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Introduction
Your Personal Mentor

Teaching is a fascinating and at the same time extremely complicated profession. As a teacher, you will have the opportunity to affect the lives of thousands of young people. Think back to your elementary, middle, and high school days. Are there teachers that you still fondly remember? Did one or more profoundly change the way you look at life? Are there some who had a negative impact on you? Just answering these questions will help you see the impact you will have on those you teach.

The prospect of teaching students and having such an effect on their future can seem scary. The goal of this book is to give you practical tips and sources of inspiration to guide you on your rewarding career in education. Look at it as your mentor that you can turn to while you work through some of the major issues you will be facing as you teach. While no book can replace actual teaching experience, the strategies and guides presented here will alleviate some of the concerns you have while making your life easier and your time teaching more productive.

You will hear a lot of discussion about the troubles facing the state of education in the United States today. While there are a lot of improvements that can be made in the realm of education, there is also a lot of good that is occurring each day in classrooms across the nation. Trite though it might sound, the solution can really begin with you, one class and one student at a time.
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Part One
Growing the Teacher Within

Teaching is a unique profession in that there is not one right way to teach a class of students. In fact, if you compared two effective teachers you would probably find that they differed from each other in many ways. Yet, at their core these effective teachers share certain key skills that they use to help their students learn and grow. Recognizing and cultivating these skills will help you grow as an educator while increasing your connection with your students.

1 Face Your New Reality 

Effective teachers are truly dedicated professionals. A teacher’s day typically starts early and ends late. Your day will probably begin with some planning time that allows you to make last-minute preparations for the students. Once the students arrive in the classroom, you cannot expect another moment of quiet until your next planning period or the end of the day.

Each class is a new challenge. You will find some students who love learning and some who despise it. You will present your lesson and hopefully not have more than one or two unexpected disruptions such as fire drills, announcements, unexpected visitors, and the dreaded student disruptions. Hopefully, you will also experience one or more moments that will help you remember why you became a teacher. When the day ends, you will probably have meetings to attend before you can settle down to some grading and planning for the next day. Many teachers take home grading each evening. Through all of this, it’s important to remember throughout each day to keep a sense of humor and remember that you are truly affecting future generations.

Anticipate Your Students’ Expectations 2

All people want to succeed, even if they fear success. Many students realize that they could have done a better job in their last school year. Maybe they didn’t spend enough time doing homework, or perhaps they never found time to read their texts. The new school year is the perfect time to turn over a new leaf and start fresh.

Students Are as Nervous as You 

Remember the last time you were in a new classroom with a teacher you had never met? Even if you had a friend or two in the class, there was most probably an element of nervousness in the air. Many of your students will feel the same.

Students will show their nervousness in a variety of ways. Most of them will probably be very quiet. Even if you try to make a joke, you might not get a lot of response. It will take some coaxing to get students out of their shells. Learning students’ names quickly can help them feel more welcome and relaxed.

A few students will come into your class on the first day with a chip on their shoulders. This too is a sign of nervousness. These students don’t feel comfortable, so they become defensive. Just knowing this can help you make better decisions on how to react to a student’s misbehavior realizing that this is not necessarily an indication of future behavioral problems. At this point, humor is the biggest tool you have in your teaching arsenal.

3 Learn the Ingredients for Success 

What makes a teacher successful? Many people feel that a successful teacher is someone who is well organized and has detailed lesson plans. While many effective teachers do share these habits, they are not enough. In fact, some successful teachers are very unorganized in teaching and other areas of their lives. This does not mean that organization is not important for them too; it would make their lives easier if they were better organized and planned more detailed lessons. But this does not take away from the fact that they are effective as teachers.

So if organization and detailed lesson plans are not enough, what qualities do successful teachers possess? The ingredients for success include the following:



• Sense of fairness 

• Consistent approach 

• Ability to be flexible 

• Positive attitude 

• High expectations for yourself and your students 

• Sense of humor 



The first three of these are skills you practice each day. The second three should become part of your overall personality. All of these characteristics can be achieved through experience and practice. The strategies in this book will help make these attributes a part of your effective teaching repertoire.

