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Foreword

BY DAVID J. WALBERT

Developing online resourcesfor beginning teachersis not easy.What new teachersneed
most of all is amentor N an experienced thoughtful, successfulteacherwho can take the
time to guide them through their first year. They need someoneto steer them clear of
potential disastersand remind them that what seemslike a disasternow is not the end of
the world, someoneto answer questions and give them timely advice,and, sometimes,
simply a shoulder to cry on. Unfortunately, not every first-year teacher can have a
wonderful mentor.

TheFirst Yearwas conceivedas the next bestthing N the closesta web resourcecan
cometo the face-to-facesupport a real, live, caring mentor can provide. The essaysn this
collection were written as a weblog over the span of the 200592006 academicyear. The
author, Kristi JohnsonSmith, intended them to be read soon after she wrote them, and so
youOlhotice that most of her stories and much of her advicepertains to specific times of
the year.(The original publication date appearsat the top of eachpage.)Kristi maintained
email correspondencewith some of her readers,and some of the essaysanswer their
specific questions. All of them, though, discuss solutions to problems that teachersface
every day.

Kristi writes with a warm, personal tone about her own experiencesas a first-year
teacherand what she learned from them. YouOllfind that although she is an excellent
teachernow, she was far from excellentthen! She talks frankly about the mistakes she
made N but, more importantly, about what she learned from them, and about how she
used her mistakes to become a better teacher.

What we hope youOltake awayfrom TheFirst Yearis, first of all, the knowledgethat
you are not alone You are part of a community of educatorsthat stretchesbeyond your
classroom, school, and school system. Even if we canOtsee you N even if we donOt
necessarilyevenknow who you are! N we appreciatewhat you do, and we careabout you.
We want you to succeednot just in terms of curricula and competenciesand test scores,
but personally.

Second,we want you to know that teachings hard N and thatO®.k. Everythingworth
doing is hard. You will make mistakesin your first year,and you will wish that your life
had a OrewindGutton. But you will learn from those mistakes, and youOlluse them to
become a better teacher and a better person.

We hopethat TheFirst Yearwill help you avoid some mistakes,learn from others,and
know that you are appreciated.lf we canOgive you the comfort and aid of a face-to-face
mentor, we think that KristiOsvoicein theseessayss the closestanyonecan come on the
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web. And please et us know! what elsewe cando to support you and how we canimprove
these resources.Our support for new teachersis continually evolving, and we rely on
feedback from teachers to improve.

All of us at LEARN NC wish you the best of luck as you embark on your teaching
career.

David Walbert
Editorial Director, LEARN NC
June, 2006

vi | The First Year
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Introduction

Originally posted August 5, 2005

I remember my first day as a teacher.It was June 29, 1998, and | wasfacing a group of
summer school students who neededto pass eighth-gradehistory to earn promotion to
high school.l neededmore time to preparemy room, a better graspon the material | was
teaching, and a much stronger senseof the schoolOsulture. The list of schoolrules and
consequences$ had beengiven by the principal did not indicate who my studentswould be
or how this community functioned. | wanted more time to learn about this new job | was
doing. Instead, | had five minutes until my first studentswould be arriving. | positioned
myself at the door with a smile on my face, sweaton my forehead,and a roll bookin my
hand.

The first few minutes went fairly smoothly.| handedeachstudent a brief Ogeto know
youQquestionnaireasthey enteredthe classroomand waspleasantlysurprised that most of
them began completing it after finding their desk.

That honeymoon period lasted exactly three minutes.

After a brief welcomeand introduction, during which | emphasizedthat eachof them
could be successfulin this class,| beganto takeroll. When | calledthe name Curtis, he let
me know he was Ohere.O When | called on Kashay, she told me she was OhereO too.

Student number three, Melinda, did not simply announce her presence.Instead of
letting me know she was Ohere,O she told me where | should go.

