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The disciplinary conundrum is still educational rocket science.

Control over your class isn’t really the issue; ultimately we control only ourselves.
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Nearly all of your disciplinary problems will be due to one of two things:  ...

As a teacher, you’re a disciplinary sitting duck.
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Inspiring Teachers is a teacher-created organization dedicated to empowering and inspiring educators. Our vision is to help teachers create quality learner-centered classrooms and improve student success. To meet this vision, we offer a variety of print and free online resources including our website, www.inspiringteachers.com, a free weekly teaching tips newsletter, Ask A Mentor service, practical guides for teachers, and staff development workshops. Each element of our support system can be used individually or in conjunction with other parts. We are here to let educators know they are not alone. We’ve been there! We understand the daily life of a classroom teacher—stressful, overwhelming, and often lonely. We are here to help ease the stress, offer a listening ear, and lend a helpful hand to any teacher in need. You can contact us at info@inspiringteachers.com.






To Emma, Ethan, Bennett, and Abigail

May you always encounter kind, loving, and inspiring teachers.






1

Getting Started

I’m always stirred by
 the tremendous decency
 and kindness of
 teachers. They are
 good, solid human
 beings who do their
 jobs day after day with
 love and affection.
 Their work is not
 proficiency and
 outcome, it’s poetry
 and ministry.

—Jonathan Kozol
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This book is a love letter to new teachers. By new, I mean anyone with fewer than five years’ experience. And by a love letter, I mean an acknowledgment that you probably haven’t received anywhere near the credit you deserve for finding the courage to become a teacher. I’ll bet plenty of loved ones tried to talk you out of it. Yet you forged ahead. That took pluck, daring, valor . . . even a kind of heroism.

 

So I want to begin by providing some reassurance that whatever difficulties you may encounter probably aren’t due to what you’d otherwise think were your own personal shortcomings. Take my word for it: rough moments happen to all of us. Yet we survive—and thrive. So will you.

 

Much has changed since I began my career in 1968. Back then, first-year teachers were thrown to the wolves with little or no guidance and then left to thrash about desperately on their own with no intervention. Today, because you receive far more rigorous and intensive preparation than we did, along with plenty of classroom monitoring early on, you might assume that the day-to-day realities of the profession would feel far less like being doused with repeated buckets of cold water.

 

But I doubt it.

 

No beginning teacher can be anything less than shocked at finding his lunch break so short that it’s impossible to check his mailbox, go to the restroom, and scarf down a hot dog. (He must choose one, perhaps two out of three.) Or that if his school is not air-conditioned (many still  aren’t), heat waves and indoor temperatures reaching ninety-five to a hundred degrees can linger through late October. Or that every weekend will likely be spent grading, bookkeeping, and lesson planning.

 

During your first few months in the classroom, the disillusionment factor can be huge. There are so many students to meet and get to know, so many lessons to prepare in excruciating detail (some principals require that plans be turned in a week in advance), so many baffling dictates to follow (“During a fire drill, exit through the east door.”  Which way is east?).

 

But I believe that disillusionment leads to dropping out only when you feel as if the problems are yours alone. This book is a testament to the fact that you are most definitely not alone. After reading it, you’ll never again say, “I thought it was just me.”

 

My intention here is to alert you to the thorny issues that no one else wants to talk about. I often call them educational blasphemy, because bringing them up usually results in killing the messenger, or at least a venomous verbal attack designed to shut him up forever.

 

Some may accuse me of sounding cynical. But I want to shed a bright light and save you years of grinding your teeth in frustration by learning everything the hard way. So here you’ll find an acknowledgment of a problem—followed by a reassurance, an anecdote, or in most cases, a remedy.

 

I hope this book will help you feel less isolated and more turbocharged, more convinced than ever that teaching is your true calling. And I hope that someday, long before you’ve completed your thirty-year stellar career with your mental and physical health still intact, you too will have lots of funny, tragic, heartwarming tales to tell.

 

Meanwhile, here’s my first advice nugget. It may well be the most essential one of all.




Never lose sight of your own power.

Teaching in our K-12 schools is the world’s noblest, most important, most invigorating, and most satisfying job. But you’ll have moments when you’ll feel whipped, drained, stranded, defenseless, used up, and spit out. And utterly, completely powerless.

 

That last word, powerless, is the one I want to contradict. Nothing could be further from the truth.

 

The most essential component of effective education isn’t a sparkling new classroom. It isn’t spacious whiteboards, computer technology, or updated textbooks. It isn’t plenty of glistening, sturdy desks or freshly painted walls. Although such accoutrements are certainly wonderful, there’s only one variable that’s absolutely essential to the learning process: you. The teacher.

 

You are where every lesson begins and ends. You run the show. You set the tone. You create the camaraderie. You dictate whether your kids look forward to your class—or loathe it. You can be either a soothing, reassuring influence—or a sniping, critical one. You can, in fact, save a child’s life; if not physically, then surely emotionally and intellectually. Or you can let her fall through the cracks.

