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Prologue





I never thought I could be a high school teacher.


The best teachers ought to be patient, strict, and authoritative; I wasn’t. They should adore teenagers. I wasn’t sure I even liked them, perceiving them as moody and unpredictable. Besides, in the classroom, doesn’t teaching the same material year after year get boring? Instead, I pictured myself in a profession working with adults, who were more interesting, relatable, much more likeable.


For years I worked as a journalist, writing stories for magazines and newspapers. Every day I learned something new, interviewing sources to discover what made them tick. I thrived in the newsroom, surrounded by irreverent, curious people. I had found my calling.


But circumstances changed. I divorced. The workload at the business journal burgeoned, and I felt I was neglecting my three young children at home. I’d always respected teachers, my family coming from a long line of educators. After much deliberation and some trepidation, I waded into teaching.


Could I transform myself into a model teacher? Did I have the personality to stand in front of aloof teenagers and engage them in French lessons? How did one do that? I had little formal training in education, but I was fluent in French. I would draw on my experience with the Peace Corps in Niger, where without textbooks or technology, I taught English to middle school French-speaking students.


Would I succeed? It wasn’t clear how I would fare at private, public, and parochial schools, yet along the way, I picked up invaluable lessons. I learned how to control unruly teenagers and get them excited about learning even if they preferred playing video games and texting friends. I mastered the art of teaching millennials and Gen Z, disciplining teenagers, and communicating effectively with parents. Eventually, I realized why more than 50% of teachers want to leave the profession. I brainstormed ways to encourage teachers to stay in their profession.


This book provides advice on how veteran teachers can regain their sparkle, what to do the first days of school, and how to earn tenure.


I hope you benefit from my insights, regardless of whether you’re new or experienced at teaching, a parent itching to know what’s going on in classrooms, or a college student contemplating become a teacher. Our nation needs more people to enter this profession, and certainly with changes, more people will be attracted to the rewards and challenges of educating our youth.













Chapter One

THE DIRTY DOZEN
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It had been a horrible first few weeks at Northern High School. My French 2 students were disengaged in lessons that had worked well at the Catholic school where I’d previously taught. They chatted, texted their friends, and copied home-work—anything to avoid learning. But I hadn’t given up. The nuns had warned me about public school students; I’d have to create gripping lessons for students to love French class—and me.


That Monday afternoon in late September, I smiled as I entered the gray classroom. I was confident Meghan, Danielle, and Michael—the worst of the dozen—would treat me with respect after that day’s lesson. Certainly, they would be entertained by a PowerPoint presentation with alarms ringing, showers blasting, and buses whizzing. I had to turn this class around quickly; otherwise, I’d be fired or quit in desperation.


I spotted Michael, a tenth grader, sitting in back, his head resting on his desk.


“Bonjour Michel,” I said, approaching him. He lay dormant. I tensed up, fearing his discontent if I woke him. At 1:20 p.m., the last period of the day, everyone was exhausted.


“Michel, il faut te réveiller,” I said, nudging his shoulder.


His eyes flickered open. “Man, stop that,” he said, nastily. “Don’t touch me. That’s sexual harassment. Get away from me.”


Really? He perceived a slight touch as sexual.


I withdrew my arm as if I had just touched flames. I needed to reach him in a manner he found appropriate—my PowerPoint might be the answer.


“Michel, on travail maintenant,” I said.


“I told you I don’t know any French,” he said, annoyingly. “We didn’t learn shit last year. The teacher sucked.”


Profanity? Really? Girls at the Catholic school didn’t swear. Should I write him up for a discipline referral? Tell him to stop? Or ignore it? What were the norms at this school?


“I’m sure you learned something in French 1,” I said reassuringly.


“Are you kidding?” said Michael. “All Mademoiselle talked about was her boyfriend.”


Just then, the sound of boisterous voices broadcast Amanda and Meghan’s entrance. “Madame, don’t mark us late,” said Amanda, a dark-haired beauty.


Everyone gazed as the drama queens marched into the classroom, its walls spotted with holes and dried-up tape. No teacher had beautified the classroom with posters; since I taught there only one period, I deferred to the main teacher to decorate it.


“One Monday morning, Mademoiselle came to class super tired,” said Meghan, a cheerleader. “She told us she hadn’t slept much because she had been making out all weekend with her boyfriend in San Francisco. She just gave us a handout to work on the whole period. Then she sat at her desk doing nothing. She was useless.”