OWhat should | do now?0

How should one respondto that? At the time, the bestl could come up with wasmarking
her presentand moving on. | had not prepareda Otoolbox®f strategiesfor that type of
encounter. | could not evenmutter the Oseane at the end of classGny own teachershad
used so often with me.

The confusion and panic | experiencedn that moment N and in other What shouldl
do now?moments along the way N have servedas powerful motivators as | have studied
the craft of teaching. Those moments have posed questions, and those questions have
inspired conversationscoursework,reflections and more trial-and-error events.As a result
of theseexperiences] havelearneda little bit more about how to do this amazing job we
call teaching.It is my hopethat | cansharea few of my insights in thesewritings, and that
| can learn from people who have had different experiences and developed different ideas.
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When | ask OWhatshould | do now?Olet me emphasize from the beginning the
proactiveelementin that question. Although it appliesin reactivesituations N Melinda just
had an outburst; What should | do now?N it alsoasksus to considerwhat we should do
now, in August, to createthat moment we want in November.What should we do nowN
in this moment N to prevent a problem from happening in May?

| havedegreesin history and educationand am working toward a third, but as much
as| havelearnedin my own higher education, my real teachershave been my students.
They are remarkably adept at telling me what works and what doesnOtWhile | was
studying my books,many of them were studying the adults at the front of their classrooms.
They sharedtheir observationswith me during the five years| taught secondaryschool
history and the two years| servedas a mentor teacherN atime period long enough to
learn a few things others might find valuable,but not so long that | have forgotten the
challenges that new teachers face.

It is my hope that these essayswill give you some insights to more effectively
approachthe question that you, like everyteacher,will ask many times: If | want to teach
these incredible students effectivelyWhat should | do now?!?



Starting the year right

Preparing for a new schoolyearcan be overwhelming. Part one of TheFirst
Year will help you get off on the right foot by guiding you through the
processof arranging your classroom,establishingadministrative order, and
communicating with students and parents at the beginning of the year.






Twelve rules for arranging your
classroom

Originally posted August 16, 2005

| was fortunate enough to have my own classroomduring my first year of teaching. My
school building was too small to provide every faculty member that luxury. Some
colleaguestaught in a different room everyperiod, using cartsto transport their materials.
Others at neighboring schools settled into trailers that had been rented to handle an
unexpected increase in the number of students enrolled.

| wasgrateful, but had no time to dwell on my goodfortune. Studentswere coming in
less than a week and | needed to focus on developing my course materials and
managementsystems.| had aminimal amount of time to setup a physicalclassroom.Still,
I knew my students would benefit from a positive environment. The previous history
teacherhad beenkind enoughto leavepicturesto decoratethe wall space but thoseimages
did not createthe atmospherewe needed.Everyportrait displayedthe headof a white male
who had been a OCreatorf Your Country!!!OThere were no pictures of women, ethnic
minorities or anyoneunder the age of fifty. Would my studentsfeel a senseof belonging
and engagement in a classroom like this?

I quickly replacedthe pictures with a more diversearray of imagesand beganmoving
desks,adding plants and organizing the board space.l createdfolders for students,a filing
systemfor my materials and hung a Owelcome®ign on the door. | thought | had covered
the basics.l didnOdiscoverthe infamous OguillotinewindowOuntil a few weekslater when
it slid shut forcefully and unexpectedly nearly removing the arm of a student. | didnOtearn
that the carpet would be soakedafter every rainstorm until | had ruined the teacherOs
edition of our textbook by leaving it on the floor near my desk.

My point? If youOrea new teacher, one of your first jobs will be to set up your
classroom.YouOlant to do it quickly so you can focus on other aspectsof teaching, but
youwant to do it well sothat it becomesan environment in which your studentscanlearn.
There will be some hurdles that you cannot anticipate N guillotine windows for example.
But if you talk to teachersin your building about classroomissuesthat might affect you
and your students N and follow these practical tips, you can savetime, frustration and
money as you begin a new year.
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Twelve rules

Consider the following before you start setting up your classroom.

