devoted to activities besides teaching. Professional development coordinator Amy DesChane was assigned a paraeducator to supervise during her first year. She described how difficult it was “to be young and responsible for someone else’s duties without any management experience.” A special education coordinator commented, “I love teaching and working with children, when I actually get the chance to!” She was one of many professionals who commented about the degree to which paperwork, meetings, committee work, preparation for testing, and “a million other assigned duties” kept them from being able to just teach.12 It’s not hard to see how a love of teaching can quickly be eroded by so many demands and distractions.

  
LACK OF SUPPORT

  Teachers have come under increased scrutiny in recent years. Unfortunately, this examination rarely focuses on the most important skills and talents, those that can have the greatest impact on children’s confidence or love of learning. There is, instead, a tremendous pressure for teachers to “get it right,” and in many settings, this has come to mean having their competence reflected in test scores or other measurable outcomes. I haven’t met many people who were drawn to the profession so they could devote their time and expertise to giving (or preparing for) tests, and more and more I encounter people who are finding that the priorities that called them to the profession are significantly different from what receives the greatest emphasis in their district and community.13 Any teacher will be challenged by the various—and often incompatible—expectations of colleagues, administrators, parents, and the students themselves, and holding onto ideals can be tough in an environment that does not actively support them.14

  In addition, consider the fact that although “it takes at least two years to manage the basics of classroom management and six to seven years to become a fully proficient teacher,” according to a report by Claudia Wallis,15 teaching is the only profession in which beginners are expected to do the same things as twenty-five-year veterans and are generally held to the same performance criteria as experienced teachers.16 It takes a tremendous amount of trust, especially for a beginning teacher, to be able to go to a colleague for advice, suggestions, or support and not risk being perceived as incompetent. (Ask anyone who’s ever been told, “I didn’t have a problem with them last year,” how safe that person felt about requesting assistance after that—and how much energy was channeled into appearing capable and in control.)

  And consider the incongruous, if fairly prevalent, practice of placing teachers with the least experience with the most challenging classes, often in schools with the greatest number of problems and fewest resources. “It would be ideal if every teacher taught in an environment that matched his or her skills and temperament,” stated one report on teacher recruitment and retention.17 But this is often not the case. Many new teachers end up at grade levels for which they are not best suited or teaching subjects for which their knowledge is not as strong or as adequate as it needs to be. Further, this report said that “schools with the largest percentages of poor and minority students tended to have the least-qualified teachers,” and high-poverty schools have nearly double the percentages of teachers with three or fewer years’ experience as their higher-income-area counterparts.18

  There are good reasons that newcomers to other professions are not assigned the most difficult cases or the most complicated accounts. And yet, that is often exactly what happens with teachers. The absence of emotional safety and support can present significant challenges even for veteran teachers; for beginning teachers, the consequences can be devastating. I received a note from a first-year kindergarten teacher at the end of September saying, “My experience so far has not been very good. I started as a fourth-grade teacher. Last week I was moved to kindergarten. I was informed by the two other kindergarten teachers that they were each given five minutes to come up with a list of seven students who would go to my section. Guess who I ended up with?” Her note continued, “I’m starting to second-guess my career as an educator. I hope it gets better because I really love being with children.” And in what may be one of the strangest conversations I’ve ever had, a teacher in a recent seminar I was presenting on the topic of dealing with difficult students told me that her colleague refused to attend the program because “she’s afraid that if she takes this class, the principal will give her all the bad kids next year.”

  New teachers with the least seniority are also generally the most vulnerable to being subjected to last-minute grade changes. I often saw this happen to my first-year teaching interns who had spent the summer preparing and collecting the materials and resources they would need for one grade, only to be switched to another grade level at the last minute. In more than one instance, the individuals were notified the night before school started (although these individuals had a much easier time than those who were switched a month into the school year). That these practices—the professional equivalent of hazing—can easily lead to heartbreaking, no-win outcomes should surprise no one. Success builds confidence, and first-year teachers who don’t get a chance to experience either are usually the first ones out the door.