Why would an adult ever talk to teenagers about her sex life? Some matters should remain private at school. No wonder her contract hadn’t been renewed.


“She wore super tight mini-skirts and tops,” said Amanda, pushing her desk closer to Meghan’s. “Her boobs hung out everywhere.”


“The middle school principal loved watching her walk down the halls,” blurted out Sara.


A few students giggled. I saw her as unprofessional, her dismissal no laughing matter.


“What are we doing today?” asked Amanda, doodling. “Probably nothing interesting.”


Wow, that hurt. Had these students been this obnoxious to Mademoiselle Bouvier? Is that why she prioritized her private life? Maybe I should do that with my own three children.


“J’ai préparé un PowerPoint,” I said.


Meghan’s face glimmered with hope. “What about a Power-Point? Are we doing one?”


This was a good beginning; at least one person was intrigued by my lesson.


“It’s about daily routine,” I answered. “Remember, we started this unit Friday?”


Three days earlier, students had listed words associated with daily hygiene—in English. Only Stephanie had written words in French; I’d been amazed until she admitted her Senegalese parents spoke French at home. By Monday, students had forgotten the previous week’s work.


Students drifted into class. Aravind reluctantly sat next to Michael, initiating a conversation with the only other boy in class. Michael remained taciturn. Elizabeth arrived, clutching her books to her chest as if blocking entry into her heart; she had recently moved from Arizona. As the bell rang, three freshmen, Sara, Chloe, and Danielle, rushed into the room.


The bell always signaled the start of class—and the end of talk about teachers’ romantic escapades or anything besides French. To grab their attention, I projected the PowerPoint on the screen; it illuminated the room.


“Regardez le PowerPoint,” I ordered.


I pointed at a slide of a teenager waking up, his hair disheveled, his room a mess.


Meghan and Amanda continued gossiping, Michael snoozed, and Elizabeth and two friends compared math homework. Only Aravind and Melissa gazed at the projector screen. At the time, PowerPoints were all the rage in education, a novelty guaranteed to engage students.


“On commence la leçon,” I said sternly. “Mettez les devoirs de maths sous le pupitre.’


Meghan and Amanda became silent. Michael raised his head. Elizabeth shoved her homework under the desk. They followed directions, understanding a little French. Success!


“That kid is like my buddy,” said Aravind enthusiastically. “He doesn’t comb his hair and clean his room.”


“My mother would kill me if I left my room like that,” said Meghan, her blond hair neatly tied back in a ponytail. “She always nags me about cleaning up. She needs to get a life.”


Michael stared at the PowerPoint. “Man, that looks like a nice house.”


He was living with a foster family after his father had hit him. My heart ached for him. I hoped, in class, I could help him forget his troubles at home.


“Prenez un crayon et une feuille de papier,” I said, holding up a pencil and paper. “Prenez des notes sur le PowerPoint.”


Blank faces stared at me as if I had asked them to sing “La Marseillaise.” Should I explain everything in English or continue to confuse them in French? I’d been trained to give the most important instructions in the target language, so that students would be motivated to understand information when the stakes were high—a quiz, a test, a big assignment. Also, students mastered French quicker if they heard only French. Yet, these teenagers didn’t understand simple commands. Maybe I should ease them into immersion.


“Take notes on the PowerPoint,” I said. “On paper, write down words on daily routine.”


A cacophony of voices bombarded me: That was way too much work! No other teacher had forced them to take notes! Wasn’t there a handout on the vocabulary? I explained they’d retain French words if they wrote them down.


Wow, they’re so lazy! What will make them work?


Stephanie majestically walked into the room. I glanced at my watch—she was six minutes late. “I had to talk to my history teacher,” she said. “I didn’t understand an assignment.”


“Il faut être à l’heure,” I said. “Tu as un passe?”


“Why do I need a pass?” she said rudely. “You trust me, don’t you?”


During training, the district emphasized that students’ social and emotional health was as important as their academic progress. Didn’t that mean I could ignore student tardiness? Wouldn’t students feel anxious if they accumulated too many lates on their record?


“Asseids-toi!” I ordered Stephanie to sit down. “Regardez la présentation sur la routine quotidienne. Prenez des notes.”


“Sure,” she answered, taking out a pen and paper.