I touch the future. I teach.

—CHRISTA MCAULIFFE



The choice is yours. And although for most of us it’s an easy one to make, its daily implementation will continually be a challenge. Despite your best intentions, you’ll be crippled by a shortage of time and energy, frazzled by constant interruptions, frustrated by students who huff that they’d rather be anywhere else but in school, and infuriated by taxpayers who think that teachers only work part-time.

Yet somehow, thousands upon thousands of us rise above such handicaps and misconceptions. No wonder observers are awestruck when they realize they’re watching (or once, long ago, had the privilege of watching) a truly talented classroom presence. On some level, they must realize how much self-assurance, dedication, charisma, and hard work that requires.

 

As for us, we understand what a privilege it is.

 

No wonder so many professionals in other fields confess that they always secretly yearned to be teachers. There is no more powerful place to be than in a classroom, where mutual esteem and genuine affection between a teacher and his or her students are palpable.

 

It’s often said that a child is lucky if she encounters one dynamic, inspiring teacher during her entire twelve years of school. That’s the bad news. The good news is . . . one is all it takes to change everything.

 

Wouldn’t it be awesome if that one turned out to be you?






2

The Profession and the Politics

There is no real teacher who in practice does not believe in the existence of the soul, or in a magic that acts on it through speech.

—Allan Bloom
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Remember that you’re on a divine mission. 

In your heart you already know this. You wouldn’t be a teacher if you didn’t understand on some level that you’ve been handpicked by the universe to carry out the most sacred trust on Earth—preparing the next generation to take its rightful place in the world and giving them the skills they’ll need to run it successfully. Intimidated by the impact of it all? You should be. If you weren’t, you’d be arrogant—and arrogance is one of the worst traits for anyone to carry into a classroom. It hinders growth, change, learning . . . and, most essentially, empathy.

 

Occasionally someone will regard teaching fourth grade as a mere stepping-stone toward something better (read: higher paying). Although these folks (I met only two throughout my entire career) may well have something significant to offer in terms of administration, they still need to start, so to speak, in the trenches. Most who “advance” eventually regard those early years spent interacting with the kiddoes as some of their most cherished—which is as it should be.

 

If by chance none of this applies to you, if you’ve selected the teaching profession for the security, as something to fall back on until you discover your true talent, or for the “long” breaks, then please do everyone, including yourself, a favor, and go elsewhere. We desperately need more fine teachers—but there’s no room for anyone who’s less than totally committed. This is a tough, demanding assignment, with enormous challenges and even greater rewards. It’s not a place to hide out, relax, or bide your time.




You also have a hidden agenda.

You were hired to teach sixth-grade math or tenth-grade biology. But it won’t take long before you realize that your real reason for being there is something much more fundamental and long lasting—to coach, to bolster, and to reassure. To escort your students with love and compassion into adulthood. To provide a safe, secure sounding board. To be a stable influence. To model honesty and integrity.

 

In a few cases, you may be the only reliable, rational, solid, and steady adult in your kids’ lives. And if you think that’s an exaggeration, let’s meet again in five years, after you’ve gotten to know a few hundred of them, and we’ll talk.

 

I can tell you this much with certainty: teachers are probably the only people they’ll ever meet, besides a small handful of close friends and family members, who are happy to extend themselves beyond measure for someone else’s benefit, rather than their own—and who ask absolutely nothing in return.

In the world of books I am a late bloomer. My first book
 was published when I was 66, my second when I was 69.
 So what took (me) so long? I was teaching, that’s what
 took me so long. In four different New York City public high
 schools.

—FRANK MCCOURT






Get ready to work harder than you ever have in your entire life.

This is not a job for one person—but you’ll have to pretend that it is. That’s the only way you’ll be able to deal with being your own administrative assistant, researcher, scribe, custodian, and gofer. You’ll be keeping records that will rival the IRS, along with files upon files of teaching materials. You’ll be planning lessons, grading papers, and composing tests far into the night and probably every weekend. You’ll be carrying around inside your head the personality profiles of as many as 170 unique, individual, precious human beings. You’ll even be wiping down boards and inventorying and storing your own textbooks. All while the rest of the world tells you how easy your job is. Which brings me to . . .




The three-month vacation is largely a myth.

You may well spend those ten weeks teaching summer school or supervising band practice, taking classes for recertification and to upgrade your skills (often at your own expense), writing your master’s thesis, attending seminars, pruning your lesson plans, polishing your tests and worksheets, brushing up on your subject matter, getting your classroom ready for fall—or quite possibly all of the above. You may also be tutoring for extra cash or taking on odd jobs to pay the bills.

 

You must try, however, to reserve at least a couple of weeks to rest and regenerate. Brush aside all uninformed remarks like, “Must be nice to have all that time off.” People who say such things not only don’t understand the profession’s demands but also will never have the immeasurable impact on future generations that you will.




