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Introduction


I remember the day I walked across the stage at Lehigh University to accept my diploma in Special Education. The bold script on the piece of paper I had worked so hard for symbolized my years of effort. I was proud and idealistic, but as they say, timing is everything. A few months from taking the big leap into marriage, I chose to pursue a career in social work and business because the idea of teaching seemed too far removed from my life at that point. I was also young and impatient, and paid little attention to my talents.

As most teachers tell their students. Pay attention.

While my degree in education rested quietly in its glass frame, I struggled in my career, floundering from one job to the next, never quite finding my place. All I found was failure and frustration. For years, I was searching for a path that would fit my talents, my personality, and my desire to make my own decisions. Mostly, however, I wanted to leave my mark. While this sounds like the ultimate cliché, for me, it was true.

In 2002, a few weeks before Christmas, I lost my job as an admissions director for a local nursing home. I felt lost and distraught. At this point in my life, this had become a pattern, indicative of my struggle to find my place. I needed a job quickly because I was not bringing in any income. Knowing that substitute teaching would bring in steady income, I drove to the closest school district, the one I knew would have the most openings. In the human resources department, I filled out the appropriate paperwork and while waiting for the next hoop to jump through, the secretary of human resources cryptically said, “Wait a minute.” She left the room, spoke to a man in another office, returned and asked, “Are you available for an interview right now?”

An interview? Right now?

Unable to believe my ears, I answered in the affirmative and followed her into his office. Miraculously, three hours later I was offered a job to teach in a Special Education English classroom the following January, right after Christmas vacation. 

I was finally going to get the chance to do what I always wanted to. The seed planted during my adolescence was about to burst through the soil. The words of my former Sunday school teacher, Dale, came immediately to mind. Dale was an older man in his 60’s when I first met him when I was 13. He was a friendly man, who despite having several different health issues, arrived each Sunday to teach his class. No matter the weather, personal issues, stress, or any other excuses, Dale was there in church to teach me every Sunday. Sometimes I was the only one in his class, but it didn’t matter. He was there. We discussed life together, relationships with girls, and talked about the Bible and how it brings meaning to our lives. One snowy Sunday morning in January of 1982, Dale made a statement that has remained with me into adulthood, “The key to anything that you do in life is to form relationships.” Many years later as I started teaching, I never forgot that advice, and I took it with me into the classroom.

Family and friends who are not in the teaching profession ask me often how I reach out to my students to teach them effectively. The key to a lot of what is illustrated in this book is based on forming those relationships with our students, effective teaching techniques and planning, and thinking on your feet.

No teacher can say that every lesson they create catches every one of our student’s attention, but I did learn that getting to know your students and incorporating their interests and experiences into your lessons creates a classroom atmosphere that provides them with stability, creativity and fun. We usually forget about the fun because we concentrate on providing the students with the lesson components along with keeping control of our classroom. In speaking to many different teachers in the past couple of months, I realized that forming those relationships and being effective allows a teacher to be creative in their classrooms. Many of the professionals that I have spoken to bring up the aspect of teaching that we are lacking in our classrooms today. Teaching is split into two different categories, the science of teaching and the art of teaching. We should have programs that can evaluate how well students do in a scripted program with a test at the beginning and end of the program, as well as evaluation which is needed for future change or adaptations for students who struggle with the material. But, in reality, the area that is missing is the art of teaching. The art of the delivery is where we connect our academic lesson in a way that enables our students to become attentive and engaged to the lesson. We have so many scripted programs now that teach the subject matter, but these programs do not make the subject matter come alive. What does a scripted program look like?

One year, I was teaching reading to a 9th grade English class that struggled with vocabulary and comprehension. I had a scripted program called “Success for All,” which was a program to help targeted students to become better readers and to comprehend what they had read. Most of my students in the classroom, about 25, had varied reading and comprehension levels. Some did not speak or comprehend English very well as they were native speakers in Spanish and Arabic. Most of my students’ reading levels ranged from 2nd grade to 5th grade. They were not ready for the suggested readings in our 9th grade offerings including “Romeo and Juliet” and “Night.” It would be futile to try and read these books with them because they could not comprehend the author’s message nor could they possibly understand the words or context of the book.