Thank goodness, one student understood me. But if they’d had a competent teacher last year, most of them would have gotten the gist of my conversation.


For the first ten slides, students scribbled on paper. Yay! At last, they were working.


Yet, when they saw slides about life at school—meeting friends, studying, and eating lunch—they stopped writing. In English, they voiced their critiques: Kids in the presentation were too serious; they never had fun; their school was nicer than Northern. It went on and on. I had lost them. They hadn’t penned a word of French for fifteen minutes.


If I’d been a savvy teacher, I might have announced their notes were worth points, enticing them to continue the task. Instead, I wallowed in self-pity, believing they should work quietly and diligently, no matter what they thought of the assignment. They criticized the presentation that had taken me hours to create. It was far more entertaining than the lessons I’d had as a teenager decades earlier, before technology changed the way students learned. How could I, a middle-aged woman who’d not used a computer until after college, relate to twenty-first century students hooked on cell phones, the Internet, and video games?


Damn it, why did I work so hard for a lesson that was, again, a flop?





The next day in the faculty room I approached Nabila, the school’s veteran French teacher, who had befriended me over conversations about growing up abroad.


“Yesterday was a disaster,” I said. “The kids didn’t work. And I showed them an entertaining PowerPoint I made.”


“I’ve had bad days; every teacher does,” said Nabila, pushing aside the notebook she was grading. “The key is to bounce back.”


Fortunately, we were alone in a room reserved for working, gossiping, and complaining about anything to do with education. No one, besides Nabila, must know I was failing.


Nabila, a petite, energetic woman, listened as I gave highlights of the class from hell: swearing, off-topic conversations, and disrespect. I was partly to blame; I didn’t know how to get teens to work, nor how to discipline them.


“Jen, you taught at a Catholic school before this, right?” she asked.


I nodded.


“Students can’t be lazy there. It’s not like that here. But that doesn’t mean these kids are bad. You just have to figure out how to work with them.”


I thought back on my days at Saint Dominique, a Catholic elementary school in Casablanca, Morocco where I’d studied for three years, and where no one misbehaved. Initially I hated school, not knowing a word of French, but after three months of immersion, I became fluent. Nabila related to my experiences; as a child, she had attended a Catholic school in Beirut.


“My students are rude to me,” I said. “Michael even cursed.”


“Swearing isn’t as bad as it once was,” said Nabila. “Norms have changed. They’re challenging you because you’re a new teacher. They realize you don’t know what you’re doing and take advantage of that. Don’t get discouraged. You’ll learn how to control them. I’ll help.”


Then, she peppered me with questions about the previous day’s lesson: Had I printed out the slides for them to take notes and required them to read sentences on the PowerPoint? Had I given them an informal assessment at the end of class?


I admitted I hadn’t done that—nor did I know what an informal assessment was.


“It’s a mini-quiz,” she said. “It’s a way to check students have learned the material. It’s not worth many points, but it will hurt their grade if they don’t do it. You should include at least one informal assessment in each lesson.”


“I have to give them a quiz every day?” I said, shocked.


“It’s not like when we grew up in the 70s and 80s,” said Nabila. “We just worked because that’s what you did. It’s different now. Students love getting points—and current pedagogical theory supports this type of assessment.”


I nibbled at my turkey and cheese sandwich, glumly thinking how I would be spending hours grading mediocre work from students I didn’t like.


“So, what’s an informal assessment for a PowerPoint?” I asked.


“Writing sentences using the vocabulary they just learned,” she said. “Remember, you’re not at a private school with only smart and motivated kids. Some students here won’t go to college, others will have difficulty passing French. Our job isn’t to train them to become scholars, though I’m sure a few of them will.”


I sighed. It was time I took Nabila’s advice to heart. “I’ll include one,” I said.


“Do it tomorrow,” she said. “This can’t wait. Leslie is observing you next week.”


Since I was a non-tenured teacher, the world language supervisor would observe me three times that year to determine if I had the skills necessary to educate high schoolers. I was already dreading the first observation on October second. “Leslie will see me as a bad teacher,” I said.


“No, she won’t,” said Nabila. “You just have to keep the kids busy. Don’t spend too long on any one activity. Teenagers get bored easily. Let me see your lesson plans.”


“I can’t control my students,” I said, handing her my lessons. “They’re like feral cats.”