You’ll pay for most of your own supplies.

That includes resource materials, videos and DVDs, CDs, bulletin board posters and signs, storage bins and file cabinets, red marking pens, a decent chair (unless you want to develop serious back problems), a podium (if you like that sort of thing; I didn’t), paper and pencils for kids who refuse or “forget” to bring anything with them to class . . .  Many of us cave in on that particular issue and keep stashes in our desk drawers just to stop the constant headaches.

 

And this is embarrassing to admit, but because I had so much trouble getting my reluctant learners to pay for supplemental paperbacks, in my later years I finally just bought entire classroom sets myself. Oh, well. At least it was tax deductible. Save every receipt.




You’ll learn far more than you’ll ever teach.

Teachers are fond of saying that you never really know something until you teach it, but the issue runs far deeper than that. This is one of those upside-down life lessons that will dawn on you very early in your career. There is no faster way to learn about human nature and what motivates people than to work with kids. Their emotions are so out there and easily readable that you’ll grow to spot a good defense mechanism, rationalization, projection, or passive-aggressive move a mile away. (And that’s just in the field of psychology. Don’t even get me started on socialization, bonding, or mating rituals.) Successful learning has a lot to do with being receptive to it—and oddly, you’ll become your own most receptive audience, eagerly learning new things every day about both your subject matter and your students.

A little learning, indeed may be a dangerous thing, but the want of learning is a calamity to any people.

—FREDERICK DOUGLASS






If you go in thinking that it’s not your job to be mother, father, or psychoanalyst, you’ll be proven wrong again and again.

When a kid has a problem, chances are the first person she will turn to is her teacher. The reasons? You’re accessible. You’re wise. You’re warm. You care. Kids can spot those four characteristics a mile away. Be flattered—and grateful. It means you’re doing something right.

 

Besides, most of your role will be to listen and nod.

 

At the same time, know when to call in the big guns. Any time a kid begins to speak of suicide, drug or sexual abuse, violent impulses, self-mutilation, or hearing voices in his head, don’t try to handle it yourself. The issue is far bigger than you. See an administrator immediately. He or she will have a list of resources and people to contact.




You’ll be expected to adjust to everyone. No one will adjust to you.

A fellow teacher told me once that on that first day filled with meetings, she was always astonished to see everyone on the support staff stand up and declare to the assembled group, “Here’s what you all need to do to get along with me.” Which meant, in essence, to make their jobs easier. Everyone. Administrators, guidance counselors, custodians, paraprofessionals, food service workers, administrative assistants substitutes, bus drivers . . . (Okay, maybe not bus drivers.)

 

A parole officer knocked on my door one day and demanded to see one of my students. Immediately. “He’s working on his English assignment,” I protested. “Well,” he snorted, “this is the only chance I have to check on him.” The saddest part of this was that he’d intruded on me with the office’s approval.

 

I’m not sure when valuable classroom time became such easy pickings for everyone else on the planet, from hall monitors to military recruiters, but unfortunately that’s where we are now—at about the same time that expectations have become nearly unachievable. In desperation, I finally began locking my door and ignoring the persistent tap-tap-tapping. Other than that, I don’t have a solution, only a suggestion that it’s time for a serious wake-up call. If we’re assigned an essential task, then others need to stop violating the learning process every twenty-five seconds.




This job will both harden and soften you.

Get ready to be simultaneously enraged at the vast scope of your job and at the way public policy continually devalues your efforts despite mountains of lip service—and moved to tears by the vulnerability and intense needs of so many kids with whom you work. What you will begin to suspect is true: few people care about them as much as you do, because you get to know them personally as the talented, yearning, multifaceted individuals they are.

 

Politicians and taxpayers tend to see children only as abstracts, which is why schools must continually scrape by financially, generation after generation. (I believe that everyone running for public office should first spend six weeks as a seventh-grade reading teacher. That would quickly turn all of those abstracts into concretes.)

 

Imagine a doctor needing to purchase his own surgical tools and also being accused of incompetence every time the patient didn’t get better. Wouldn’t she be irritated?

 

You’re gifted with a painful vision: the ability to see what could take place educationally if we had enough time, space, manpower, and facilities. The frustration of seeing where we are versus where we could be will endure throughout your career.

 

What’s more, just about the time you consider chucking it all, some kid taps you on the shoulder and asks, “Can I talk to you? I don’t know where else to turn.”

 

And your heart melts.




Schools have hierarchies.

Academic, college-bound, and honors-level students are generally perceived as more serious about their educations and therefore more desirable to teach than average or below-average kids. But the first time you’re assigned a class where your students are struggling, you’ll discover that it’s all a matter of perspective. Not only do these kids come up with some amazing insights, you’ll also run into your share of talented writers, history buffs, computer wizards, and political pundits.

 

Not everyone can be an honor roll star. In many American families, just earning a high school diploma—never mind college—is still an enormous accomplishment.

