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INTRODUCTION


ACADEMIC UTOPIA


Students are seated at their desks with the teacher at the helm of the classroom leading instruction. Sounds from the playground seep through the windows, distracting young learners as they eagerly await the bell to ring for their turn on the slides and swings. Bulletin boards are adorned with colorful messages to welcome students to my first classroom.


Yes, all of these would soon be in my grasp, for I was graduating from college with a degree in education and was prepared to create the same academic utopia I enjoyed as a child for a classroom of my very own. My dream to teach was at my fingertips, and for a good portion of my career, my students and I enjoyed a learning environment that was both structured and engaging, both rigorous and fun. My relationships with colleagues, administration, and parents were healthy and robust. However, over the years, the profession of education has evolved to encompass many more skills than I could have ever learned in college classes. Perhaps, a Ninja Warrior Boot Camp should be added to the syllabus.


During my career as a teacher, principal, and superintendent, I have been hit, kicked, spit upon, headbutted, and knocked down by students during outbursts. Running shoes are a necessity because I have chased students both inside and outside of my school and through traffic. I underwent spinal surgery to replace discs damaged from a fall I incurred when an angry child tripped me. Protection orders have been filed on my behalf because of threats made by dangerous students and parents. Other parents have threatened my safety, cursed at me, questioned my “expert skills” on social media, and presented me with a petition to overturn my disciplinary decisions. In case you’re wondering, all the students’ behaviors were my fault and/ or my staff’s, of course! It has become customary and even a societal norm for parents to question our integrity before considering their children’s actions—if they ever do. No wonder we often fear dealing with student behavior. Is it worth the fight?


I’ll bet you have plenty of stories just like mine. I’ll bet further that, like me, you’ve questioned your career choice. I wrote this book for educators like us—people who care about kids and education, and wonder how to again find joy in our jobs.


That’s not easy to do in the current educational climate. Let’s take a look at my experiences.


Pajamas are normal attire at the secondary level accompanied by blankets so that the students can be comfortable while they sleep in class. (That’s right; it was the norm until I arrived.) When they’re not asleep, they make it clear that whatever is happening on Snapchat is far more interesting than our lessons. Students’ attention spans have changed dramatically because of video game usage and social media. They need instant gratification as well as physical activity in the classroom. The days of sitting at a desk, listening to the teacher’s lecture, are over. Students need to be entertained and involved in lessons, or they find their own way of entertaining themselves and their peers at the teacher’s expense.


The bathrooms are an oasis in school buildings. They offer an escape from the classroom and a secluded area to vape, do drugs, or fulfill a TikTok challenge to damage school property by ripping a urinal, sink, or bathroom stall door off the wall or hinges and then post the accomplishment on social media. When educators discipline a student, they must act quickly when contacting the parent or guardian because—guess what—the student will text their version of the story home in Guinness Book record time.


Each day, it’s almost as if teachers and administrators have been dropped into a survivor television reality show. The challenges we face test us with unknown obstacles we may not be prepared to handle. There’s also our collective fear factor of how we’re going to deal with the traumatic events that have become our new normal. Although we may not have to eat live bugs, live naked on a deserted island, or be placed in a glass tank covered with tarantulas, the challenges are real, and we need a new set of skills to survive.


WE ALL HAVE A DOUG OR DEBBIE


Confession. Ten years ago, the demands of the job had me questioning whether I could remain in this noble profession. I felt beaten down and defeated. I even had this nagging, negative voice in my head. You probably have one too. I finally got so sick of it that I named mine Doug, so that I could differentiate his voice from my own. Doug was a real downer. He told me that the job was too taxing, the demands unreasonable, and the work environment toxic. He liked to point out that the students were out of control and that parents never supported me. So persistent was his voice that I contemplated kicking myself off this survivor reality show. However, there was this other voice in my head that kept telling me that yes, I have been kicked and hit, but I have also been hugged and affirmed by so many that I know I am making a difference in the lives of the students I serve, regardless of what Doug says. There are joyous moments among the many obstacles and hurdles in this new normal for educators. Instead of giving up, I told Doug that his days were numbered, and I was going to survive because in the midst of all the chaos, I still found joy in what I did each and every day! Maybe you have a Doug, a Debbie, or an unnamed voice in your own head. If that’s what brought you to this book, keep reading.


This book is a fitness plan for you as an educator that includes strategies to boost your skills professionally. The strategies included have worked for me and my staff. Despite some of the scenarios listed previously, I have had very little turnover in my district and former schools due to the conscious efforts made in creating a healthy climate and culture coupled with professional development that is action-packed with effective classroom and behavior strategies to equip all of us to be not only successful in our work but to find joy in it as well.