Nabila laughed. “You’re funny, Jen. But seriously, you must make them believe French is fun. Make the lesson relevant to their lives. They’re very self-centered at this age. They’re wondering why they should care about French.”


Teaching here was much more complicated than at the Catholic school. Could I change enough in a few days to impress Leslie?


Nabila silently read my lesson plans. I watched as she rewrote most of my lesson. With a red pen, she slashed sentences, dashing off ideas in the margins.


“I’m not doing anything right,” I said discouragingly, glancing at the paper splattered with blood red ink.


Within fifteen minutes, she created a lesson with a dialogue and exercises from a C’est à Toi 2 textbook. “Last year, Leslie made us get rid of textbooks,” she admitted. “But I managed to keep a few copies. Don’t ever tell her.”


What was wrong with using a textbook written by experts? Certainly, I should include my own materials, but a complete ban on textbooks seemed ridiculous.


I read Nabila’s notes: “Write on the board the lesson’s objective: to learn vocabulary associated with farm animals, comparing cultural differences between farms in America and France.”


“Can’t I just say we’re learning about animals?” I asked Nabila. “Do I really need to write that all down?”


Nabila, who had a degree in education, was familiar with what I called “pedagogical mumbo jumbo.” “Jen, it’s what the state wants. Let’s just follow their guidelines. Schools are under attack for not teaching kids enough, and this is one example of a regulation that shows we know what we’re doing. Evidently, we need to improve our schools, though I think we’re doing just fine.”


“By the way, my students want me to reteach French 1,” I said. “They said they didn’t learn anything last year. Should I do that?”


“No, but go slow with them,” she advised. “Cathy wasn’t as conscientious as you are—and Leslie hated her.”


Nabila glanced at the clock; the bell would ring soon. “Can’t you come to my class when Leslie’s there?” I pleaded jokingly. “Or better yet, you teach my class that day.”


Nabila laughed. “Relax. You have a great lesson. You’ll do fine.”


I wasn’t so sure. The students had already taken charge, but, for Nabila, I would try.
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As a baby boomer, I was puzzled about teaching late millennials, those born in the mid-1990s. They had grown up with the Internet, playing video games, surfing online, and using cell phones. As kids, they discovered Google, Facebook, YouTube, and Nintendo—and at school they learned how to navigate computers. Their brains were wired differently than mine. I was in my 30s when I started using computer technology.


In the classroom, I needed to adapt to teaching this generation. I discovered they challenged the hierarchical status quo, showed an intuitive knowledge of technology, placed importance on tasks rather than time, appreciated relationships with superiors, and valued meaningful motivation.
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Embrace technology, but don’t let it dominate lessons.


It’s fine to ask students to take notes on paper and open a textbook.


Include online educational games they love.


Don’t emphasize memorizing facts when the answer is clicks away.


Instead focus on interpretation and problem solving.


Use real-world examples.


Kids understand concepts better if they have practical applications.


Give a lesson’s main points in two to three minutes.


Kids have limited attention spans. Don’t lecture.


Strike a balance in each lesson.


Aim to inform, entertain, and interact with students.
















Chapter Two

UNDER ATTACK







I stood at the classroom door, anxiously waiting for my students. My stomach churned and mind raced about how to survive an observation from Leslie. I repeated to myself: “I must do well; Nabila believes in me. I can handle these kids—It’s only 50 minutes. Then they can go back to their chaotic teenage selves.”


As usual, Michael was the first to enter.


“Bonjour, Michel. Enleve tes écouteurs,” I said, gesturing for him to remove his earbuds.


He hastily passed by me. “I ain’t understanding anything you say,” he said snarkily.


Thank God Leslie hadn’t yet arrived. He’d defied authority by not doing what I asked. Administrators would frown on this.


More students sauntered into the room, chattering and chewing gum. I greeted them, suppressing a feeling of dread that my fate would be sealed that day. Leslie entered the classroom, a notebook and pen in hand. The bell clanged. Quick! I needed the students to settle down.


“Bon, on commence,” I announced, moving toward the blackboard. “Ici, il y a la leçon qu’on fait aujourd’hui.”


I pointed to the board where I had written that day’s objectives— learning farm animal vocabulary words. Students continued to chat. Leslie plopped down in a student desk in the back, depositing a notebook in front of her.


“Meghan, arrète de parler avec Amanda,” I said, signaling her to close her mouth.


“Why are you picking on me? Everyone else is talking too,” she said.