 

So how should we define a triumph? I once saw a senior boy break down in tears two weeks before graduation because his grades were marginal and his status was still in question. “My parents expect me to do better than just a GED,” he wept. “It’s so much pressure!” And for him, it was.

 

Perhaps success, then, is best measured in terms of starting points. A child who has been told all his life that finishing high school is a lofty, nearly unachievable goal will probably believe it. Part of your job will be to convince her that she can aspire to a much higher level than she’s been groomed to believe. It does no good to cloud that endeavor with prejudgments.

 

And speaking of hierarchies, I don’t need to tell you that introducing yourself in a public setting as a teacher of advanced-placement calculus will widen more eyes than telling people you teach basic math. Yet we all know that some of the most inspiring educators wind up in some very humble places and positions.

Few citizens really know what’s going on in their schools.
 They settle for the familiar and ignore the substance.

—TED SIZER






You’ll get three-year-olds and thirty-year-olds in the same class—and both will be remarkably easy to spot.

The three-year-olds will protest, complain, and waste truckloads of energy trying to circumvent you and get out of doing any work. In short, they’ll exhaust you. The thirty-year-olds will quietly do as they’re instructed, often completing assignments faster than you ever thought possible and then wait patiently until the “children” finish up. Only rarely will they even comment on the disparity to their peers. Occasionally they’ll talk to you, though. Those conversations will invigorate you. Eventually some satisfying friendships develop.

 

Oddly, this division has little to do with basic intelligence or background. I’ve seen some very bright, advantaged kids turn out to be incredible whiners—and some who have every right to be defensive and angry rise to higher-than-normal expectations.




Smart kids still get placed on slow or average tracks.

There’s nothing more frustrating than seeing a sharp, talented kid sitting contentedly in a basic-level class. You have a bored student on your hands, someone who may decide to devote a huge amount of energy to trying to make your life difficult. In elementary classes you’ll spot this discrepancy early, through astonishingly well-written themes or test scores indicating giftedness.

 

Talk to their parents. These children need and deserve added enrichment. They must find a passion, or they can grow bored, restless, and turned off about the entire educational process. It’s an ideal opportunity for you to become a friend and advocate.

I think education is power. I think that being able to communicate with people is power. One of my main goals on this planet is to encourage people to empower themselves.

—OPRAH WINFREY






Schools will never run like businesses—nor should they.

Businesses limit how many people they can cram into a single room; classrooms don’t. Businesses are allowed to decide whom they’ll hire and when to fire unproductive workers; teachers aren’t. Businesses can demand that workers toe the line according to their specifications; schools can’t.

 

Every time a student spent an entire semester doing no work whatsoever (or worse, being continually absent), and my pleading calls to his parents went ignored—and then a week before graduation they called, insisting that I “find a way” to pass him (based on what?)—I fervently wished that schools did run more like businesses. But then I reconsidered. We continually embrace all comers, regardless of their backgrounds, resources, or attitudes. Children are not capital. I wasn’t running an assembly line. Bottom-line profit was not king. Thank goodness.




Vouchers were never the answer.

First of all, private and charter schools don’t have to deal with unfunded mandates that gobble down huge revenues. Second, they can be selective about whom they admit—and they can kick out the hard-core troublemakers whenever they wish. Third, they tend to have very involved parents, something public schools can only dream about.

 

Do we want our own kids to have the best possible education? Absolutely. Do we want every kid to have the same advantages? Well, if we look at the widely disparate school conditions across our country, we can only conclude that we apparently do not. That is what must change. Hey, guys, charter schools for everyone! Cream-of-the-crop teaching methods for everyone! Concerned, dedicated parents for everyone! Is that really too much to ask? So far . . . yes.




Educational “reform” is a straw man.

Reformers are not commonly former teachers or principals. They’re more frequently people who have never attempted to inspire a youthful audience all day, every day for months, let alone years.

 

Also, throughout my career, I couldn’t help noticing that most reforms involved “fixing” the teachers, insisting on higher benchmarks and additional coursework, none of which had ever been proven to enhance the quality of instruction. Although continuing to stay current is certainly necessary, I couldn’t help wondering why educational reform didn’t extend to improving the attitudes of our clientele. (Of course that would require revamping an entire society.)

 

So how do you survive all the externally imposed “solutions” lobbed at you like tennis balls without turning cynical? By becoming to some degree an impartial observer. If you stay in this profession long enough (and I hope you do), you’ll observe the same or at least similar philosophies rolling around a second, perhaps even a third time.

 

Example: memorization and objective testing were really hot in the 1950s. (When I was in school, if a lesson happened to be intriguing, it was probably an accident.) Then came the 1960s, with an abrupt turn. The emphasis became relevance, telling it like it is, personal freedom, and teaching the “whole” child.

 

Guess where we are now (again). And guess where we’re probably headed—but not anytime soon. Granted, what was missing in the 1950s was teacher accountability. But its present form is accountability run amok, holding one person (teacher) accountable for the independent actions of another (student). In other words, tweaking only one half of the equation.

