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  Preface

  Excitement. Curiosity. Apprehension. No, make that terror! These are just a few of the reactions that new teachers have as they anticipate their first year in the classroom.

  The book work is done. The closely supervised field experiences and student teaching are over. No more taking tests or writing papers—now you are the one who gets to grade them!

  You now have the freedom to organize your own life, away from the confines of the university. You will develop the lesson plans and implement them. Finally, you will start earning money doing something you hope you will truly love. You will be responsible for molding impressionable minds in positive directions. It will be so great, you think, creating the kind of classroom that you always wanted as a student—a place where real learning takes place, where kids have fun, where there is order and support, where differences are honored, and yet everyone works together as a team.

  Certainly, you have seen enough from your classroom observations and field experiences to know that there is tremendous diversity in the ways that teachers organize their classrooms and their lives. You have seen chaos in action—teachers who are jokes in their schools, who earn little respect from their colleagues and even less from their students. You have observed other teachers throughout your life who are truly masters at their craft, absolutely brilliant in their abilities to win friends and influence people. A few of these individuals may even be responsible for your own decision to be a teacher.

  Now you stand poised, ready to begin your own career as an educator. You don’t want to be one of those teachers who is eaten alive, who burns out after a few years—or even worse, who keeps teaching year after year, long after the point where he or she cares any longer about children and their learning. Neither do you want to be the kind of teacher who is average, who puts in the years, accumulates time in the retirement system, processes children like an assembly line, doing an adequate but undistinguished job. No, you want to be a great teacher.

  Your dream can very well become a reality . . . if you make some sound decisions from the beginning. This means applying what you learned in your teacher education program in such a way that it is consistent with the realities of your particular school. It means catching on rather quickly to the innumerable traps and challenges you will face during your first year as a teacher. It means recruiting the right mentors who can support you along the way.

  This book is intended to serve as one of your mentors, a handbook that you can consult periodically to prepare yourself for any of the usual challenges you are likely to face. It has been written by a teacher-administrator, a teacher-counselor-educator, and a student, specifically to reflect the realities of what most likely leads to success for beginning teachers.

  We have brought together the most practical elements from your course work, from the education literature, and from the advice of master teachers to provide you with guidance during your first professional teaching position. The book includes tips and secrets that experienced teachers have developed to simplify, organize, and reduce the stress associated with the first year on the job. Many of the tips are illustrated with vignettes that show how they can be applied in action.

  A series of brief, focused chapters addresses a number of topics that are absolutely critical for teachers. Beginning with the basics of orienting yourself to your school and classroom, we then provide specific and practical advice for not only surviving but flourishing during your first year of teaching. These issues include such things as getting to know students, parents, and community; captivating and holding student attention; organizing your room and learning your way around the school; developing lesson plans and assessments, dealing with sources of stress, such as being evaluated and dealing with difficult students; figuring out the culture of the school so you can make a place for yourself; and preparing yourself for all the things you needed to learn in school but somehow missed along the way. We cover pragmatic realities related to difficult students and colleagues, handling paperwork, networking with others for support, preparing for a substitute, dealing with disappointments and unrealistic expectations, as well as maintaining your enthusiasm and planning for your own future.

  This edition features a new chapter, Developing Plans for Instruction and Assessment. It begins with a look at long-term planning and unit planning and then focuses on daily lesson planning. A suggested lesson plan format is presented and described. Attention is given to working with English-language learners, special needs populations, as well as literacy strategies for struggling readers. Next, formative and summative assessments are discussed along with traditional and alternative assessments. An “A to Z” list of assessments is provided. Both holistic and analytic scoring rubrics are presented. Finally, norm-referenced and criterion-referenced standardized testing is addressed.