As a new teacher it was suggested that I use the “Success for All” program to help my students increase their reading and comprehension levels to attempt to read the required books for their 9th grade English class. And, of course being a new teacher, I was ready to try something new as it seemed like a simple enough program to help my students. I set up the classroom to use this program. At first it seemed to work well because once the students saw success in what they were doing they became more motivated. However, as time went on the students became disinterested in the stories and the lessons that were included with the program, and consequently, bored. I was astounded!! I felt like there was a lot of empirical data that supported the program and its effectiveness, and I was impressed with the scientific data that was available to back up its merit. Although teachers that I knew had praised the program because it increased their students’ reading and comprehension so much. I wondered, “am I doing something wrong? This program is supposed to be an effective program to increase their reading skills.” I kept asking myself questions on what I needed to do to change.

The next thing that came to my mind literally changed the way I taught in the classroom. I was missing the creativity component when teaching the story. There are a lot of our students, especially those who are in urban districts, that lack any kind of internal motivation to do well. They are also looking for the purpose of learning the subject matter that is being taught to them. The scripted program did really what it advertised for a short period of time because it did motivate my students in the short term externally. Part of being a teacher is to motivate our students by teaching them how to motivate themselves. If students do not know how to do this on their own, then we need to find ways in the classroom to teach them how to do it. I came up with the idea of teaching Shakespeare’s “Romeo and Juliet” by finding a publication on their reading level and inviting students in from our drama department to act out different scenes of the play. My students would watch how each scene was acted and then discussed with me and their peers what the actors were feeling while they were acting out the different scenes. I then set up discussion groups where the students would discuss with each other the comprehension questions that went with each scene and why the characters were acting the way they were.

What a difference this approach made to my students who not only could they see the words in the book, but also they had a visual in front of them to reinforce the meaning! We discovered together a different way to teach reading and comprehension that was more effective and creative. Not only did the students understand the words that Shakespeare utilized, but they also understood why he used them in his play. We then viewed the Leonardo De Caprio movie version of “Romeo and Juliet” which put a more modern perspective on the play. What I found out was that not only did the students understand what was going on in the film, but they also predicted how the characters were going to act in scenes that were not acted out yet in the movie.

What does this tell us as educators? Scripted programs can be effective to teach students how to read and comprehend stories on a short-term basis, but it is the teacher who supplements the lessons to make learning and offer long-lasting comprehension. From this point on in my career, I used scripted programs as my background for my lessons because I believed in their scientific effectiveness, but I did not believe in their effectiveness for creating an atmosphere of learning in the classroom. That was my job, and I had to make it work for the students who were sitting in front of me.

My name is Jeffrey Dutt, and I am an urban high school history teacher at Louis E. Dieruff High School in Allentown, PA. Throughout my 20 years of teaching, I have learned and adapted my classroom to meet the needs of the students sitting in front of me. Through those experiences along with collaborating with other teaching professionals, I have developed a pathway to become a successful teacher in an often difficult environment to teach. 

This book will focus on three main topics, the Educational Landscape, Effective Teaching Techniques, and The Teaching Life. In The Educational Landscape, we will explore the current environment of our modern classrooms. How can a teacher effectively teach in the classroom to have our students become successful? We will also discuss how to develop a classroom that can be effective even in our time of standardized testing. A part of that effectiveness depends on how we can detect issues with students or a classroom as a whole. Teachers who can develop skills in identifying and adjusting academic issues within the classroom before they become problematic will enable students to have a less stressful learning experience. Finally, we will explore how online education has changed the way education is delivered. We will look at the pros and cons of both online and traditional education and their uses for the modern classroom.