Students talking back to me was nothing new, but I didn’t want it to happen in front of Leslie. It showed disrespect. The dirty dozen were behaving normally, oblivious to an administrator with power to punish them—or fire me.


“J’ai un dialogue pour vous,” I said, handing out a packet.


Only Elizabeth and Aravind thumbed through the packet; the others continued their social hour. I considered leaving the classroom and telling them that when I returned, I expected them to work. But I’d tried that before, and it hadn’t worked.


“Regardez les personnes dans le dialogue,” I said, showing them an image of people at a farm. “Ils vont à la ferme.”


Meghan looked with disdain at the paper with a picture of teenagers visiting a farm during the summer. “This girl has the ugliest clothes and hairstyle.”


Amanda yelled out that she agreed. I didn’t squelch the outbursts. Instead, I called for volunteers to read the dialogue.


“How old is this dialogue anyway?” said Meghan. “No one looks like that now.”


In the back of the room, Leslie scribbled. Five minutes of class had passed. No one was working—except me.


Suddenly, Stephanie walked in. “I had to see my history teacher about something; that’s why I’m late,” she announced.


I let her sit down without repercussions. Leslie shook her head. I instantly knew I’d made a huge mistake.


“Who’d like to play the roles of Marian and Jean-Claude?” I asked, praying two students would volunteer.


Stephanie, who already spoke French, cried out that she would, and urged the boys—either Michael or Aravind—to join her. Aravind agreed to play the role of the brother. Finally, students were engaged.


Stephanie’s pronunciation was excellent, but Aravind struggled, so I occasionally corrected his mispronunciations. He didn’t get discouraged or lash out at me for correcting him, and for that I was grateful. Michael undoubtedly would have felt offended by my repeated requests for correct pronunciation. He didn’t like to be told what to do.


Much to my surprise, students listened to their peers. For the first time that period, I relaxed, realizing I’d done something right.


But that didn’t last long. Students couldn’t answer the comprehension questions—even after I defined new vocabulary words and we reread the dialogue. Leslie was smiling mischievously like the Cheshire Cat; I couldn’t tell if she approved or disapproved of what I was doing.


“With a partner, try to answer the questions,” I said. “Reread the dialogue. Translate it. We’ll correct the exercise in five minutes.”


As they worked, I circulated around the room. Sadly, few groups were working, and I scolded them—in English. Leslie frowned as she dashed off notes on her notepad.


Only one group made any effort; I praised those two students.


“I need to use the bathroom,” said Aravind. “Can I go now?


“You should finish your work first.”


“But it’s an emergency,” he insisted.


“After you get the work done, you can go.”


Finally, Aravind started working.


Leslie leaned back in her seat; her voluminous belly protruding. Why was she now so relaxed? Was I wrong in telling a student he must finish work before using the restroom?


I asked Stephanie and Meghan to read their answers out loud; they did so without arguing. I beamed with joy; they had saved the lesson for me. But Leslie, in the back, grimaced.


I announced that we’d do a listening exercise.


“What’s that?” cried out Michael, getting up from his desk to stretch.


“We’ve never done that before,” exclaimed Stephanie.


“What are we supposed to do?” said Aravind timidly, having forgotten his supposedly urgent need to urinate.


After the cacophony of voices, I explained how they’d hear a statement and if it was logical, they would write Oui and if it was illogical, they’d write Non. For example, if I said “On joue aux échecs dans la neige,” that would be Non because one doesn’t play chess in the snow.


A barrage of cross talk bombarded me. “You can play chess anywhere!” “What’s chess?” “Does anyone here play chess?” A loud boom of “No” echoed from the class.


Boy, how different I am from them. I’d played chess in third grade. Couldn’t they be polite and ask me to explain what it was?


I didn’t give up, continuing with the listening exercise. They complained that I spoke too fast, they didn’t know the words, and the exercise was too difficult. Their neediness overwhelmed me; I no longer eyed Leslie. I had to calm them down, and that meant helping them define vocabulary words.


As a “closure activity,” I asked students to write down three sentences using the new vocabulary words. Which animals did they like? Which ones did they want to see? Which ones lived in the forest, sea, or mountains? I glanced at the clock—only seven minutes until the end of the day.


“If you don’t finish it in class, you will have to do it for homework,” I threatened.