1. CHECK SCHOOL POLICIES

Before designing your classroom,askif there are any school policies that affect classroom
displays. Some principals require you to post daily objectives.Many schools have fire
policies that prohibit hanging paper signs on the door.

2. PLAN FOR INSPIRATION

Use a portion of your spaceto inspire students. This could mean hanging engagingposters
about contentor attitude. Or if you are planning to display student work, posta sign above
the areathat saysOALLof my studentsare capableof excellence Thesereally showedit on
a recent assignment!O Make sure you print letters large enough for students to read!)

3. SAVE PLENTY OF SPACE FOR INFORMATION

If you need studentsto accesscertain typesof information daily, createa consistentspace
for them to find it. For example,you could post permanent signs at the front of the room
that say OObjectives,OWarmUp Activity,Oand OHomework@nd use the areanear these
signsto provide detailsabouteach.Also havea spacewhere the dateis consistentlyposted,
and make sure your name is posted at the beginning of the year.

| also recommend having a section of the room devotedto students who have been
absent. If you decide to do this:

¥ Label the space clearly. | have a sign that simply asks OWere you absent?O

¥ Hang a calendar nearby to help students identify the day of school they missed.

¥ Use a small filing cabinetto house an activity log (listing the work completed each
day) and blank copies of all assignments (labeledwith titles matching those in the
activity log)

After you introduce students to the space,they becomeresponsible for identifying days
they miss, checking the log for work completed on those days, gathering the blank
assignments, completing the work and submitting it to you.

4. PROTECT WHAT YOU POST

If youOreoing to displayany posterin your classroomfor more than amonth N or want to
use a temporary poster again next year N laminate it before you hang it on your wall.
Otherwise, youOlheedto recreateit after it is tatteredand torn. Many of your schoolswill
have laminating machines. If they donOtpther teacherswill be able to tell you where the
serviceis providedin your area.Make sure you checkthe schoollimits on use or prices at
stores before making final decisions about what to laminate!



5. MAKE IT STICK

Ask other teachersin your building what adhesiveswork on the schoolwalls. | once spent
hours creatinga displayonly to find it on the floor of my room the nextday. Tapeworks on
some walls. Others require putty. | have heard that hot glue guns work on the concrete
walls in many schools.Finally, you can nail things into the walls. The nails are especially
good for holding clipboards (if you want to clip a sign in sheet near your door) and
bathroom passes (if you use anything larger than a paper pass).

6. LEAVE SPACE FOR COLLEAGUES

Leavespacefor other teacherswho use the room. If you have your own classroom,but
other teachersuse it during your planning period or after school, leavethem a drawer in
your filing cabinetand sectionsof the board and wall. Have a conversationaboutwhat else
they might need. This is important in order to preserveboth your materials and your
relationship with colleagues.

If you areatraveling teacher,initiate a conversationabout spacesharing with teachers
you encounterin thosetravels.Geta copyof keysfor eachroom in which youOlbe teaching
and ask the administration if there is a quiet corner where you can havea deskand filing
cabinet that is all your own.

7. ARRANGE DESKS THOUGHTFULLY

Consideryour teaching style, managementstyle and the needsof other teachersusing the
room when arranging the desk<. You may decideto use rows, clusters, a circle or some
other configuration. Design with a purpose in mind!

8. LOCK IT UP

Have at leastone small closetor drawerin your classroomthat can be locked, evenif you
haveto add a small lock yourself. YouOlheedthis areafor confidential files and personal
items.

Learning this lesson cost me one cameraand some pricelesspictures on the roll of
film inside it. It cost another teacher her grade book the week before our grades were due.