  Other additions are incorporated throughout the book. Chapter 1, Learning Your Way Around the School, now looks at the department chair and fellow department members as resources, as well as the role of induction programs. Chapter 2, Organizing Your Room, includes suggestions for traveling teachers regarding materials and supplies. Chapter 3 is expanded to address multiple intelligences, learning styles, gifted and talented students, sexual orientation, and diverse abilities in the classroom. Chapter 7, Managing Time and Paperwork, has more tips for organizing work space and looks at time management. Chapter 11, Communicating with Parents, emphasizes the importance of involving parents in their children’s education, with a description of the National PTA Standards. Chapter 12, Engaging Difficult Students, identifies suggestions for engaging students with attention deficits, ADHD, and looks at prevention of discipline problems as well as mild and major intervention strategies for classroom management. Chapter 16 in this edition, Taking Care of Yourself to Minimize Stress, is expanded and includes a new chart on sources of stress as a reference, as well as sections on finding support groups and assistance on the Internet. Finally, Planning Your Future, now Chapter 17, includes a lengthy section on the National Board for the Professional Teaching Standards and a list of general education and specific professional organizations as resources. Additional technology suggestions are interwoven throughout the chapters.

  Implicit in all of these topics is much of what you need as a beginning teacher, not only to succeed in your new profession, but also to flourish. As you are probably already aware, a significant number of new teachers, even those with tremendous passion, commitment, and enthusiasm, still struggle mightily in their first year of practice. Half of new teachers leave the classroom altogether within their first five years, so dispirited and frustrated with the realities for which they were unprepared.

  This book is written for new teachers, as well as those who are in the midst of their education and training. Although the suggestions and structures we offer are based in research and practice, this manual is intended to be practical above all else. It provides you with all the little (and not so little) things that will help you to do your job in such a way that you make your classrooms fun, interesting, and challenging—not only for your students but for yourself. Because if you are not having fun working as a teacher, you’re probably not doing it right!
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  Learning Your Way Around the School

  “Visitors please report to the Principal’s Office,” reads the sign at the entrance to the school. Indeed, you are a visitor that first year, with all the appropriate levels of confusion and disorientation that are typical for an intrepid explorer who is operating in unknown territory without a map.

  As many times as you may have visited a school previously, during field placements or perhaps even as a parent or relative of a student, you are always struck by how big the place seems. Everyone seems to know just where they are going, always in a hurry, making contact with as many people as they can, rushing to the next class before the bell rings. The place is a maze of offices, rooms, hallways, labs, each connected by a layout that probably once made sense to someone in charge of designing things. To the newcomer, however, whether an entering student or first-year teacher, the school seems hopelessly inhospitable.

  ORIENT YOURSELF

  Your first job is to learn your way around. We don’t mean just memorizing the quickest route from the entrance to your assigned classroom; rather, we mean orienting yourself completely to every nook and cranny in the building. After you’ve gotten the official tour from the principal and department head, found out where to park and to what room(s) you are assigned, make it a priority to get “unofficial” guided tours from an experienced teacher, a secretary, a student, and a custodian (especially the custodian!). This is the place you will be spending most of your life during the coming years, so you will want to orient yourself as quickly and comprehensively as you can.

  “I remember one new teacher,” a colleague of ours recalls. “She never left her classroom during the day except to go to the bathroom down the hall. At first, we thought she was just snooty or unsociable. Only later did we learn she was so afraid of getting lost that she thought it best to just remain in one spot as long as she could.” As you have more interactions with the staff, you will learn your way around and become more comfortable venturing out into other parts of the building.

  As you walk around, note how the activities of the building are organized. Do the freshmen and sophomores have classes in one area while the juniors and seniors meet in another? Or, are rooms for specific subject areas grouped together, with science in one area and social studies in another? Where are the offices located? Are the counseling offices separated from the administrative offices? Where is the health office? How far away are the gymnasiums and athletic fields? And of course, most important of all, where do folks eat lunch and hang out?

  Later on you will have time to notice where people habitually congregate. We are creatures of habit and take comfort in familiar spaces. Those who come early and those who stay late (students and faculty) tend to gather in the same locations. The same is true with respect to all the other factors that draw people together—their common interests, their age groups, their areas of expertise, their mutual attractions, and their coalitions.

  You may be curious about how student lockers are organized—in most high schools, for example, students may be assigned lockers according to class level. You will also want to study where various student groups hang out—whether that is in front of the school, a quad area, or a specific hallway (and eventually you will learn the “secret” places as well). So, if you need to find a senior before school starts, you’ll want to go to the “senior wing” of the building or the place where seniors typically gather as they wait for the first bell to ring. The office staff will have favorite areas as well, from lounges to department offices. You can be sure that most people, regardless of their jobs, personalities, or interests, develop consistent patterns over time.