With that declaration, students started to pack up their backpacks, chat with their friends, and ask to use the bathroom. They said they’d do the work at home, but I knew half of them would blow it off.


Leslie looked shocked; evidently, I’d committed another mistake. At last the bell rang, but not before several students had started lining up in front of the door, anxious to leave, saying that they needed every second to make it to the bus on time. Would Leslie scold me for not keeping them busy all fifty minutes?


Leslie struggled to push her large frame out of the desk onto her feet. “I’ll send you a write-up of your evaluation next week,” said Leslie, leaving the room. “We’ll schedule a time to talk about it.”


I almost told her not to rush the write-up. Better yet, could I retake the observation? My students were always requesting a retake of a quiz or test. Couldn’t I also get another evaluation?


“Sure, we’ll talk later,” I said, shutting the door behind her, suppressing tears about a failed lesson, fearful of a failed career.





The following week, Leslie emailed me a scathing evaluation. I read it in the faculty room during my free period. She blasted me for allowing students to blurt out answers without raising their hand, chatting to each other, and entering the class late without penalty. She noted that it was against the law to deny students bathroom privileges during class. Students were not engaged in the lesson and there wasn’t a positive rapport between the students and me. I’d failed to earn the respect and trust of my students. She recommended I meet with Nabila to learn how to teach. Didn’t she know I was already doing that?


Tears welled in my eyes. I needed to leave the school. I couldn’t teach my French 2 period 7 class that day. I resented them. But because I couldn’t leave early, I took refuge in a faculty bathroom and splashed away signs of distress.


At lunch, I showed Nabila the report. “I’ve never gotten such a bad evaluation,” I said, my voice quivering. “I always try to do well at work. I don’t want to get fired.”


I sounded pathetic and vulnerable. Why had I ever left journalism? Even with lower pay, the Catholic school didn’t look so bad after working at Northern.


Nabila lifted my spirits, saying all my shortcomings could be rectified with a little guidance, time, and patience. After all, I worked hard, cared about doing a good job, and was fluent in French. Besides, she asked, what would I do all day without work? She couldn’t picture me cooking and cleaning; I didn’t divulge my passion for writing.


“You’ll get through this,” she said, patting my back, as she nibbled on crackers with hummus. “You have what it takes to be a great teacher. What were Leslie’s recommendations for improvements?”


“Everything.”


She shook her head. “No, Jen, you did a lot well. But what you must do is build relationships with these students. You must start to like them. They are testing you—as they do all new teach-ers—but you can turn them around to make them like you.”


“How do I do that?” I asked, sipping my Diet Coke.


“You’ve got to have fun in the classroom,” she said. “Make it seem like the classroom is your favorite place. Laugh occasionally. Have a sense of humor with the kids. I know you can be funny. Don’t be afraid to show more of yourself.”


This was counter to what I’d learned during teacher training. I was taught to be stern, strict, and unapproachable the first three months—and never smile. In that way, the logic went, students would be too scared to misbehave.


“I can try, but it might create even more chaos,” I said.


“No, the students will see that you’re enjoying yourself, so they will too.”


First, to build a positive rapport with teenagers, I had to get to know every student in class: what hobbies they had, what motivated them to work, and what scared them. Nabila recommended I take a class period to help them write short, simple sentences in French about themselves—and then have them read them out loud.


“You’ve got to start liking your classes,” she said, sitting as straight as a board. “Until that happens, they won’t respect you.”


Then, she ordered me to develop a seating chart. I had to separate friends—and put silent types next to chatty ones—and move desks into a semi-circle so that everyone was facing each other. No one could hide in class.


I sighed. I didn’t have much faith in turning around this class. They were set in their ways. They had decided I was powerless to change the classroom’s dynamics.


“I’m not sure it’s going to work,” I said.


“Of course, it will,” said Nabila, adding that every day I had to include an informal assessment that was graded.


“I’ve been trying to do that,” I said.


“Every week, you must have a game,” she ordered, peeling a banana. “Perhaps every Friday. Say it’s ‘Fun Friday’—particularly if they’ve worked hard all week.”


I smiled. A game. That would be fun.


“That sounds good,” I said.


“If students like you, they will work hard. They’ll forgive you for minor lapses in organization, discipline, or forgetfulness.”


So, was that the winning formula? “I’ll try,” I said meekly.


“Tell Leslie that you’re adjusting to teaching at both the middle school and high school. I’ll continue to mentor you. She’ll see how serious you are about this job.”