9. BE CHEAP

Savemoney on supplies! Ask a colleaguewhat suppliesare provided, how you cangetthem
and if teachersare given a certain amount to spendon their classroomeachyear.|f there
are things you needto buy on your own, ask retailers if they havediscounts for teachers.
Office Max, Staplesand Barnesand Noble all offer reducedprices on classroomsupplies,
and other storesin your areamight too. For most, you will need evidenceof your educator
status N a school ID badge,union card or pay stub will work. Finally, saveall of your
receipts.If your school offers money later, you could be reimbursed for purchasesif you
still have the paperwork. Those receipts also help during tax seasonsince purchasesfor
work are tax-deductible.

Part 1. Starting the year right 7
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10. KEEP TRACK OF TEXTBOOKS

Number your textbooksand createa systemfor loaning books out to studentswho forget
theirs. Students haveto pay up to $60 for lost books, so you donOwant any confusion
about which book they had or whether it was returned to you. Track which books are
assignedto eachstudent by noting eachstudentO®ook number nextto his or her namein
your grade book. Create labels with your name and room number to place on every
textbook so that lost books can be returned to you.

Also, decidewhether you are willing to lend booksto studentswho do not bring their
own copyto class.If you do loan books, track them with a sign out sheetN |Ovecreateda
sampletextbooksign out sheet(page95) that you canuse asatemplate.Finally, if you can,
wait a few daysto distribute the books. Students transfer in and out of classesat the
beginning of the year, and when a student leaves, textbooks can disappear.

11. PREPARE FOR EMERGENCIES (BUT DONOT CREATE THEM)

Locatethe emergencycall button in your room and learn how to usethe intercom system.
You donOwant to accidentallysignify an emergencywhen youOrérying to answera page
from the office on your first day!

12. BE READY TO FILE
Create your own filing system. You will need places to:

¥ record and store your lesson plans and resources

¥ file administrative materials such as: student IEP, notes from faculty meetings, a
parent contactlog, discipline log, a faculty handbook, student handbook, hall passes,
sub plans, pass codes (for the computers and phones), and important contact
numbers.

Last word

| know it is overwhelming, but hopefully organizing your classroomnow will saveyoutime
later. Doing it quickly will allow more time for developing your curriculum and
managementsystems.Doing it effectivelywill createa spacein which your students can
thrive.

On the Web

Textbook Signout Sheet (PDF)
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/textbook_signout.pdf

A form for keeping track of textbookslent to students. (Also available as Microsoft Word
document)


/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/textbook_signout.doc
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/textbook_signout.doc

Templates to help you with
paperwork

Originally posted August 19, 2005

Teachingis not an 8am to 3pm job. I knew that when | went into the profession,and | am
happy to put in hours of extratime developingcurriculum, working with colleaguesand
getting to know my students. However, during my first year, | was astonished by the
amount of time | needed to spend on paperwork.

IOmnot talking about the papersyou will spend time grading. IOmreferring to the
papersyou must complete N or createN in order to maintain a senseof administrative
order and to keep track of your studentsO needs.

Below are some templatesyou may use or alter to fit your needs.Maintaining these
forms is a lot easierthan scrambling to pull sub plans together or trying to remember
which parentsyouOvealled. They also establishyou as a professionalwho documents his
or her efforts, which helps your portfolio and your relationship with parents, colleagues
and your students!

Pleasenote:Your schoolmay havespecificforms for some of thesedocuments.Check
with a colleague before creating your own or using one of these!

The templates

You can see examples of these templates in AppendixPRperwork templategpage 95)

PARENT/GUARDIAN CONTACT LOG

Noting interactions with parents helps you remember who youOvepokento, how to reach
them again and what you learn from each conversation.

¥ Parent/guardian contact logavailable at
http://www.learnnc.org/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/ContactLog.pdf) (PDF,
1 page; also available B&crosoft Word documen)

DISCIPLINE LOG
A log of student behaviorsand consequencesgspeciallyuseful during conferenceswith

parents and administrators about student behavior.