Let’s get in the right mindset for this journey.


FITNESS CHALLENGE


Prior to reading chapter 1, make a current list of everything that brings you joy as an educator. Keep it handy as you read, for I am certain you will add to it. You’ll also find a template on my website.


Once your list is complete, you are ready! Let’s get fit!
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CHAPTER 1


THE FITNESS CHALLENGE IS REAL


Seated in my office is a repeat offender whose habit is to refuse to do his work and consequently disrupt the class during his “free time.” I ask, in an exasperated voice, why he is having such struggles in school today, and his reply is, “Well, I just lost my Christmas spirit.” It is May.





As an educator, have you lost your Christmas spirit, so to speak? There are a variety of reasons why this may be happening, and it is not your fault. Before we begin the process of getting fit for school, I think it is imperative that we acknowledge why many of us find ourselves feeling as if we are indeed taking part in a reality television challenge that expects us to survive using the skills we know in situations that are unfamiliar, extreme, and emotionally taxing. Although these situations do not involve a speedboat, helicopter, hazmat suit, or spiders, they are atypical and outside our comfort zone or training, thus causing fear, anxiety, trepidation, and burnout.


Educators are underpaid, unappreciated, and disrespected. Let’s face it; we knew the financial situation of teaching when we entered the field. We did not expect to park our Lamborghinis in the staff parking lot. Now, there may be some parked in the students’ lot, but we understood our financial reality from the start, and we still chose this career. We did not go into education to strike it rich. We went into the field to serve people. We expected low pay, but we did not anticipate the level of student and adult behaviors we would face, the lack of support and appreciation we would endure, and the devaluation of education by our society as a whole. What began as a very respectable job in a service profession has become less valued by society, and educators are taking the brunt of these unfortunate trends.


I recently attended a professional business conference with my husband outside the field of education. I seldom have the opportunity to accompany him because of my unpredictable schedule. Heck, I am not sure I’ve even had an official lunch break in the past twenty years. This meeting was eye-opening and a wake-up call for me. The people in attendance were happy. They looked and felt invigorated by their work. It almost felt like a family reunion. This was a far cry from many of the recent education conferences I have attended. Although I garnered good information at my meetings, the atmosphere was heavy. People seemed stressed, and many of the conversations were negative or even toxic. This is what happens when you are overworked, underappreciated, and living at the stress level of a stroke daily. Teachers and educational leaders are expected to assure the health, well-being, and growth of their students, but what about their own survival, health, and happiness?
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At the start of a busy day, I am greeting parents in the main office as they drop off their kids. All of a sudden, a parent starts squirming in her leather jacket and moving about the office. I ask if she is all right. She then reaches deep into her sleeve and pulls out a rat by its tail! I stumble and barrel backward, landing on top of the secretary’s desk. The parent says, “I have been looking everywhere for you!” It is her pet rat.





Although this rat was not part of a challenge on a survival show, it certainly caught me off guard, and I was unsure about how to react. That’s what’s happening to us in schools and classrooms. The situations are unusual, extreme, and unique, which makes them more difficult to plan for and react to with the appropriate skill set. Teachers need an entirely new set of strategies to assist and manage the students assigned to their rosters. Many students seated in today’s classrooms have experienced trauma in their young lives, which can result in disruptive behaviors, bouts of anger, and even physical aggression. It’s not uncommon for teachers to have to evacuate a classroom of children when a student becomes violent, throws furniture and classroom materials, pulls down or climbs to the top of shelving, or threatens to harm the teacher or classmates. Educators themselves are experiencing trauma, both firsthand in their classrooms and secondarily when they hear about the traumatic experiences their students have endured. Our career is taking on an entirely new facade, and these emotional burdens are taking a toll on us.




A student, repeating sixth grade for the third year in a row, comes to school with his driver’s license. I tell him how impressed I am that he is willing to study for and pass his driver’s test since he has not done any of the work I have assigned to him for weeks. I calmly assure him that we will not be building a student parking lot at our elementary school. “Hence, there will be nowhere for you to park your car,” I say. Priorities!





Student apathy and lack of motivation to learn is another frightening current reality in schools. Many secondary teachers and administrators are faced with the student response, “I don’t care” on a daily basis. These students do not like school, are not motivated to do their work, and do not feel any sort of urgency to change their wayward behaviors. Grades and intrinsic motivation seem to be things of the past.