Teachers are not solely responsible for all educational outcomes. This is supposed to be a team effort—yet we still blame only one (and the same) player when anyone falls short.

 

Just wait—and watch. If you can rise above it, the sudden rush to embrace whatever’s new or simple will be far more entertaining than anything you’ll ever see on TV.




Despite the current testing frenzy, you’ll always be teaching people, not subjects.

Although I recognize that proficiency testing is a very necessary part of measuring what’s being learned, I still call the current movement a frenzy—and as such, it has the potential for enormous abuse and therefore damage. That also means there’s a very good chance that twenty years down the pike we’ll all be shaking our heads and asking, “What were we thinking?”

 

Testing beyond basic literacy skills and rudimentary knowledge overlooks the fact that much of learning is retroactive. Most kids don’t retain what’s taught until they find a way to incorporate it into their lives. Only when it becomes relevant does the light dawn. The same person who was bored stiff in geography class begins to travel in his late twenties and suddenly can’t buy enough maps. The same person who slept through geometry decides to major in architecture and whips through a year’s worth of high school material in just forty-five minutes.

 

In a few isolated cases, our requirements verge on the absurd. Take reading selections. How can any high school kid understand Willy Loman’s midlife crisis in Death of a Salesman? Thirty years later, though, it will hit him right in the gut.

 

Also, due to learning differences, many talented people don’t test well. And although every child who graduates from high school should certainly have a basic grasp of math, reading, writing, history, science, government, and critical thinking skills, we’ve progressed far beyond that point. Some of these tests have become tools with which to browbeat students, teachers, or both—and creative, fun types of lessons could become relics of the past. Your unit on the Inuit probably won’t allow  for a gourmet chef’s visit and a taste of real whale blubber—not when there’s yet another proficiency exam next week. Too bad. The kids would still get excited decades later whenever they talked about that blubber.

 

So I’m a great believer in the power of sandwiching. You may be required to devote most of your time to the bread—the material that’s likely to be tested. But you can do it briskly, with energy, sudden shouts, foreign accents, movie star impersonations . . . you get the idea. Move it along. And then reserve your final ten minutes to include your sandwich fillings, in this case a tray of blubber, so everyone gets a taste.




The feds, however, have turned up the heat.

No Child Left Behind. You know it well. As if teaching weren’t already stressful enough, you are now under tremendous pressure to make certain that all your students pass their proficiency tests. All. (Your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free . . . ) Okay, districts are allowed to exempt a small percentage of developmentally disabled students, but not always as many as are enrolled. And I’ve heard stories about kids being in this country for mere weeks, still unable to speak English, yet being expected to perform at grade level.

 

What’s more, you, your school, and your district are evaluated and labeled according to those test results.

 

Like so many ideas, this one sounded great in its original concept. Of course no student should be promoted until he’s mastered the required material. Of course it’s the school’s responsibility to make sure that happens. But that’s also part of the problem—as always, schools being forced to absorb all responsibility, regardless of the student’s ability level, background, motivation, respect for authority, or desire to learn.

 

Because during my last ten years I specialized in vocational students, I saw many future carpenters, welders, auto mechanics, and machine trades workers beaten to an emotional pulp by the prospect of more and more proficiency testing on subjects they’d likely never need for their careers. Now, years later, I’m hearing about increased dropout rates—if these kids can’t possibly win, they figure, then why would they want to play the game? And the greatest tragedy is that every dedicated teacher wants to turn his or her students on not just to knowledge but to learning. To make each person a lifelong seeker of new insights. For many students like mine, though, just the opposite is happening.

 

Did public education need to change? Were some teachers leaning back, hiding behind the sports pages while the kids worked on math problems  at their seats? Of course. But the pendulum has swung so far in the opposite direction toward classrooms driven by standardized testing that I wonder how much longer I’d have been able to spare the time to discuss Lady Macbeth’s wily tricks against her husband and then demonstrate similar manipulation through comical role playing with a boy in my class—in other words, bring Shakespeare to vibrant life for a vocational English class.

 

The most inspiring lessons, the ones remembered forever, will never come from a workbook or be reflected on a proficiency test. Keep that in mind as you prepare for yet another. It may provide some consolation.




There’s already an intriguing reform idea out there.

If we really want outstanding teachers to become the norm, says Malcolm Gladwell, author of The Tipping Point and Outliers, then we need to stop looking at their college-level GPAs and stop requiring hideously expensive and time-consuming advanced degrees.

 

Instead, open the floodgates and let in anyone who wants to give teaching a try. The reason: no one can predict, no matter what kind of measurement is used, who will become a creative, inspirational genius. “No one knows,” Gladwell says, “what a person with the potential to be a great teacher looks like”—until he or she is observed inside a classroom, that is, working with kids. And the right qualities show up super-early. Within weeks, or even days. There are “competencies” that can be easily spotted: a regard for the student’s perspective; the ability to give high-quality feedback, where there’s a back-and-forth exchange to reach a deeper understanding; and “with-itness,” which means knowing what’s going on in every corner of the room and inside every child’s head.