Part 1. Starting the year right 9
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¥ Discipline log (available at
http://www.learnnc.org/Ip/media/collections/newteach/forms/DisciplineLog.pdf)
(PDF, 1 page; also availableMgrosoft Word documeny

MULTIPURPOSE LOG

This is one form that can be used to note severalthings, including parent contactsand
discipline records. | called home for almost every discipline issue, so | found myself
writing things twice when | maintained separatephone and discipline logs. Switching to
this log cut my time in half.

¥ Multipurpose log (available at
http://www.learnnc.org/Ip/media/collections/newteach/forms/MultipurposeLog.pdf)
(PDF, 1 page; also availableMg&rosoft Word documen)

SUB PLANS

Thesecontain all the information someoneneedsto keepyour studentson task when you

canObe in school. Createemergencysub plans that can be used at any point during the

semester(map work for history students,for example)and leavethem on file in the office.

Later, if you have advanceknowledge of specific daysyou will be absent,createseparate
plansthat are more aligned with the contentyou had plannedto coveron thosedays.(Find

out whom to call when you need a substitute before school starts. Keep the number at

home and in your car, in case you are delayed on the way to work.)

¥ Sub plan template(available at
http://www.learnnc.org/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/SubPlans.pdf) (PDF, 5
pages; also available &dicrosoft Word documeny

ISS(IN-SCHOOL SUSPENSION) PLANS

This is work for studentsto completeif they are unexpectedlyremovedfrom your room.
Many schools require you to keep these on file in th8S room or principalOs office.

¥ ISS plan template(available at
http://www.learnnc.org/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/ISSPlans.pdf) (PDF, 1
page; also available adicrosoft Word documen)

I[EP (INDIVIDUALIZED EDUCATION PLAN) NOTEBOOK

Use this to track the modifications you provide for exceptionalstudents. Many schools
require exceptionalstudentsto verify that modifications were provided by initialing entries
in your IEP notebook.IEPs are confidential documents, so keepthis notebookin a secure
location.

¥ |EP notebook(available at
http://www.learnnc.org/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/IEPNotebook. pdf)
(PDF, 2 pages; also available Bscrosoft Word documeny)


/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/DisciplineLog.pdf
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/DisciplineLog.pdf
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/DisciplineLog.doc
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/MultipurposeLog.pdf
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/MultipurposeLog.pdf
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/MultipurposeLog.doc
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/SubPlans.pdf
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/SubPlans.pdf
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/SubPlans.doc
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/ISSPlans.pdf
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/ISSPlans.pdf
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/ISSPlans.doc
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/IEPNotebook.pdf
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/IEPNotebook.pdf
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/IEPNotebook.doc

GRADE BOOK

You will either be given a paper roll book or access to an electronic grade program.

If you receivehe paperversionskip lines betweenyour studentshames to allow for
later entries. Also, skip pagesbetweenclassesto allow pagesfor attendanceand for future
marking periods. (Most teachers use one page for each class every quarter or six weeks.)

If your schoolisesan electronigradebook.find out if there is an official orientation to
the program. If not, ask for a tutorial as soon as possible. The computer expertswill be
swampedwith requeststhe week before gradesare due. Saveyour gradesfrequently and
print out a copy every time you update your grades.

LOCKER LOG

If you havea homeroom, you will needalist of your students®ames,locker numbers, and
combinations. Many schoolswill alsorequire studentsto initial a statementon this page
that says they will comply with all school rules about lockers.

¥ Locker log(available at
http://www.learnnc.org/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/LockerLog.pdf) (PDF, 1
page; also available adicrosoft Word documen)

Part 1. Starting the year right 11
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Communicating with parents at the
beginning of the year

Originally posted August 23, 2005

My first communiquZ to parents was a disaster. It was too long, too late and
unintentionally insensitive. The worst part of it was a line that said all students were
required to havecertain suppliesin classby the third dayof school.Evenreadingit now, it
seemsinnocuous enough. However, when daythree arrived, and | beganto note who had
come preparedin my gradebook, | alsonoted a marked changein the students@ehavior.
Some shifted in their seats.Others muttered under their breath. And one handed me a
note from his mother. OMrs.Smith,Git began,OLikemost peoplein this town, | work in the
local mill. We get paid at the end of the month, and my child will havehis supplies after
that.O

Oops.