Keep a Positive Attitude 4

Every day, you set the tone in the classroom with your attitude. You are on stage from the moment your students arrive until they rush back out the door to their next class. If you have a negative attitude, your students will also adopt this mindset, and your class will most probably not be very productive. On the other hand, if you have a positive attitude toward your students, your subject, your profession, and yourself, you will find that this optimism pervades the class. You will probably have a much more productive and enjoyable day.

The effects of a positive attitude have been widely studied. They include the following:



• Improved job satisfaction 

• Better self-esteem 

• Improved personal interactions 

• Better health 

• Greater achievement levels 

• Improved overall happiness



Everyone has experienced what it’s like to be around a negative person. They usually wind up ruining the whole day. Just think how your students are going to feel after spending time with you if you are pessimistic about them or your curriculum. Some days will be harder than others but the benefits of being positive make it all worthwhile.

5 Be Consistent 

Consistency in teaching basically means that your students know what to expect from you day to day. Your rules do not change. You are not strict one day and easygoing the next. There are no surprises for your kids, and they do not have to feel like they are walking on eggshells. Consistency is important if you want to earn the respect of your students.

If you spend some time in a consistent teacher’s classroom, you will find that every student knows the rules. Students know what is expected of them, and there is no question of what will happen if they fail to live up to those expectations. The teacher’s demeanor in a consistent classroom does not change from period to period or day to day. Because everyone knows the consequences, and there is no doubt about the reaction of the teacher, misbehavior is greatly reduced. Students in a consistent classroom can feel safe and can focus on what is important— not what mood the teacher happens to be in on a particular day. This is one of the main secrets that effective teachers share.

Make Sure to Follow Through 6

Another important aspect of consistency is following through. If you tell your students that you are going to do something, then you had better do it or they will lose respect for you. It is very important that you do not threaten your students with actions that you will not or cannot take.

Let’s say your class is misbehaving during a quiz, and that some students are being particularly disruptive. You threaten the class that everyone is in danger of getting a zero. This is a good example of an idle threat. Realistically, it is not something you should or even would do. For one thing, your administration might have a real problem with this action, especially after parents begin calling. Plus, there are probably some good students in the class who are not being disruptive, and punishment would be completely unfair to them.

A Day-to-Day Practice 

You will have bad days as a teacher. But even if you’re having a bad day, you should try to be consistent in your actions and reactions. In fact, these days are the measure of your consistency.

Obviously, you will have moments when you react in a manner that is not truly consistent. You might lash out at a talkative student on a day you have a bad headache. But the less frequent these instances are, the more your students will respect you and the more effective you will be.

7 Learn to Be Fair 

It is hard to determine whether consistency or fairness is the more important skill for a teacher. Students do not respect inconsistent teachers. However, they have a real problem with teachers they perceive as unfair. If you think back to your time as a student, you can probably remember at least one teacher you or your fellow students thought was unfair. This might have been someone who favored a certain group of students or someone whose rules seemed almost arbitrary. In the end, this teacher probably lost the respect of most students.

It is possible to train yourself to be fairer as a teacher. Take stock of your actions at the end of each day to see where you might not have acted fairly. Give yourself time before making decisions concerning discipline in your classroom. Sometimes giving the disruptive student and yourself a cooling-off period will allow you to approach the situation more rationally. Everyone makes mistakes, and no one is fair all the time. However, students will notice and appreciate your attempts to treat all students equally and with an equal measure of respect every day.

Start Each Day Fresh 8

Fairness pervades your classroom environment. Students are very perceptive at telling how fair you really are as a teacher based on your daily actions. If you consistently enforce rules in the same manner for all students, then you will be perceived as fair.