Primary students lose their value for education at the hands of their parents, many of whom don’t consider school attendance a priority. By the time the students reach secondary school, these values are ingrained. It’s a challenging, vicious cycle.


Wonderfully talented teachers and educational leaders are leaving the profession because of the enormous level of stress they endure day in and day out. Worse yet are the educators who feel defeated and stuck in the profession, just counting down the years to retirement. They are horribly unhappy and have the potential to become toxic to the climate and culture of your school.


Remember the misbehaving child in the anecdote at the start of the chapter who lost his Christmas spirit? He was struggling with the challenges he faced at school. What do we do to help our students solve their problems? We make accommodations for them and provide them with interventions and support. This is exactly what I plan to do for you. In the chapters to follow, I will provide you with practical solutions to this new current reality in schools. You will be fortified with the tools you need to overcome the obstacles and survive the challenge! It’s time to retrofit you with the necessary strategies to revitalize your health, happiness, and professional prowess in your chosen profession. We deserve to be happy too!


FITNESS ASSESSMENT


When you sign up at a new gym or fitness program, one of the first things they do is assess your current physical state. We are going to do that here. Let’s check and see how fit you are regarding education, either as a teacher or as an educational leader. Once we have the results, we can delve into the fitness regimen that is going to retrofit you for today’s classrooms and schools!


Reflect on the following questions to assess your fitness level (Yes/ No Responses):


• When you awake in the morning, you feel excitement and enthusiasm about going to work.


• You enjoy healthy relationships with students, parents, and colleagues.


• You enjoy professional development days and learning new instructional strategies.


• You often integrate new strategies into your lesson plans.


• Your classroom management style is proactive and positive rather than reactive and punitive.


• Your core values are aligned with the core values of the school and district where you work.


• You take care of your emotional health and allow yourself quiet time to meditate, breathe, or unwind.


• You take time for yourself for personal activities that bring you joy.


• You feel appreciated at your school/district.


• Your school or district celebrates successes.


• When confronted with toxic colleagues, you refrain from joining the conversation.


• The climate at your school is happy and healthy.


• You teach a formal social-emotional curriculum to your students.


• You find joy and satisfaction from your work as an educator.


If you answered, “NO” to the majority of the survey questions, then this is the book for you! Your dream may have faded, but your passion has not. Let’s get to work.
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CHAPTER 2


THE RIGHT FIT


The girls’ basketball coach comes to me the morning following a big game. He tells me that prior to the start of the game, a referee warned him that one of our players did not have appropriate shoes and would be excluded from play. Upon investigation, the young woman was wearing light-up wheelies! Although this idea is outside of the box, the coach and I agree with its creativity and that it could potentially change the dynamics of girls’ basketball!
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You know the feeling we all get when we decide it’s time to get back into shape? That feeling of excitement mixed with trepidation. We purchase new shoes and a trendy fitness outfit. We assume we are going to strut right back into the gym with the vim and vigor we once had as younger versions of ourselves. After months of idleness, we arrive at the gym, stretch, and begin the workout. Suddenly, we are gasping for air, feeling as if we are going to be sick, and finding ourselves stunned by the younger athletes running circles around us! To make matters worse, we can barely get out of bed the next day. Our muscles are screaming at us, making it difficult to climb a flight of stairs or get out of a chair without wincing. This is how we are feeling with the current expectations in our schools and classrooms. Our fitness level does not meet the demands of the job. It is time to find the right fitness plan and get back into shape professionally.


We are out of shape and desperately in need of the right gear to survive in today’s schools, perhaps not light-up wheelies but definitely the means to propel us to greater professional fitness levels. Although this effort can be as daunting as embarking on a new physical fitness regimen, it also can be inspiring and healing. You are on the path to a new you, a you who is happier, healthier, and energized to be in your classroom or school. Where do we start? We start with the School Improvement Plan.




The hallways of my elementary school are filled with anxious parents and students waiting for Kindergarten Round-Up to commence. The students are divided into groups and dispersed to classrooms. Each teacher has a special activity planned, and the students are to rotate from class to class. In one of the classrooms, the teacher begins to read a book aloud when all of a sudden, a child cries out in a loud voice, “BORING!”





SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT PLAN


Work revolving around the school improvement process can be boring if you allow it to be! Schools and school districts all implement some sort of a School Improvement Plan and a Strategic Plan at the district level that provides a guide for the district’s priorities. So often, this sort of work is seen as unpleasant, tedious, and a hoop to jump through to satisfy requirements outlined by the State Departments of Education. Often, a school’s leadership team will write this plan in isolation and present the staff with a polished copy that will adorn shelves, collecting dust in classrooms. During my career in numerous districts, I can say assuredly that I have worked with colleagues who never knew the contents of a current School Improvement Plan, so how do we make this process more meaningful to all stakeholders? Involve them, all of them, and make the process personal and meaningful.