  I regularly hear from beginning teachers who are feeling completely defeated after continually hearing that they have to “do better” at their jobs. (I find it interesting that so many of these teachers use this same language, that so many report that the feedback they received focused on inadequacy, and that so few received specific suggestions about what they were doing wrong—or what they could do instead.) William Brock, the former Labor Secretary and head of the New Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce, noted the incongruity in assigning new teachers “to the toughest jobs in the most challenging schools with very low pay” and then, “when the results fall short, [telling] them, ‘You just have to work harder . . .’ This is no way to treat professionals.”19

  I honestly believe that most veteran teachers sincerely want new teachers to succeed and that most are more than willing to provide information, materials, time, and encouragement. Still, a number of educators reported feeling very much alone and without support during their first year. Colleagues have their own issues and pressures, and even the best-meaning mentor or administrator can fail to appreciate certain procedures or resources that are unfamiliar to a new teacher, things a veteran would simply know about from experience. But a lack of sensitivity and awareness is one thing (and provides a good argument for beginning teachers becoming proactive about finding out what they’re supposed to know or do); asking for help and not receiving it is quite another.20 “With the lack of administrative support, it almost feels as if we are fighting a war on our own without the backing of our ‘Commander in Chief,’” wrote one third-grade teacher. High school principal Aaron Trummer commented, “New teachers get beat up for their enthusiasm and their ideas—not just by their administrators, but also by colleagues who have no incentive to change or raise the bar.” And several echoed the sentiments of a first-year elementary teacher who wrote, “I’m pretty sure the rest of the staff were making bets on which of us wouldn’t last the year.”

  Even worse is the possibility of working with someone who will actually make the job more difficult than it already is. Newswriter Barry Ray noted that people are more likely to leave a job “if involved in an abusive relationship [with a colleague or superior] than if dissatisfied with pay.”21 Even if the interactions aren’t overtly abusive, negative feedback, disappointment, impatience, derision, or contempt from colleagues or superiors can be especially corrosive to someone just learning the ropes. One elementary teacher told me about a principal she had in her second year who called her “a failure as a teacher” when large numbers of her students did poorly on a test. Although she admitted that she might approach her instruction and evaluation processes differently today, this feedback accomplished little more than to inspire self-doubt and mistrust, which took years to overcome. A veteran middle school teacher wrote, “I have been a teacher for seven years and the area where I needed most help was my confidence. The principal was an expert at making you feel like a failure.” Despite receiving Teacher of the Year, this individual wrote that she “felt like the worst teacher in the world.” (This contributor was fortunate enough to find a position in another district where, she reported, “I am finally treated with respect.”)

  How often do teachers get written up for trying new things or hassled for attempting to take advantage of professional development opportunities on their own? I recently received a correspondence from a teacher who attempted to notify the staff at her school that a national speaker would be making a rare appearance in her town. “I sent out an email to my colleagues and got busted for encouraging folks to take a day off!” she wrote.22 Adding insult to injury, it’s not unusual for me to hear from teachers who also had to reimburse the districts for the substitute teachers needed to work in their classrooms while they were off trying to improve their skill and effectiveness in their jobs, frequently at their own expense.23 I have likewise heard from far too many teachers who had been sent to a conference or seminar (not infrequently because of a perceived weakness in their teaching) to learn the latest strategies and then received poor evaluations—generally from the person who had sent them to the training—when they were observed implementing the skills they learned there.

  Inman and Marlow affirmed that teachers “are more likely to perceive themselves as isolated and even ridiculed when they are not supported by the individuals within their school.”24 One middle school English teacher stated, “I wish someone had warned me about the politics and negative attitudes I would encounter the first day of school.” Anissa Emery, a high school counselor and English teacher, acknowledged, “I have known some phenomenal teachers in my career, who were generous and excited about working with students right up until the day that they retired.” But she also wrote, “I was really unprepared for dealing with the pettiness and personalities of some of the other teachers on staff. It just never occurred to me that other teachers could be as vindictive and non-supportive as I have found some to be.”