  MAKE FRIENDS WITH THE SCHOOL SECRETARIES

  Most people think that the principal is the key person to know in the school. Well, she or he is certainly the designated authority figure and is ultimately responsible for what happens in the school. But the people who control access to the administration, the ones who are connected to all facets of the school’s operation, those who know the most efficient ways to get things done, as well as the most important gossip, are the school secretaries.

  In learning your way around the school, the school secretary will likely be your first point of contact. She or he will help you get settled, help you get keys and supplies, introduce you to other people, and guide you through the appropriate paperwork. Even if the principal does this him- or herself, you would be well-advised to spend some time getting to know the secretaries as soon as you’re able. Ultimately, they can be your strongest supporters or biggest obstacles throughout your career. They control access to everyone and everything.

  You will probably have a few thousand questions to address with your assigned school guide. Rather than overwhelming the person with the sheer number of inquiries, select the most critical ones, and save the rest to ask others later.

  Here is a sampling of the most critical questions that one teacher asked her assigned mentor during the first few minutes of the first day:

  •   “Where’s the bathroom?”

  •   “What textbook will I be using?”

  •   “What’s my schedule?”

  •   “When’s lunch?”

  •   “Does that metal detector really work?”

  It is a good idea to avoid bombarding one person with all your questions and instead spread them around; that way you have an excuse to meet more people. Also, consider the timing of your questions. While most people are only too happy to help, be respectful of when and how often you approach them. Office staff, in particular, are often swamped at the beginning of each semester.

  RULES AND REGULATIONS

  The principal or secretary is likely to give you a map of the school, as well as the official Teacher’s Handbook that tells you about the policies, rules, and professional responsibilities of your job. In it you will find the district and school mission statements; organizational charts; duties for teachers; guidelines for teaching about controversial issues; selection of supplementary materials; use of technology; child abuse reporting procedures; and policies related to grading and attendance, student discipline and safe schools, and other issues. Usually you will have an opportunity to go through the handbook during one of the new-teacher orientation sessions. Read the manual carefully when you get the chance, as it will include much useful information.

  The handbook may contain the publicly espoused values, but does not necessarily describe how the school operates. To find out the “underground” version of the school culture, you will need to be aware of the interactions of quite a number of students and staff over time. This is how you will find out what is really expected of you.

  You will want to discover answers to the following key questions:

  •   Who has power and control in the school?

  •   Who and what influences the principal the most?

  •   How do decisions get made?

  •   What are the major conflicts that erupt most consistently?

  •   What coalitions have formed among staff members, and on what basis do these groups maintain their membership?

  These are just a few questions to consider. More will be suggested later.

  MEETING YOUR DEPARTMENT

  Most secondary schools are organized by department. If you are the single teacher in an area such as music, you may be grouped with other disciplines. If you haven’t met the department chair, it will be important for you to do so as soon as possible. While the authority of department chairs varies from place to place, they all tend to serve as liaison between the administration and the department staff. In some districts, the chairs are responsible for scheduling and budgets; in other districts, this remains the domain of the administration. Your department head most likely will provide you with teacher resource materials and curriculum guides and inform you how to obtain texts for your students, supplementary materials, and supplies for the classroom. Some schools will have the department chair serve as mentors to new teachers; others will not make a formal assignment.

  In some districts, the faculty members in each department do all their planning together. They write lesson plans and develop unit and/or quarterly assessments as a group. They meet regularly to review objectives and discuss student progress. You will find much-needed support readily available if this is your situation. If not, you will need to find a mentor in your subject area, preferably someone who has taught your assigned classes before, and who is willing to share his or her expertise and resources with you. If such support is not available in your school, you will be able to network at district-level meetings and professional conferences.

  YOUR CLASSROOM

  Once you have been escorted to your assigned classroom and left to your own devices, allow yourself sufficient time to revel in the feelings that you are experiencing. This classroom is your room: the place where you will be working your magic. There are bulletin boards to dress up, furniture to rearrange according to your liking, supplies to order and put away. Mostly, though, you just want to get a feel for the space. Begin to personalize it, make it yours, at least to the point where it starts to feel a little familiar.