One way to involve all staff in the school improvement process is to assure that they are familiarized with and a key player in the process. I can hear you groaning right now. You’ve done this before and believe that there is no way to make this information interesting and engaging! Yes, there is!


Here are a few of the ways I facilitate this process.


1. Teach the Plan: The School Improvement Plan is a live document that should be updated at least annually, but waiting to update the plan just prior to your accreditation visit will render it useless because you are not using it to guide instruction and interventions. I send out weekly announcements that include a section from the plan that asks the staff to review, update, and provide feedback. All staff members are familiar with the plan because it has been broken down for them into manageable pieces and taught to them, and they have the opportunity to provide feedback for changes and improvement to administration.


2. Walk-Through Observations: I tie my walk-through observations to a section of the School Improvement Plan that is sent to the staff Monday morning of each week. I provide positive written feedback (email or a handwritten note) to staff I observe using the strategy highlighted from the plan.


3. Staff Meetings: You simply must meet with your staff once a week, or at a minimum, bi-weekly. Teaching is an isolating profession. We need to come together as a team to discuss the state of the nation, so to speak. These meetings provide time to review a plan. The agenda should not include daily announcements that can be communicated via email. These meetings are to discuss school improvement, period. This is also a wonderful time to celebrate successes. Share examples of teachers using strategies from the improvement plan with the staff. Have teachers share ideas with one another during these meetings as well.


4. Elective Teachers: Oftentimes, elective teachers feel as if they are not connected to the School Improvement Plan because they do not teach core classes or a subject that is formally tested. I will never forget how, during my first year as a principal, an elective teacher opted to read the newspaper rather than follow along with the School Improvement planning. This is what she was used to doing, and she hadn’t ever been formally invited to participate. As you can imagine, I issued her an invitation! I provide my elective teachers with my weekly topic regarding the plan in advance. They then have time to think about how to integrate the standard into their lessons. I ask them to send ideas to the general education teachers of how to integrate art, movement, music, and acting into their lesson plans. Some of my elective teachers have created their own weekly newsletters filled with such ideas.


5. Early Release or Late Start: Teachers never have enough time to plan with one another or take part in a regular regimen of professional development. If possible, provide teachers with early release time or late starts for a period of at least one hour weekly. More than an hour inconveniences your community, and less than an hour does not provide adequate time for effective planning or professional development. These release times should be the same time and day each week to avoid confusion with the community.


6. Strategy of the Week: Along with reviewing a section of the plan weekly, I also provide a mini professional development tip in my weekly newsletter. Typically, I select a strategy that is directly related to our plan in an effort to support teachers. This can be a video, a podcast, a professional article, or part of a book study we are doing as a staff. I then look for teachers using the identified strategy when I am conducting observations and recognize and celebrate them publicly.


DATA


Data is a four-letter word, and it is most likely the most important word you will find in this book. Yes, data can be boring if you allow it to be; however, all our decisions must be based on solid data so that we can move the needle in the correct direction as a staff and school district. I have gathered teams around the meeting table over the years and have witnessed decisions being made without any data. I call this decision-making based on our gut feelings, and it is seldom, if ever, accurate.


1. Present data in small pieces rather than presenting all the district data at one sitting during a professional development day. I don’t have to tell you that doing so will make the work unmanageable, overwhelming, and intimidating. Glazed eyes, anyone? Because of its statistical nature, data can be scary to many people. You want your staff to know the numbers, interpret them, and design interventions for improvement, so present that data in user-friendly templates and in small chunks to ease trepidation.


2. Data Digs: Add data to the weekly announcements, and challenge the staff to identify strengths and weaknesses. Ask each staff member to respond to the announcement with one observation about the data and one intervention idea. Compile and share responses. Providing a prize to the staff member who responds first can add an element of fun to working with data.


3. Data Scavenger Hunts: Provide staff with questions they have to respond to after reviewing the data. Offer prizes to staff members who complete the exercise first. Popular options include gift cards, sodas, school supplies, candy, or certificates to leave early or dress down for a day.


4. Data Walls, Notebooks, or Slideshows: Get creative with ways to monitor and track student progress. Offer professional development and support in how to monitor and track student data.