“I don’t fit the model of a teacher.”


“Jen, stop. You’re good. Some of the kids are very bad—and now Leslie wants you to take charge. That’s it.”


“I have until February to improve,” I said. “That’s my next observation.”


She offered me half of her chocolate chip muffin, saying she needed to lose weight. I savored the pastry’s sweetness and softness, gradually feeling that maybe, just maybe, someday I would see how satisfying teaching could be.
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It’s part of most people’s job: the yearly evaluation that can determine time spent at a workplace. At schools, it serves a purpose to highlight—and sometimes reward—teachers who show the spark, commitment, and energy to educate. It also targets educators who fail to teach students.


Districts use different performance evaluation models to determine a teacher’s effectiveness. Traditionally, a supervisor or principal observes how a teacher handles a class, and considers lesson plans, student achievement, student surveys, and professionalism in an evaluation.


Many use these evaluation frameworks: The Danielson Group, Stronge and Associates, LSI Marzano Center, McREL International, and the University of Washington.
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PROFESSIONAL KNOWLEDGE


Know the subject matter and curriculum.


INSTRUCTIONAL PLANNING


Develop lessons that consider standards and curriculum, and strategies to engage students.


INSTRUCTIONAL DELIVERY


Be enthusiastic and energetic in class.


ASSESSMENT OF LEARNING


Give students quizzes and tests, and informal assessments to gauge student progress.


LEARNING ENVIRONMENT


Provide a respectful, positive, safe environment.


PROFESSIONALISM


Dress and act appropriately, fulfill professional development hours, work well with colleagues.


STUDENT PROGRESS


Show that students learn material by assessing at the beginning and end of the school year.
















Chapter Three

JEOPARDY







What should I do to get to know my students better? I rejected asking them to write a paragraph about themselves in French; they’d just resort to Google Translate to complete the assignment. I thought about assigning a short speaking assignment about their hobbies, families, and classes, but with their weak foundation, they’d be lost. Instead, I would focus on creating fun activities, and as they played, I’d learn a thing or two about them. During my alternate route class—a state-sponsored program for adults to get certified to teach—I remembered how one student had made a Jeopardy game out of cloth. It was great. Lively. Fun. Engaging. This tool would turn around my class.


That weekend I bought some green felt, a wooden dowel rod, and some ribbon, took out my Singer sewing machine, and started making the board. I sewed on colorful pockets, slid the rod in an opening on top, and wrote questions about daily routine on index cards that I stuffed in the pockets. Hours later, my board was complete. Voila! A masterpiece. My three children thought it was cool. The students would love it. They would think it was a great way to review for a quiz. And, unlike the PowerPoint, I could reuse it to prepare for other assessments. No longer would I be regarded as a failure; Nabila would be pleased with me.


“Finally, something interesting,” murmured Megan, eyeing the board.


“Did you make that?” asked Stephanie perceptively.


I nodded.


“Are we going to play a game today?” Michael blurted out.


I smiled as if they were my favorite teenagers, then briefly explained the game’s rules.


“Everyone knows Jeopardy, right?” I asked.


They nodded. “One person says the answer, and if they get it wrong, they don’t get points,” said Stephanie.


“Yes, and then the question goes to the next team,” I said. “We’re playing it a little differently from the game on TV.”


“You’re talking way too much,” Amanda said. “We know how to play Jeopardy.”


Wow, that was rude, but was it worth reprimanding her? I wanted this to be the lesson that students remembered with joy.


“When are we going to start?” Sara yelled out.


“We get this,” asserted Aravind, fidgeting in his seat.


With that, the game began—and chaos soon followed. Students in each group yelled out answers, loudly debating which answer was correct. They blasted me with questions about whether they could use their textbooks and notes to find the answers. One group accused the other group of cheating by using their cell phones. They bickered over who won the point.


I stood paralyzed, cringing at the mayhem in the room— though at least the students were engaged. I called for quiet to clarify rules. They only half-listened, the procedures coming too late to change the circus-like atmosphere. I was losing my good humor and wanted to quit the game, but I knew students would revolt if I cut this fun lesson short. How wild students could get under improper leadership. I was crushed and I couldn’t help but reflect on my successful days at the Catholic school.