I have always believedthat you must build relationships with studentsin order to
teachthem effectively. At that moment, | learned that you must also build relationships
with their families. My students neededsupplies.| neededthe support of their parentsto
make sure those supplieswere put to good use at home aswell asin the classroom.And |
had just gotten off on the wrong foot.

Getting off on the right foot

| have since altered my approach to communicating with parents.

¥ | ask colleagueswhat | needto know about the community before | meet my first
students,

¥ | make sure | have a supply list available at open houses and orientations before
school begins,

¥ | collectusednotebooksand dividers from studentsat the end of eachyear(when they
are cleaning out their lockets and heading for the garbage), and

¥ | let parentsknow that while those used supplieslast, they are availablefree of charge
to any student who stops by my room outside of class time to ask.

Part 1. Starting the year right 13
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Making sure parents are informed

In addition to the greeting and supply list they receive before the school year begins, |
distribute asyllabuson day one that contains:

¥ course description and goals

rules, policies and procedures

notes on classroom culture

description of the grading system

list of promises to students

a place for parents/guardians to respond

K K K K K

The response section should include a place for parents/guardians to indicate
understanding of the information and a spacefor them to provide information of their
own. They may note a phone number you should have or list facts about their childOs
learning style or medical needs.(Make sure that this responsesectionis on a portion of the
syllabusyou can detachfor your own record keepingwhile allowing the studentto keepthe
syllabus!)

Finally, | attacha welcomeletter to eachsyllabus explaining who I am and how much
| am looking forward to getting to know them. (IOvedrafted a sample welcome letter and
syllabus(page 107)which you can use as a template.)

Making personal contact

In addition, | recommend that teachersattempt to call every parent during the first two
daysof school This is no small task. Many of the phone numbers you will receivefrom the
school (and from some students) are incorrect. Furthermore, when you have 90D120
studentsat atime (not uncommon for secondaryschoolteachers)just attempting to reach
all of their homes can take sevenor more hours. In other words, you wonOget much else
done during the afternoonson those two days!Still, | believethe rewards make the time
and effort worthwhile.

Calling during the Ohoneymoon@haseof the year (which rangesfrom no time at all
to three or four daysand refers to a time when most students are still quietly gaining a
sense of their environment), means you can connect in a conversationthat is purely
positive. James@other may hear, for the first time ever,that he hasbeena model student
in classso far. Jamesreceivesthe positive attention and may decidethat he likes it and is
willing to work to earn more of it. The best-casescenariois that you have just saved
yourself countless hours of wondering what you could have done to get Jamesmore
invested. The worst casescenariois that Jamesstill doesnOinvest, but you alreadyknow
how to reach his mother, and you have proved to her that you are not out to get her son.

Finally, remember to note all interactions in your parent/guardian contactlog (page
9).

And remember that you know your classroom,but these parentsand guardiansknow
your students. Working together, you can make sure that those students succeed.



Helping students get organized

Originally posted September 2, 2005

It beganasa calm dayin my North Carolina History class.Earlyin the period, | had given
eachof my studentsa short handout and ten minutes to completeit. At the end of that ten
minutes, | collectedthe work from everyoneN everyonethat is, everyoneexcepta student
named Jermaine.

JermainedidnOthave his. When | askedhim where he had put it, he told me he had
Oleftit athome.OWhen | reminded him that | had givenit out only ten minutes before,and
that no one had left the classroomsince that time, he looked me squarein the eyeand
asked me if | was calling him a liar.

Jermaine and | spent some quality time at the end of the period looking for the
handout. To provide a very short summary of a very long process,the handout was never
recovered.The time wasnot completelywasted,though. | did receivepermission for arare
glimpse into the backpackof a student. Its contents consistedlargely of crumpled papers
shovedin with no senseof order. The only notebookl sawwassealedshut with alargewad
of gum.