Are there situations in which you want to act in a manner that might be seen as unfair? Sure there are. It can be very tough to enforce a rule when the student breaking it is normally excellent. Built into your discipline system should be levels of offenses. In other words, as a student breaks a rule more times, the punishment should change. This will help you in your effort to be fair. The student who makes one mistake will not be punished the same as the one who makes many.

It can also be very difficult to act fairly to a student who is normally disruptive. However, experience proves that if you treat each day as a clean slate in terms of your reactions to the students, you will find that their behavior will not be quite as extreme. If there are students who are perpetually in trouble, they will expect you to treat them more harshly, thus giving them no incentive to try and act better. If you surprise them by not holding grudges, you in turn may be pleasantly surprised by the results. This does not mean that students should go unpunished for their offenses. It just means that you need to watch your actions and attitude when approaching these students each day.

9 Be Flexible 

Flexibility in teaching as in yoga is an important skill. Both students and teachers are happier at school and in their future life if they can learn to adjust to changing environments and situations.

For example, say you have created a multipart lesson plan that allows for five minutes of warm-up time, twenty minutes of class discussion, twenty minutes of small group discussion, and five minutes of end-of-the-period review. However, once the whole group discussion actually begins, the students get really involved. They are enjoying the conversation, and there’s a lot of learning and interchange of ideas going on. Do you decide at this point to cut the discussion short to follow your schedule? Or do you allow the discussion to continue so as not to lose momentum?

Obviously, you would want to allow the discussion to continue. Moments like this can be rare, and they are wonderful to behold when they happen. It is your job as a teacher to capitalize on your class’s excitement and not be hemmed in by a lesson plan you wrote the week before.

Keep Your Expectations High 10

As educators, it is important to change the perception that high expectations set students up to fail. They don’t—but low or impossible expectations do. Low expectations can create a false sense of accomplishment that is not based on reality. If your class is extremely easy, you will not be preparing students for future, more rigorous classes. Students will not have a true sense of what it takes to succeed. High expectations, however, can lead to authentic and heightened self-esteem.

Students need to feel that you believe they can do it, that they can learn. Having high expectations does not mean that a student is a failure if he does not understand a subject or has a hard time with it. It simply means that you expect him to try, and that with additional help, you believe he can do it. This is definitely not a recipe for failure. Instead, students who have never been respected academically will probably begin acknowledging your efforts through their words and actions. If reinforced enough, they will begin to believe that they can succeed.

11 Shed Those Biases 

Most biases are based on your past experiences and beliefs. Some of them are even based on your own fears about your abilities. In education, it is important to face your biases and determine whether they are valid as beliefs. Here are some of the more predominant biased beliefs:



• Some students just cannot (or will not) learn.

• A good teacher must teach to the lowest/middle/ highest student.

• Some information is too difficult.

• AP students do not need extra help.



Any of these biases is enough to produce negative expectations and results, both in your professional life and in the life of your students. It is impossible to have high expectations for your students if you don’t believe that they can achieve in your class. You must keep alive the belief that students can learn what you are teaching them or you will doom them to fail.

Be careful to examine your biases. Even if you think that they are hidden, your actions will reveal what you truly believe. Students will be able to pick up on your negative opinions, which could seriously limit the learning environment.

9 Methods to Communicate Expectations 12

Here are nine methods you might use to let your students know your expectations:



1. Get students to sign an “Achievement Contract” outlining what you expect of them and what they should expect from you.

2. Give students enough time to find answers on their own, providing only hints and ideas.

3. Periodically allow students to express how they think they are doing in the course.

4. Speak to students in a positive manner at all times, stressing that you know they have the ability to learn what you are teaching.

5. Try to get to know your students and allow them to see you as a real person; this will motivate some of your students to work harder in order to please you.

6. Remain in charge of your students as their teacher, and don’t try to be their friend.

7. Make your standards for assignments and activities absolutely clear by telling students exactly what you expect from them.