 

Retain the good guys, Gladwell adds. Let them teach up a storm for decades—but pay them the salaries they deserve. That last variable (higher pay) might just attract the larger number of star performers we need to change the face of American education.

 

How many of them, I wonder, are currently hiding in banking, medicine, real estate sales, psychology, motivational speaking, or law—but are unwilling to earn a mere $35,000 per year for a seventy-hour workweek? For more on this, read the section of Outliers  where Gladwell compares teachers to quarterbacks.

 

Is it possible that our unwillingness to pay well for our best and brightest, who might come to us from a variety of fields, is all that’s standing in the way of having universally superb schools?




If you’re a teacher who’s really suffering, it could be due to bad placement. 

I began my career by teaching ninth graders, and as the saying goes, somebody up there really, really liked me. I’d had no way of knowing beforehand that it would be the ideal level for me at that point in my life—the kids weren’t too young or too old, but just right. Ten years later, once I’d put on a smidgen of age and experience, I was more than ready to transfer to high school. But somewhere in between those two points, I was assigned a class of seventh graders.

 

They were sweet, and I enjoyed them, but it wasn’t a level that sparked my true passion—or even my best performance.

 

Now, looking back, I realize that too many young teachers who bite the dust might have done better with a simple switch in grade level. Can one or two years really make that much difference? Yes. If I’d tried to teach juniors and seniors at age twenty-one, they would have eaten me for lunch. I could easily have become another teaching casualty.

 

So I’m wondering if a first-year teacher who’s lying awake at night, seriously questioning his or her career choice, shouldn’t take a couple of professional days to travel the district and observe a variety of levels—and see if one of them doesn’t set his or her heart racing.

Tell me and I’ll forget. Show me, and I may not remember.
 Involve me, and I’ll understand.

—NATIVE AMERICAN PROVERB






Understand the faculty “family.” 

Think of it as a scene from Leave It to Beaver. There’s Pop, the authoritarian principal—even if he is a she. There’s Mom, the assistant or dean, who’s friendlier, more hands-on, more likely to visit your classroom between bells just to chat. There’s Wally, the kid (teacher) who always does what he’s told. There’s the Beaver, who has good intentions but always seems to mess up. Then there’s Eddie Haskell, the suck-up who’s thought to be a good worker by higher-ups, but all the kids (teachers) know he’s really a dorky con artist. And there’s Lumpy, who’s just plain dull and doesn’t even realize it. Have some fun with this spotting of archetypes. There’s a reason they crop up so often in all types of literature, ranging from fables to sitcoms.




The teachers’ lounge may or may not be a warm, fuzzy environment.

Teachers rarely have anyone to whom they can vent their frustrations—so they erupt to each other, and usually during their unassigned periods in the lounge. You’ll learn a lot about faculty politics (not to mention gossip), but you’ll also run the risk of becoming mired in a gloomy environment. Unfortunately, it can become addictive, sort of like a soap opera where everyone’s drowning in dysfunction. This varies from school to school, of course, but be wary. If you find yourself regularly going back to class in a foul mood, you might want to think about limiting your visits.

Turn your wounds into wisdom.

-OPRAH WINFREY



Some teachers voice their worries about feeling disconnected if they stay away—a valid concern. But I believe that new teachers should do far more listening than talking. That’s not due to a need to “remember your place,” but because much of what you say can be misconstrued. Hearing any overt criticism of a fellow teacher or administrator, for example, should result in your becoming totally immersed in those quizzes you’re grading.




Don’t expect everyone on the faculty to be your cheering section.

You’ve just put together an eye-catching bulletin board, or you’ve just completed a dynamic lesson that had your kids jumping out of their seats. You’re on cloud nine. You rush next door to share your excitement with Mrs. Green, a veteran teacher whose insights and experiences you value. But a strange thing happens. The more you talk and wave your arms and grin, the less interested Mrs. Green seems. Soon her deadpan expression is so deflating that you leave, feeling completely bummed. What’s going on?

 

You threatened her, that’s what. Your youthful enthusiasm reminds her too much of what she once had.

 

Young teachers, by virtue of their limitless energy, can tap-dance circles around most of us oldsters. That’s not to say that we aren’t masters at what we do; many of us are. But you probably won’t find us skipping down the hall and singing on the days that everything goes right.

 

Also, when you make suggestions during teachers’ meetings, you may even hear caustic remarks like “Yeah, we tried that eight years ago; it didn’t work” or “Your idealism won’t last; you’ll change once you get hit with a solid dose of reality. We all do.” (Not necessarily, but the sourpusses would like you to think so.)