In the Effective Teaching Techniques section, we will discuss the characteristics of an effective teacher and how to develop those skills. We will also look at how a teacher can become creative in lesson planning and how to use this when teaching in the classroom. As effective classroom teachers, we need to be able to recognize disruptive behaviors and how to plan and develop techniques to redirect students back to the task at hand. This all leads into the discussion on how a teacher can be seen as an effective leader in the classroom. Effective leadership, developing techniques to change disruptive behaviors, and learning how to be an effective planner leaves nothing to chance for teachers in the classroom.

Finally, we explore the Teaching Life. What inspires teachers to be teachers? We look at what motivates teachers to keep teaching even though they do not see it on a daily basis. We will also discuss the balance that a teacher must maintain between their professional and home lives. This all leads into how teachers can be more prideful in what they do. So many times we see or hear others outside the profession commenting on their thoughts of what teachers do on a daily basis. They knock down our profession and tell us we are overpaid. We will explore how to bring the pride back to our profession and develop ways to open the eyes of those outside the profession.

In this book we would like to inspire you on how new and seasoned teachers can make their professional career less stressful, develop a creative learning environment, and to even help their students raise their scores on standardized tests that we are tasked with every year. We have had the pleasure of interviewing and receiving information from over 25 teachers who teach in an urban, suburban, rural setting from public and private schools to learn from them how to be effective in a classroom. They are current and retired professionals who teach or administrate in early childhood, elementary, middle, and high school level classrooms. Some of the teachers interviewed also teach college classes for students who are learning to become professional teachers. Some of our contributors requested to remain anonymous with their contributions. Their identities have been changed to honor that request. Their contributions to this book are much appreciated.

 

 




Part I:
The Landscape


 


Today’s Educational Environment


“A well-educated mind will always have more questions than answers.”

—Helen Keller

Education has changed significantly over the last 30 years. Our educational system has developed into a system run by how students score on standardized tests. And yet, the problems that we face in the classroom daily are becoming more complex. We are more focused on finding the correct answer to a question but missing the opportunity to teach our students to find answers on their own. Teachers from many different levels of education and different environments who were interviewed for this book openly discussed issues they face daily. This book focuses on uncovering those issues and offering solutions to those obstacles. Each of these issues will be addressed in specific chapters or throughout the book as they relate to those chapters.

Standardized Testing

Standardized testing is a concern every teacher deals with no matter what subject they teach. We live in a time where test scores provide funding, teacher evaluation scores, achievement for our students, college scholarship money, remediation requirements, and in some cases, graduation rates. Additionally, in some states, a student’s advancement into the next grade is contingent on passing scores for the standardized test for the current grade level. These tests are developed by companies or states rather than by classroom teachers. This provides a classroom teacher with a real decision. Should I teach to the test or teach the curriculum? If your job and funding for your school depends on the test scores of a certain group of students, what would you choose?

Unfortunately, many teachers are making the decision to teach to the test to help their students attain a high score. Until just recently in Pennsylvania, (2020), up to 30% of a teacher’s evaluation was based on those scores! This poses a problem for a teacher who is evaluated on test scores from different classes. Why? Recently, some states have backed off requirements of teacher evaluation based on student’s testing performance. This is a positive measure; using a one-time snapshot to evaluate a teacher’s and student’s achievement is not an effective tool. It takes all the fun out of education and can cause other problems with which teachers must cope. 

In the “Standardized Testing” chapter we will address how a teacher can be effective in the classroom even though there is a strong emphasis on test scores. We will discuss key areas in lesson planning and classroom environment where a teacher can make sure that testing skills along with the curriculum are addressed.

Academic Diagnosticians

In much of the research that was conducted for this book, there is not much data on academic diagnosticians, yet this is what teachers do almost daily in their classrooms. They are expected to observe each of their students to determine if there is a learning problem, such as reading ability or comprehension, writing, calculating, note-taking, test anxiety, or other health concerns as general anxiety, eating issues, or abuse and the list goes on. This is not to say that a teacher should diagnose these issues for a special education diagnosis, but be able to recognize unusual patterns that may flag potential problems for student success..