  In an opposite scenario, there are some settings in which teachers actually get too much help. I received a long, plaintive e-mail from an assistant superintendent in a district where good intentions to provide support from a variety of sources had clearly gone awry. “These ‘helpers’ . . . all have their own agendas and assignments to improve the schools,” she wrote. “They all demand another report, another look at one’s lesson plans, another observation, another coaching session, another two meetings (preplan and debrief), and another idea of how to do it differently and by when. I’m sorry, but if in any job you had to jump through hoops for eleven different bosses while doing your job for the first time, you’d run away as well.” She related a conversation she’d had with a talented new teacher who already had twenty-one hours toward her master’s degree and successful student teaching and part-time teaching experiences before coming to this district. “I knew it would be hard,” this teacher had said, “but . . . I can’t teach these children, collaborate with my peer teachers, and please these other nine or ten adults who tell me something different every day!” Not surprisingly, this young lady left in the first two months of school, along with seven other beginning teachers in that district. On paper, this approach might look supportive, but in reality, it’s placing excessive demand on new teachers and frankly chasing some of them headlong into other careers.

  
DIFFICULT STUDENTS, DIFFICULT PARENTS

  Years ago, when I started presenting keynotes and training seminars to teachers, I offered a number of programs on a variety of topics. Not surprisingly, the programs most often requested have consistently been those that focused on behavior management, particularly with regard to difficult or challenging students. Discipline and motivation consistently register as huge concerns for teachers at all grade levels. Whether we’re dealing with unmotivated students who perform below their capabilities, kids with weak social skills who have a hard time getting along with their peers, learners who struggle with the academic demands of the classroom, students who need a lot of attention, or kids with serious anger and self-control issues, student behavior can become a massive distraction from our instructional objectives. Dealing with defensive, disruptive, defeated, or indifferent behaviors is exhausting and after a while can wear down the most enthusiastic and committed teacher. The fact that so little training is generally offered to help new teachers address behavioral issues—with strategies that are suggested being, for the most part, superficial and ineffective—might explain the consistency with which discipline and behavior management topics in professional development conferences and training programs are requested by districts, schools, and the teachers themselves.

  Dealing with parents can present special challenges as well. Nancy Gibbs reported on a study that found that “of all the challenges they face, new teachers rank handling parents at the top.”25 In a survey asking contributors to this book to identify the areas in which they felt least prepared when they entered the profession, the topic of “parents” was right up there with discipline and negative student behavior. Many veterans observed a deterioration not only in student behavior but also in parental support during their time in the profession. One primary teacher suspected that she had overstayed her time in the classroom after seeing “what was considered appropriate behavior being replaced with bad behavior and socially accepted excuses for that negativity.” Likewise, high school math teacher Michelle Tillapaugh declared herself “very disgruntled with the lack of discipline” she sees in her work. Joanne Davidman, a family and consumer science teacher, observed, “I like the students, but I do feel they are changing in ways that I just do not want to deal with. Kids today can be very rude and at times I feel I need to be an entertainer instead of a facilitator of knowledge.” And another high school teacher, Theresa Weidner, felt she was unprepared “to deal with all the needs these kids have today—whether they are self-imposed, parent-imposed, or biological.”

  In some cases, differences in teachers’ expectations, values, and personal experiences made for some rude awakenings. Allen observed, “My college and student teaching experience had not prepared me for the real classroom. I expected students to listen, obey, and follow the rules.” After all, she figured, she had raised three of her own children and had taught them to respect adults, listen, and cooperate with others. “I assumed all children were trained the same way. What bubble was I living in? I was surprised to see that five-and six-year-olds would lie, cheat, steal, physically hurt others, and much more. I had not seen anything like this in my college and student teaching experience.” Middle school administrator Tammy Hanna reflected, “I really wish somebody had told me how it would be the parents that would challenge me the most! You just assume that they have the same educational goals for success for their kids that you have. Sadly, for some, education is not a priority. It is hard to convince students to value things their parents do not.”