 

Choose your boosters carefully. Avoid the grumblers and the snivelers; look instead for serene sages whose eyes still sparkle and who talk about their students (and their profession) with genuine pleasure. Don’t overlook administrators; despite the sometimes bad press about their being too removed from the student body, they can be equally devoted. And remember: you aren’t doing anything wrong by getting excited about your job.




Zero tolerance isn’t as nutty as it sounds.

Our news media love stories about school districts that outlaw carrying knives and then expel some poor little first grader whose mother placed a plastic one inside his lunch box. Makes us look like morons.

 

What they never tell the reading public is that such expulsions are nearly always overturned. Administrators count on parents in such cases to file grievances. Zero tolerance is in place to ensure that the seventeen-year-old who hides a butcher blade inside his backpack with the intention of carving up his former girlfriend’s new boyfriend after gym class really can be expelled, according to predetermined, clearly stated rules.

 

These days everyone considers himself an exceptional case. Everyone expects to be cut a break. So zero tolerance makes it possible to make a punishment stick when the situation calls for it.

 

But you won’t find that in any news headline. It’s not outrageous, freaky, or sexy enough. It’s just plain common sense.




Don’t hate the union because it’s powerful.

Without it we’d all still be making $2,500 per year. Teachers used to board with parents, sleeping on someone’s cot for a month or so, then shuffling along to stay with the next family in the village. Women lost their jobs when they married. Boards fired instructors who discussed topics against their personal politics. I’m not kidding.

 

The current horror stories you hear about teachers’ unions, such as demanding that class sizes be limited to twenty, come from the old days when some teachers endured groups of fifty with no end in sight and no additional compensation. “Unreasonable” demands on one side generally come from a long, sorry history of unreasonable expectations on the other.




You’ll probably dislike being evaluated.

Teaching is far more art than science, and we’re all a little fearful that our evaluator won’t quite “get” it. Should an administrator whose background is in, say, math be rating a teacher of literature or music? Probably not. But that’s often the way the system works. So help him or her out. Furnish a handout beforehand (or the next day if it’s a surprise visit) explaining your aims, motives, techniques, and follow-ups. And try to keep an open mind. If there’s magic taking place, if the kids are excited and everyone’s clamoring to be heard, believe me, your evaluator will pick up on it.

 

Also, prepare to be surprised. For years I considered my strongest suit to be friendly relationships with my students—until one day an observant assistant principal informed me that my incredible knowledge of subject matter left everything, even my warmth, in the dust. Who knew? Funny how that sort of thing can creep up on you over the years.

 

This is emblematic, I think, of the teaching profession as a whole. You’ll work hard all of your professional career to become an inspiration. And what your students will recall best will always be the traits, actions, and one-liners you didn’t plan and can barely remember. What an evaluator picks up by watching and listening may be a compelling draw you weren’t even aware that you had.




Teachers’ meetings and in-service days could use an overhaul.

Most have prescribed agendas—a series of announcements, or guest speakers whose ideas may or may not be relevant and useful. For some reason, the notion of giving teachers unstructured time still makes some administrators shudder. Perhaps they’re afraid we might (gasp) leave the building.

 

In reality, we’re all a little giddy at the prospect of enjoying lunch in a restaurant where the utensils aren’t made of plastic.

 

But seriously . . . maybe sitting around in a group, comparing notes on what we perceive as our own unique challenges might result in others nodding in recognition and suggesting some excellent remedies. Districts already instituting what they call professional learning communities have found that mutual sharing and support are more than worth the extra investment of time.




Compulsory education may have outlived its usefulness.

I know, I know. Total blasphemy. Everyone needs a basic education and a high school diploma in order to survive.

 

But by the time a child reaches about age fifteen, he has pretty well made up his mind how seriously he’s going to take that enterprise. I encountered many (many, many) “students” who’d simply closed down shop and sat all day with their arms folded, refusing to open a book or turn in a paper.

 

Sometimes it was a form of passive aggression—“I’ll show up, but you can’t make me work.” (They were right; I couldn’t.) In other cases, as soon as they were legally able, they quit school. All my efforts to motivate and encourage fell on deaf ears.

 

Were they sorry later? Of course they were. But no one could have told them that at a time when they still, as the saying goes, knew everything. And I’m not sure my resources were always well spent trying to convince them to stay. What was truly ironic was that six years later, they’d come back and boast that they’d earned their GEDs and were now enrolled in community college.

 

I finally reached the conclusion that some kids needed to experience the harshness of the real working world before they realized what a good deal high school was. Meanwhile, my awareness recalled that classic line from my grandfather’s day: you can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink. (We teachers are required to force a lot of nonthirsty kids to drink.)

 

Investing energy in those who simply aren’t interested becomes a very frustrating drain. Sort of like marketing shiny new tennis rackets to  people who don’t play. Education isn’t exactly a tennis racket; it’s not something one can choose not to purchase. But people do so in their own time and with their own consent. Sometimes that’s not until age twenty-four.