8. Make sure you let all students know that they can earn an A in your course if they work hard enough.

9. Promote mastery learning by allowing students to revise assignments that received low grades.

13 Learn How Students Respond to Goals 

Student misbehavior is one of the biggest fears of new and inexperienced teachers. New teachers are unsure of what to expect. However, if you go into the classroom expecting a high level of cooperation and behavior, you will have a better shot at achieving your goals. Approaching a classroom with fear and the belief that students will misbehave becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Those teachers who approach student behavior in a positive manner—without believing kids will always misbehave— are the teachers who have better classroom management skills and lower stress levels.

Their Grades Might Go Up!

If you let students know that you believe they can get an A in your class, they already have one person in their corner. By constantly reinforcing the idea that you think each student can get good grades, you are helping them believe in themselves. Now, not all students will earn As in your classroom, but many of them will make a greater effort to do better than they have previously.

One idea that works for some teachers is allowing students to redo assignments that receive a low grade, like 80 percent or lower. Establish strict rules concerning the procedure and the deadline for resubmitting the assignment. Yes, this does mean more work for you, but over time many students will turn in better work the first time as they fully understand what you expect of them.

Accomplish Your Own Goals 14

Setting high (not impossible!) expectations for yourself is important in setting yourself up to achieve your goals. We can’t ever succeed if we start out believing we have lost. You can only succeed in teaching and other areas of life if you believe that you can do it. It is a good idea to frequently reflect on areas where you need to improve in your teaching. Set goals for yourself, and track your progress over time. Continually tweak what you are doing to refine your teaching skills.

The benefits of defining your expectations are many. First, you will find that you are less stressed because you will have a better understanding of what is important to you. While you will still face stresses in the job, you will be able to approach them with firm values and beliefs in place. Second, your attitude will definitely improve. You will be more positive about what you and others can achieve. Finally, your confidence level will rise. If you believe that you too can learn and achieve, then you will begin accomplishing your goals.

15 Develop a Vision 

The role of teachers has expanded to a point that it is sometimes difficult to grasp exactly what is expected. Today, education is the topic of many social and political debates. The problems that education faces are not clear-cut, and the answers to these problems are even less apparent. In this atmosphere of blame and reform, teachers often find themselves sinking instead of soaring. To keep your sanity, you must define the role you are going to have in education as part of your expectations and goals.

Teaching has become much more complicated over time. Teachers wear many hats:



• Facilitator 

• Surrogate parent 

• Coach 

• Record keeper 

• Nurse

• Guidance counselor 

• Knowledge specialist 

• Technology expert 

• Special-education expert 

• Social worker



The truth is that no one person can fulfill all of these roles. It is your job as a teacher to decide where to put your emphasis. Develop a clear vision of the role you want to play. This will give you the power to make a much greater impact and will also shield you from the pressures and stresses that affect many other teachers.

Don’t Be Afraid to Succeed! 16

You can be a success as a teacher with effort and common sense. It is a fact that many teachers quit teaching within the first three years. If you truly feel that teaching is your life’s work then don’t become another teacher who gives up before they’ve even begun. Instead, work hard to improve your skills. If you feel like you need it, ask fellow effective teachers who you trust to come observe your class during their planning period to give you advice. They might be able to give you specific suggestions that could make all the difference.

Teaching can seem a scary endeavor. However, even if you do not feel confident when you walk into your classroom, you need to follow the old adage and “fake it until you make it.” In other words, pretend that you are confident, and eventually you will gain confidence. Once you have mastered the technical aspects of teaching, such as paperwork, discipline, and lesson plans, you can really begin to reap the benefits. You will find that teaching is a very worthwhile and rewarding endeavor.

17 If You Make a Mistake . . .

All teachers, even those who are truly effective, make mistakes. You will have times when your attitude is bad no matter what you do, or when you are inconsistent, unfair, or inflexible despite yourself. These can become learning opportunities if you handle them the right way.
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