Jermaine, and many of our other students, have not learned how to organize
themselvesand their school materials. It is my hope that the few pointers provided below
will help you facilitate your students@rganization (and therebytheir academicsuccess!as
they begin the year.

Guidelines for facilitating organization

1. Beclearaboutthe suppliesyour students need and the way you want those materials
organized. GCommunicating with parents at the beginning of the year (page 130
containsideasabout suppliesand a link to a sample syllabusthat describesnotebook
organization.

2. Use classtime to help students organize those supplies. Allowing students twenty
minutes to label dividers and organize handouts at the beginning of the yearwill save
everyone countless hours of searching for assignments down the road.

3. DonOmmake assumptionsabout your students®rganizational knowledge.If you want
the homework assignmentsto go behindthe homeworldivider, sayso. Also, make sure
that everyhandout is clearly labeled.Eachshould havea title and a clear indicator of
the binder section to which it belongs.

Part 1. Starting the year right 15
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4. Keepamodel notebookin the classroomthat studentscan referencewhen organizing
their own notes.

5. If you want handouts placed in a binder, three-hole punch them. Your schoolOs
photocopier may do this for you. If not, let an administrator know that you believe
organization is an important study skill, and ask if there is money in the budgetto
purchase a hole puncher for your classroom or department.

6. Make sure students are committed to keeping their materials organized. You can do
this in a variety of ways, including:

1. Celebrating those who demonstrate excellent organization. Give out stickers,
make a positive phone call home, award a few extra points, or havethe principal
shake studentsO hand and compliment them on the excellent work.

2. Grading students on their organization of class materials. (You can use this
samplerubric (pagellyasatemplate.)You may haveto figure out what typesof
grades your students care about. | found that many of my students were
unmotivated by a 20-point notebookgrade, until | made those 20 points part of
an exam score.

3. Emphasizing that mastering organization facilitates masteryin other areas.You
are not asking them to organizetheir materials for the sakeof Obeingorganized.O
Organization servesa much larger purpose. Point out that learning the material
is easierwhen studentsknow where to find the handoutson which that material
is located.Remind them that demonstrating understandingis simpler when they
can locate the work they need to turn in.

| have found that most students are fairly adeptat maintaining a systemonce they have
establishedit. | have also found that many like the senseof control they have over their
materials once the systemis in place. Teachthem organizational skills now, and it will
serve them well later N in your class and in other settings down the road.

On the Web

Sample rubric for student binders (PDF)
/Ip/media/collections/newteach/forms/binder_rubric.pdf

A rubric for grading (or awarding bonus points for) students' organization. (Also availableas
Microsoft Word document)


/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/binder_rubric.doc

Getting to know them

Originally posted September 10, 2005

Demarcustold me | wasOthebomb.Q told him to go to the principalOffice, and alook of
complete and utter confusion covered his face.

It turned out that being OthebombOis a good thing. | didnOtknow that. | had
apparentlyjust receivedthe highest compliment an eighth gradercould give me, and | had
punished him for it.

My mistake.

It wasa mistake from which | learned,though. In fact, that moment made me rethink
my classroomOdisciplinesystemCaltogether.| beganto wonder how many other times |
had handed out consequenceswithout understanding what had actually happened.
Certainly my classroomneededstructure N rules that were enforcedand applied equallyto
all. But maybel had admired the structure of the discipline systemwhile neglecting the
community foundation on which it neededto stand. Maybeinstead of thinking exclusively
about behaviorN and the rewardsand punishments it should elicit N | neededto think
about my students.

Did | know them?| knew their names, had contactedtheir families and had reviewed
their academic records. | had even distributed a Getting to Know You (page 118
questionnaire at the beginning of the year. Of course,| hadnOteally had a lot of time to
look at their responses. There were lessons to plan and OrealO assignments to grade.