5. Data Software: I highly recommend the purchase of data software. Although some teachers may be intimidated at first, they will soon learn how efficient software makes this process. It also aggregates the data into visual graphs and charts instantly, thus providing all users with clearly organized and uniform data reports. Many options for data software are free.


6. Data Goal Setting: Teachers’ professional goals should be aligned with the school’s data. Provide a goal template for all staff to utilize. I prefer to use the SMART goal prototype. A student version is available, so staff and students alike can create goals using a common format. Students of all ages have the capacity to monitor and track their own growth and should be creating goals with the guidance of their teachers.




SMARTGOAL:


S Specific: What exactly do you want to accomplish?


M Measurable: How are you going to track your progress?


A Achievable: Is the goal challenging yet achievable?


R Relevant: Does this goal align with the School Improvement Plan?


T Time Sensitive: When will you complete this goal?1





It is critical that each staff member write goals every school year, both personal and professional goals. Oftentimes, school districts only require teachers to write professional goals if they are being evaluated, giving all others the year off from goal writing, sometimes more than one year if they are evaluated every third year. Know this: Goals inspire people. Goal writing gives us an opportunity to reflect on areas of strength and areas in which we would like to grow.


7. Data Blame Game: One reason teachers fear working with data is that when it is poor, they are embarrassed and self-conscious about the scores their students earned. The climate I cultivate as it relates to data is that the entire school district is responsible for student data. Working with data is not about shaming teachers for their poor performance. It is about identifying where we need improvement and planning appropriate interventions and celebrating successes as a team. However, I will have conversations with individuals if I fear teacher performance is a part of the problem. Is the data compromised because of curriculum or a poor choice in instructional strategies? Is classroom management a concern, and if so, how can I help?


8. Data Celebrations: Do not wait until the end of the school year to celebrate growth and accomplishments. I celebrate such accomplishments at a weekly assembly every Friday morning. The entire school meets in the gym prior to the start of the day for a fifteen-minute assembly, where I ask students and teachers to strut their stuff and be recognized for their efforts and accomplishments. I have them select a Walk-Up song to make the experience that much more personal and fun. If an all-school meeting each week sounds daunting, start with grade-level meetings, but celebrate the wins regularly; it is motivating as well as a great way to keep all parties accountable for the school or district’s data. Classroom teachers can also hold mini celebrations for student successes. You are creating a culture that is data driven and focused on growth. It is critical to celebrate ALL students who have moved the needle on their data and made growth, not just the high-achieving students. In doing so, you will motivate learners of all levels and build their self-esteem as it relates to learning.


9. Flag the Standards: Teachers must know what is to be assessed and where those standards or indicators are taught in their instructional manuals. I have teachers go through their teaching manuals and flag tested standards with blue tabs. Then, they go back through and flag the indicators that will be tested the following year with green tabs. We use yellow tabs to flag indicators taught two years later. Finally, we highlight the indicators that are never tested with pink flags. Once this is done, teachers know exactly what to teach and where those lessons are located in their manuals. They also know what does not need to be taught, which saves instructional time for pertinent curriculum. At a minimum, flag the standards that are to be taught (the blue flags) if this process sounds daunting.


Data isn’t a four-letter word when it is a natural part of a routine. It also becomes less intimidating, thus making the school improvement process a daily activity rather than an isolated lesson during professional development.


Teach the stuff not the fluff.—Dr. Anita Archer


CORE VALUES


Now, it’s time to get personal with the School Improvement Plan. A fun way to motivate staff buy-in regarding the process is to connect it to their beliefs and values. At the start of each school year, I have my staff take part in an exercise that has them identify their core values. I use a list of fifty core values from the work of James Clear, The LeaderShape Institute. We present individuals with a list of fifty words that represent core values, and they have to select the five words that most reflect their beliefs. Responses are then aggregated, and the staff’s core values are identified. By doing this exercise, you are sending the message to your staff that you desire and value their input and who they are as individuals. It is not only a fun exercise but telling as well, because participants are able to decide if their core values match those of the school or district as a whole. I also have my secondary students and community members take part in this exercise to assure that, as a district leader, I’m aligning the work I do with the values of those I serve.
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I am a superintendent of a small, rural school district. Much of my previous experience has been in urban or suburban settings. On a typical weekday, I am conducting observations in classrooms when a teacher pulls me to the side and says that a student in her class is causing a disruption by making noises with his retainer. I visit with the student, have him put the “retainer” in its case, and tell him he can pick it up at the office at the end of the day. When I drop it off at the office, the secretary informs me that this object is not a retainer but rather a turkey call! This city girl has never seen a turkey call.
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