  A number of the educators who contributed to this book felt that many parents had failed to teach their children any form of responsibility and that they were too quick to deny, defend, or make excuses for misbehavior. I continue to hear stories of parents who bring or fax their children’s assignments to school when the kids forget and those who actually do the work for their children. (This really isn’t anything new. Years ago, it was not uncommon for me to receive a note from a parent asking me to excuse the child for missing a homework or project deadline because the child “was up too late watching TV.”) Well-meaning as these efforts may be, building accountability and responsibility in our students becomes especially challenging when faced with parents who insist on enabling them.

  “I encountered many wonderful parents during my quarter century of teaching,” remarked Aili Pogust. “However, those who were irrational and difficult could cast a pall on a school year. Teaching is extremely stressful with all the demands placed on a teacher’s time. [Difficult] parents affect the dynamics of the whole class.”26 Indeed. During my first parent night, a woman I had never seen before walked into my classroom and started screaming at me. She soon realized that I was not her son’s teacher and that she was in the wrong classroom, at which point she collected herself, walked out (without a word of apology), and started her harangue somewhere down the hall. I was twenty-two years old and had never been addressed with such belligerence and hostility. I was more shocked than upset or hurt, and totally unprepared for this type of encounter, which can, in some settings, actually be a normal part of the job.

  
VALUE AND STATUS

  There’s this joke about two former classmates who meet up at their high school reunion. One asks, “So, Bob, are you still a teacher?” The other replies, “Why, yes. Are you still a doctor?”

  Teaching—such a worthwhile, righteous, and profoundly influential profession—is rarely distinguished by the authority or prestige it deserves. And with an increasingly large array of career options becoming available as information and technology explode, the value and attractiveness of teaching as a career choice may well decline. (How many educators have heard some version of this presumptuous inquiry: “Gee, you’re so smart and creative. Why would you want to teach?”) Even some lifelong educators interviewed for this book admitted trying to steer their own children onto different career paths, most often to protect their offspring from an overall scarcity consciousness, particularly with regard to resources, support, and income. (Public perception and an increasing emphasis on data-driven reforms also accounted for this negative attitude toward teaching among educators.)27

  Nonetheless, Stephen Bongiovi, a high school English teacher, defended his pride in his profession: “There’s no such thing as just a teacher. Never downplay or de-emphasize yourself or what you do,” he advised. “Every successful venture—business, politics, publication, athletics, most any other field of endeavor—originates from the influence of a teacher.” And while you’ll get no argument here, I will concede that it can be pretty disheartening to be repeatedly exposed to a societal image in which teaching “is not worthy of the prestige of being a lawyer, doctor, or an engineer.”28

  To a certain degree, the profession perpetuates this perception. Inman and Marlow observed significant differences between teaching and other professions, financial discrepancies aside. “Professionals are usually distinguished by their specialty knowledge and skills, the unique contributions they make, the freedom afforded them to make decisions based on their best professional judgment, and the opportunity to organize their time and direct their own work,” they wrote.29 Yet how many educators would claim congruence between this description and their actual experiences as professionals? Lacking a private office, a secretary, access to telephones, time to confer with colleagues, or financial support for professional development—perks that professionals in other fields pretty much take for granted—doesn’t help either. Add in other factors many teachers experience, things like having to schedule lunch and bathroom breaks, sign in and out of work, or supervise the hallways, buses, lunchrooms, and playgrounds, and the professional image erodes even further. “Research shows that dissatisfaction related to these aspects of teaching are ones that approximately two-thirds of teachers and former teachers cite as a reason for leaving the profession,” claimed Inman and Marlow.30
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