  Sometimes you will be assigned a room or rooms that other teachers use. In that case, you will need to negotiate space with the other teacher(s). Nevertheless, you will be responsible for that room when your classes are scheduled to meet there, and your students will associate that room with you! The next chapter will discuss organizing your room(s) in depth.

  CUSTODIANS

  Another important person to get to know is the custodian. In the afternoon or evening, your room will be serviced. While a thorough cleaning may take place once a week or less often, wastebaskets will be emptied and a general straightening of the room will likely take place daily. Custodians will appreciate your keeping the room neat and having students clean up the areas where they work. Custodians may also perform minor repairs, help with moving furniture, and take away large boxes after you unpack. They can also provide you with cleaning supplies—paper towels for unexpected spills and all-purpose cleaners for desk tops. Make sure you communicate clearly the status of your chalk- or whiteboards. Clearly marking “Do not erase” on sections you want to keep posted will avoid problems.

  BUILDING ORIENTATION

  Once you have gotten settled, there are a number of other important places that you will want to locate from your room. These include

  •   Principal’s office

  •   Deans’ office

  •   Counselors’ office

  •   Attendance office

  •   Registrar’s office

  •   Health office

  •   Custodians’ office

  •   Teachers’ lounge

  •   Library/Media Center

  •   Main gymnasium

  •   Cafeteria

  •   School banker

  •   Graphic arts and copy room

  •   Restroom facilities

  SAFETY CONCERNS

  As part of your school orientation, you will also need to familiarize yourself with safety procedures in the event of some emergency: fire for certain, and depending on your location, hurricanes, floods, tornadoes, earthquakes, or volcanic eruptions. (According to a posted sign in a New Zealand school, in the event of such an eruption, you should close all windows and doors.) Schools today also provide for shelter-in-place protection. Your school district may have a system that uses color codes for the following situations that we have seen: (1) evacuation to the athletic field, (2) securing the perimeter with activities continuing, (3) remaining in classrooms with doors locked, and (4) all clear. You may want to note pages in your school handbook with bookmarks or Post-its for quick reference.

  Check your handbook for your responsibilities as a teacher. You will probably discover that your responsibility for the students in your care continues should an emergency extend beyond the school day. If you have an elderly parent or young children of your own for whom you care, you will want to have contingency plans in place for them.

  In learning your way around the school, make sure to find out where the fire alarm nearest your room is located, where to direct students in the event of fire and fire drills, and where the designated shelters and supplies are for other disasters. Fire drills are usually a surprise, so be prepared. Most schools provide teachers with a small first-aid kit for minor emergencies in the classroom.

  SCHOOL TRADITIONS

  Every school has its own unique culture and customs, some of them established by the administration, such as dress codes, others emerging from student or staff input, such as school mascots and school colors. Homecoming celebrations, school dances, and other events often have many rituals associated with them. These traditions are as much a part of the school experience as anything to do with the physical building, and you would be well-advised to familiarize yourself with these customs.

  I (Ellen) recall beginning a new job in a high school that had more than its share of school spirit. Typical of schools in small Southern towns, much of the conversation during my first day was about upcoming football games that the Razorbacks would be playing. I listened intently to the discussion, trying to pick out clues as to what was going on, but I was lost. I had no idea what a Razorback even was. People were aghast at my ignorance and then dutifully explained that it was a kind of hedgehog, a creature with which I had had no direct experience.

  The reactions of my colleagues got my attention so that I knew I had to devote considerable time and focus not only to learning the history of the Razorbacks but to other school traditions. In similar fashion, you will want to research how your school got its name, prominent people who went to the school, and landmark incidents in its history.

  LUNCH OPTIONS

  Part of your initial orientation should include exploring options for lunch. There is tremendous diversity in how teachers choose to spend their break time. Some prefer solitude to relax or go for a walk. Some use the time to work out or exercise. Others catch up on grading exams while they nibble a sandwich. For beginning teachers, we are unequivocal in our advice: You must use this time constructively to make important contacts, network with other staff members, and integrate yourself into the school culture—as well as eat! Too often, teachers lose energy because they do not take time to nourish themselves and replenish their reserves during the day.