It is important for a teacher to see if a student is having these problems and to adjust the instruction or curriculum in the classroom to meet the needs of our students since we want all of our students to be able to absorb our lessons in a universal manner. However, unfortunately, that does not happen in the real world, and it certainly does not happen in the classroom. We must make as many modifications to our lessons in order to meet the needs of our students in the classroom.

The chapter titled, “Academic Diagnosticians,” will look at how a teacher can spot the learning, physical, and mental issues that can deviate a student from learning effectively in the classroom. We will take a look at some interventions that have helped teachers see these issues and deal with them to keep their students on track.

Characteristics of An Effective Teacher

Not only does a teacher need the training and background to become an excellent teacher, but also needs some qualities to go along with that training. One of the major questions posed to the teachers interviewed was what they considered to be the most important characteristics of an effective teacher. These characteristics can be taught and then applied to enhance classroom lessons and enrich teaching practices.

As previously stated in this chapter, the training that teachers receive throughout the year can help in this area by examining ways to use these characteristics in the classroom. In the “Characteristics of an Effective Teacher” chapter, we discuss what these characteristics are and how a teacher can acquire them. We also look at some classroom situations where these characteristics can be effective and how to use them.

Teacher Training

Many of us who have become teachers received an excellent education in a scientifically based researched curriculum developed for classroom instruction. The curriculum is based on many professional studies that seek to provide our students with background knowledge and finely tuned ways to teach the content. Yet, as mentioned earlier, it also takes the creativity out of teaching if we only follow the program as written in the book. Our students get bored and so do we, especially new teachers, who have really not learned the art of teaching the curriculum. 

If we know that this is an issue, then our training during our in-service days should be focused on ways for our teachers to become more effective in this area. We should be allowed to collaborate with each other in our subject areas to discuss effective classroom teaching methods instead of the usual in-service topics often a recycled PowerPoint presentation from previous years that we can all read or by providing us with a binder full of information that we probably will never read. It is very interesting that teachers can repeat word for word every year what is going to be said or taught during these training sessions. The protocol seems for administration to announce “updated” or new mandates that we need to follow, and then, to have us collaborate to see how that works in our classrooms. Teachers need each other to develop teaching techniques to be more effective in the classroom on a daily basis.

If our school or district is insistent on providing these types of in-services year after year then we as teachers need to do more reading on how to be creative. We need to attend more conferences either in person or online that help us become better at what we do. We need to provide ourselves with a learning community where we can share what we learned and let our fellow teachers develop ways of using that information. How much more positive and effective we could be with this proactive format!

Teacher Support

Without a doubt, we as teachers need support. Many other professions such as the medical field provide many years of support after medical school. There is someone always there to help you face a difficult situation, with a course of treatment, or a question that you cannot answer. The same goes for teaching as well. Many teachers complain that once they start teaching in the classroom, they are isolated on their own island. It is totally frustrating and deflating to one’s self-esteem when problems arise, and we simply lack the time to collaborate with other teachers or administration. One of the main reasons of low teacher retention rates is because of their seclusion from their colleagues and friendly advice.

We are charged with not only the responsibility to teach the curriculum to our students and enable them to perform effectively on standardized assessments, but also, grade our student’s work, related paperwork, lesson planning, communicating with parents and administration, our daily duties, and attending meetings just mention few of our daily responsibilities. We have to find time to effectively do all of this in a timely manner because we cannot afford to fall behind, and because we know we will be evaluated in all of these areas of our professional duties. In the “Balance” chapter, we will discuss time management techniques to develop ways to increase our efficiency. This can assist us in developing stress-relieving techniques to help us focus on areas of improvement. 

It bears repeating: we need time to collaborate with each other. A teacher might have a good idea in classroom management or teaching technique that we can adapt to classrooms across the curriculum. Our time is precious and important and we take our job seriously. If we prioritize our time our classroom can become a motivating, enjoyable place to learn for student and teacher.

Is Teacher Burn-Out Real?