I truly believe that education is the solution to most of this country’s problems. Give good teachers a small enough group of kids to work with, and we can get the majority of them drug-free, alcohol-free, full of values and respect and mentally healthy . . . then what would we need prisons for?

—JOHN GODAR



What can you do in the meantime? Reinforce the importance of a high school or college diploma by citing the stats on increased lifetime earning potentials. Associate’s degree holders earn between $7,300 and $9,900 more annually than high school graduates; bachelor’s degree holders earn between $13,900 and $22,900 more.* Multiply each figure by forty to see what the career total looks like. Then accept the fact that everyone has the right to make a bad choice—but that her choice needn’t be permanent. In the majority of cases, this one won’t be. Bide your time.

 

There’s no definitive answer here. Except perhaps what I suggest on the next page . . . that similar results might be realized within a shorter time frame.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Source: From http://www.collegeboard.com/prod_downloads/press/cost06/education_pays_06.pdf, accessed June 5, 2009 




Public schooling needn’t last twelve years.

I’ve always believed that if we operated more efficiently, we could probably wrap things up in ten. Beginning in about eighth or ninth grade (perhaps earlier in cases of true child prodigies, but we’d need to be watchful of social unreadiness), we might offer our kids the option of a fast track, where they do most of their work independently. Give selected teachers office hours, like at universities, with entire classes meeting only twice each week. Students would need to assume total responsibility for getting assignments in on time and checking with teachers whenever they needed help.

 

No assemblies, no fire drills, no drama clubs, no attendance monitoring, no study halls, no election of class officers. Would that work immediately for everyone? No. Would it work better in the long run than what we have now? In time, yes.

 

Condensing grades one through seven would be far more difficult, because there’s still so much physical, emotional, and social growth going on. Some authorities suggest longer school days and longer school years. Perhaps seasonal three-week breaks would work better—and eliminate spending the first month each fall reviewing what’s been forgotten over the summer.

 

What we have right now is a gargantuan machine, dedicated not only to education in small nuggets but also to an entire social structure continually required to transport, feed, medicate, assess, and evaluate. And to house young people, keeping them well out of the way of the adult business world until they’re old enough to join it.

 

It’s a machine, therefore, that chugs along slowly, consuming vast amounts of time, energy—and money. As financial crises and proficiency demands increase, what we’ll eventually need to address is  whether or not we want to continue moving at that pace, or come up with a much different plan.

 

Throughout your entire career, you’ll be hearing from multiple fronts (parents, administrators, politicians, and taxpayers), many of whom will claim to have the ultimate answers to how schools should be run. It’s easy to become distracted and confused.

 

But you as a teacher can claim a kind of insight that no one else has. You are with your students for at least an hour every single day. You know how they think, how they behave, how they learn. You know what works best—for them and for you.




Some things you’ll never grow accustomed to.

Like what I used to call the 5:30 A.M. body slam. From my first day of teaching in 1968 to my last in 1999, my frame never grew accustomed to the shock of hearing the alarm go off before dawn. There were many days, in fact, when I fell back asleep while standing under the shower spray.

 

Whoever decided that the world should revolve around morning people, anyway? Expecting a teacher to be vibrant and bouncy at 7:00 A.M. every day without exception is, in my mind, a crime against humanity.

 

And each time I read a new report stating that teenagers’ internal clocks aren’t set for early learning either, I can’t help wondering why we go on, decade after decade, torturing so many.

Seven-thirty in the morning. It was the earliest I had arrived at work since I had been discharged from the army.

—STUART B. PALONSKY






Survival is indeed for the fittest—and that’s you.

Although the loneliness and isolation of this profession are definite drawbacks, there’s a cool contradiction worth noting: your students will drain and exhaust you—but they will also engage and energize you.

 

I can’t think of anyplace else where one person has the privilege of constant intellectual interaction with others of so many diverse backgrounds, frameworks, temperaments, and personalities. Will some of their freely offered opinions and remarks horrify you? Yes. Will others give you a fresh perspective, perhaps even illuminate and fast-track your own evolution? Yes again.

 

Remember, the world revolves around the young. We adults may make the rules, but they test, blur, and tweak them. We may market the clothing, the cars, and the electronics, but they decide whether or not those offerings are hip enough to buy.

 

Seeing our society through their eyes will keep you thinking like a young person. You’re less likely to fall prey to uttering the dreaded line, “Back in my day . . . ” You already understand that it isn’t your day; it’s theirs. But your wisdom and influence still color their world, just as their brash enthusiasm colors yours.

 

A warning: don’t expect diplomacy or tact. Try not to get your feelings hurt when their assessments can be as off-putting as this: “Oh. You got your hair cut. I don’t like it.”

 

At the same time, it usually makes sense to listen. One former student who otherwise enjoyed my company remarked one day, “You need to stop complaining about the weather. It makes you sound old.” Appalled, I stopped immediately.

 

To teach—and to keep learning—is to remain youthful forever.
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