  In your first weeks on the job, you will want to experiment with different lunch venues: the school cafeteria, the teachers’ lounge, and if there is an open campus, join different groups as they go out for a quick meal. It is not the food that is the issue, but rather the opportunity to meet as many other staff members as you can. In most schools, this is where many important decisions are made. Because the subject is so important, we will discuss it in greater detail in a later chapter.

  MEETING OTHERS

  Learning your way around the school most often involves meeting other teachers and staff members. This is where you find out what has worked before and what has usually been unsuccessful, and it is the way to get many of your seemingly endless questions answered. It is also where you will find the support you need to deal with the inevitable challenges you will face.

  When you talk to others, remind them of your name. Frequently, there are many new faces around (especially after the students report to school), so it is very helpful if you mention your name and what you teach to facilitate the “getting to know you” process.

  One secret to help learn the names of the staff people is to get a copy of the previous year’s yearbook and study it intently. Some hairstyles may have changed and some pictures will be outdated, but the annual can be an excellent reference. In fact, there is none better to help you get a handle on the official goings-on of the school, the performances of the athletic teams, the activities of the fine arts departments, and the school traditions that are maintained.

  INDUCTION PROGRAMS

  Many of you will also be participating in a voluntary or mandated formal induction program. In order to provide new teachers with needed support, many districts and some states have after-school or school-day release programs (or a combination of the two). These are intended to orient new teachers to their jobs and responsibilities, as well as provide professional development opportunities. These programs vary in length (from regular monthly meetings to quarterly meetings), style (subject area meetings to conference format), and content (such as subject area, classroom management, assessment, and/or strategies for diverse learners). Some programs focus more on identifying areas of weakness for teachers (with the help of an administrator or an assessment test) to strengthen. You may even receive some university credit for participation. Some induction programs establish a formal mentor for each new teacher, while others leave that up to individual school administrations.

  One of the nice advantages of these programs is that they will also provide you with the opportunity to get together with other new teachers to share your experiences. You will be able to talk about your successes, as well as commiserate about your frustrations. Most of all, you will realize that you are not alone in what you are going through.

  TAKE A BREATH

  The first year of teaching is indeed one of the most exhilarating and challenging time periods in your career. These remarkable experiences will remain with you for the rest of your life. You will be tested in ways that you can’t imagine. You will learn some things about the world and about the process of learning that will surprise you. Most of all, you will learn a lot about yourself, some of which may frighten you, whereas some will delight you.

  There will be precious little time for contemplation or in-depth planning. Your time will be eaten up by meetings, extracurricular activities, grading, and just trying to stay ahead of the students. Many of the things you had hoped to do will be put aside, at least temporarily. That’s okay. Your main job is just to learn your way around, to get to know your students, and experiment with styles and methods until you find things that work best for you.

  Be patient with yourself. Your principal and other colleagues know well what kind of stress you are under. They know you are inexperienced and will look for progress. Those who are harsh critics (and there will be some) often act insensitively because they, too, are under stress and treat everyone that way; it probably isn’t personal.

  It takes time, but eventually you will learn your way around, rest assured. Remember well what you are going through; before you know it, you will be the expert showing someone else around.
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  Organizing Your Room

  Once you can find your way around the school, the next priority is to organize the personal space in which you will be operating. You learned in education classes that the classroom environment is critical in setting the tone for everything else that you do. You know from your own experiences as a student that there exists quite a different atmosphere in a room that is drab versus one that positively vibrates with energy. You also know that different things happen in a room that is organized with desks in neat rows versus those arranged in a circle.

  The culture of your school, what other teachers are doing around you, the subjects you are teaching, and your personal philosophy of learning, will each contribute to the goals you have for organizing your classroom. As you begin to set up your room, consider not only your needs but also those of students.

  
    I (Cary) always appreciated when the classroom was arranged in a different order than the traditional rows, one after the other. If the class size is small enough, it would be great to be creative and change things up a bit every once in a while. My government teacher arranged the seats in a big circle and she sat in one of the seats just like the students. In a way, it put everyone on the same level and encouraged more discussion among the students.
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