In a short answer, yes, teacher burn-out is real. Psychology Today describes teacher burn-out as “a state of chronic stress that leads to physical and emotional exhaustion, cynicism, detachment, feelings of ineffectiveness and lack of accomplishment.” This is totally different from feeling tired or overwhelmed. This is when a teacher is not able to mentally and physically recharge or develop effective coping skills. Some of the signs of this burn-out include chronic fatigue, repeated periods of forgetfulness, appetite and weight issues, depression, and anxiety. This causes teachers, who could normally enjoy teaching, to leave the profession early. Studies show that in 2015 there were more than a million teachers who left the teaching profession for most of the reasons listed.

This is an obvious area that needs to be addressed; the issue of recruiting qualified teachers is escalating. Additionally, it has become equally difficult to find and hire qualified substitute teachers to be in the classroom when the regular teacher is absent. We address this problem in the chapter entitled, “The Balance.” How do teachers learn to manage their time and stress? We also look at how a teacher can separate their personal lives from their professional lives effectively. 

Management of Student Behavior

Every piece of research, conversations with other professional teachers, as well as parents and guardians, and people in the general public eventually seem to turn the conversation to classroom behavior. It is inevitable that a teacher will be faced with some kind of disruptive behavior in their classroom. There are several root causes including, but not limited to, teaching effectiveness, mood of the classroom, mood of the students, lack of an adequate student diet, student conflict, anxiety, attention issues, etc. In the recent COVID-19 pandemic, conversations with parents and friends who have children revealed a renewed interest in their child’s teacher and a deepened appreciation for our role. Many reports have shown how ineffective online learning has been in teaching their children and how much valued an effective teacher helps students learn in a classroom.

Why is this such an issue in our profession? It is interesting to me that most college programs who train teachers do not have a specific class or set of procedures to provide for their students. This puts budding teachers at a substantial disadvantage, especially in the urban teaching environment, when faced with behavioral issues and are unable and untrained to effectively respond to the situation. Although we have seen an increase in the number of hours a student from college must spend in observations in the classroom, they still are not equipped with the tools to deal with the behaviors shown by our students. If this does not change, then it is the mentor teacher’s responsibility to teach the student teacher how to effectively deal with the disruptive behaviors. Yet, even the mentors do not have the time to help our young teachers to learn these techniques. We need to develop ways to effectively deal with these issues. In the “Dealing with Disruptive Behavior” chapter we will address easy to use techniques that can be used across different classrooms to deal with the disruptions of an everyday classroom. 

Communication

One of the areas that continues to frustrate teachers on a daily basis is the lack of communication between the teacher and student, teacher and parent or guardian, teacher and administration, and teacher and the general public. It can be a very frustrating scenario when there is miscommunication between everyone involved in the students’ life. It causes more time to be spent in meetings to alleviate problems caused by miscommunication. One of the frustrations I hear regularly from fellow teachers is, “I wish they would listen to us!” We are living in a fast-paced life where everyone wants instantaneous answers to their questions or issues that their child is facing in the classroom. As teachers, we must provide preemptive communication in the beginning of the year to help with open communication. We will discuss this more in the upcoming chapter called, “Effective Communication.”

Teachers need to be effective communicators because there is more to teaching than just the curriculum. We will look at how the “hidden curriculum” in the classroom provides our students with ways to think through issues and effective ways to deal with challenges that they face on a daily basis while referring back to the curriculum being taught.

Teachers Seen as Leaders

An effective teacher is seen as a community leader. Most of the teachers that teach in a particular school either live in the community where they teach or live in a community similar to the one they teach in. Because students look up to us for all kinds of different concerns in and out of school, we fulfill a role in the community that cannot be replaced. One of my friends, Tom, has always told me that teachers have, “the second most important job,” and, we are vital in not only providing an education but also a base of morals and self-control that a student can use outside of school.

Many of us are also leaders in the community. In 2015 I had the honor of representing my hometown on the Board of Commissioners in the community where I grew up. Other teachers coach a sport, volunteer their time by running an activity or club at school, volunteer with their local church, or volunteer to help others in their neighborhoods. We have to be good stewards of the position in the community in order for us to have pride and to have our community have pride in what we do. This will be addressed in several different chapters as to how much teachers are looked to and the influence that they have.
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