Couldn’t Northern students resolve problems as calmly and politely as Sacred Heart students? Was it worth doubling my salary to work at a job I hated? Sister Lillian’s parting words haunted me. “Public schools don’t have the same caliber of student as we do. You might have problems with attitude, and the kids won’t respect you. It’s tough out there.”


She was right. I was not prepared to handle these teenagers— even with Nabila’s help. What had the education guru Harry Wong said about controlling attitude-prone teens from different socio-economic backgrounds? At a summer workshop, Wong emphasized clear procedures and rules from the first day as outlined in his book, The First Days of School: How to Be an Effective Teacher. Obviously, I’d failed to do that. I regretted not taking copious notes during my teaching training program to be certified for public school. Then public school teachers had lamented how their classrooms were filled with undisciplined, unruly teenagers— and our teacher provided strategies to deal with them. I’d not taken their advice to heart since at the time, I’d been teaching at a Catholic school with disciplined, hardworking girls; I never imagined life could be so different in public schools.


The jeopardy game dissolved into anarchy: A few students dropped out, complaining questions were too hard; another couple dominated the game by gaining point after point; and several looked on with interest, seemingly relishing the disorder. The bell rang. I folded the felt Jeopardy game and shoved it in its bag, vowing to never play it again with my French 2 students. I hadn’t gotten to know any one of my students better—and I didn’t feel warm and fuzzy around them. No, we still didn’t like each other. Nabila would be disappointed. I didn’t want to tell her I again had failed. At what point might she give up on me?





I met Nabila in the cafeteria during her lunchroom duty. I had vowed not to cry or complain about my students. Instead, I calmly explained that the Jeopardy game had been a disaster and asked for advice.


Nabila rummaged through her flowered lunch bag to retrieve a salad with nuts, dried cranberries, and tomato. “Jen, you can make the game fun. You just need to implement and enforce clear rules and procedures. You’re too lenient with them. You have to be firm.”


I jotted down notes in my planner. I felt like a student on the verge of getting an F, who’d need tons of tutoring to pass the class.


She recommended I appoint one spokesperson per group to give the final answer and set a twenty-second time limit to answer a question. The game must be fast-paced to avoid long discussions. Also, stop the game immediately if students become too wild—and give them a worksheet to complete instead.


“They much prefer a game to a worksheet, so they should stop misbehaving.”


I sighed. “I wish I’d known that earlier.”


“They were interested in the lesson, right? Leslie always talks about engaging students, and you did that with the Jeopardy game. That’s a big step forward! So, now you just must work on classroom management and you’re golden.”


Trust Nabila to find the positive in the previous day’s lesson. “These students are way too unruly for me.”


Nabila nibbled on her salad. “You just got a bad bunch this year—and on top of it, you’re new. They take advantage of you. Every day, show them you’re in charge.”


I felt like running off to a cave and hibernating until the final bell in June; I didn’t know if I could ever turn the class around— and it wasn’t even Halloween. “Kids are so different now from when I was growing up.”


Then, Nabila and I shared our experiences of attending Catholic schools in Beirut and Casablanca, where we’d avoided being spanked or having our fingers hit with a ruler. When we were students, we didn’t dare misbehave, afraid of being punished for any minor infraction. Our mantra had been: Do the work, don’t complain, and don’t act up. We dreaded the thought of a principal telling our parents about our misdeeds, which would mean more punishment. It was just wiser to do what we were told—and that meant respecting teachers. Neither Nabila nor I had known anything about pedagogical methodology or learning styles—not like today’s students, who claimed to be analytical or kinesiological learners. As students, we’d never thought our opinion mattered to teachers with years of experience in life and learning. But that was decades earlier. Now, Nabila and I were teaching in a new era with new norms.


“When I was a teenager, I wanted to learn,” I said. “I liked school.”


“Some kids here really like learning,” said Nabila. “Lots of my students plan on going to college and they want to do well. They’re kind to me.”


The lunchroom smelled of greasy French fries and fatty hamburgers. Students sat on metal benches in the brightly lit room. All was in order. No one was lashing out at an adult. How could I avoid confrontation in my classroom? How could I get my students to be kind to me?


“Why don’t you observe one of my classes?” said Nabila. “You’ll pick up on how to act around students.”


Yes, the five years I’d taught in a Catholic school, and years before then with the Peace Corps in Niger, hadn’t prepared me for Northern. Nabila would be my buoy as I struggled to stay afloat.
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