But that afternoon | found the completed OGettingto Know YouGhandouts and really
began reading them. After three weeks as their teacher, | began meeting my kids.

I wonOtpretend that the changein classroom culture was instantaneous, but the
changein me was. | began listening to the hearts of my students, instead of simply
challenging their minds. And over time, the classroomculture did shift. | continued to
make relationships a priority. As a result, the foundation we neededfor our Odiscipline
systemO and our academic work was built and preserved.

And | lovedit. And | beganto love them. And they sensedmy investment, were
encouragedto interact, and through those interactions we all learned. And we didnOfust
learn more about eachother. They realized| was interestedin them, and they responded
by paying more attention to me and to the material | wasteaching. Things werenOperfect,
but the number of discipline issuesl encounteredsignificantly decreasedAs they did, we
had more time to focus on each other and on the material.

Getting to know your studentsis a reward in and of itself, but it also helpsin other
areas. It createsstudent investment in you and in history, math, science, English or
whatever subject you teach.
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Strategies for getting to know your students

How do you do it? It is actually remarkably simple. Start by asking them a few basic
guestions about what they do in their free time and who they are inside and outside the
classroom. Then remember the answers, and follow up by inquiring about how those
things are going for them. Passa calendararound and ask studentsto put their birthdays
on it. You donOtave to buy presentsor sing to make an impression. Just say a quiet
Ohappy birthdayO when they come through your door.

Everysix weeks,assignwork that studentscan do silently at their deskswhile you call
them up one at atime for a conference.You cantalk aboutacademicperformance,but also
askthem how things are going in other parts of their lives. Attend an extracurricularevent
in which they are going to participate.One colleagueof mine N who enteredthe classroom
after retiring from the businessworld, and taught everydayin a bow tie N would ask his
studentsto recommendmoviessothat he could seethem, then havea common experience
to discuss with them after class.

In other words, figure out somewayto connectwith your students. Listen not just to
what they say, but to who they are. Demarcusmight N for amoment N think youOréhe
bomb, and you donOtvant to miss that moment becauseyouOraot payingthe right kind of
attention. You also donOwant to miss the chanceto tell him that you think he is pretty
amazing too.

On the Web

Getting to know you: A survey for students (PDF)
/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/getting_to_know_you.pdf

This sample questionnaire asks students about themselvesso that you can learn more about
who they really are, outside of class. (Also availableMisrosoft Word document)


/lp/media/collections/newteach/forms/getting_to_know_you.doc

Creating a safe space for students to
take academic risks

Originally posted September 17, 2005

| wrote earlier (page 13 that when you build relationships with your students and
demonstratean investment in them, three incredibly positive things happen: You get to
know a classroom full of amazing kids, those students become invested in their
relationships with you, and as they become more invested in you, they become more
investedin the material you teach.Thoserelationships provide an incredible foundation of
trust that allows you to connectemotionally and intellectually with your students,and that
connection can produce remarkable results.

That is good news, good news, good news.

Ready for the bad news?

Here it is: Justbecauseyour studentstrust you doesnOmean they are going to trust
anyoneelsein your classroom.And to truly grow, they are going to needto take emotional
and intellectual risks in front that group.

ItOsa group of their peers. They want the approvalof their classmatesand many are
not willing to risk that approvalto engagein intellectual exploration. It is probably not
Ocool@ aska question, evenif the answerhelps them with their learning. And when you,
the teacher,posean inquiry, many students are desperatelyhoping you wonOtisk them to
share their thoughts.

So what do you do? How can you design a classroom climate that encourages
risk-taking? And how canyou geta group of studentsto support one anotherOsfforts, even
when some efforts result in answers that are obviously wrong?

Encouraging risk-taking

Begin by having an explicit conversationabout the climate you want in your classroom.If
you want peopleto participate verballyevenwhen they are uncertain, you should sayso. If
you want their classmatesto support imperfect first attempts by applauding the
participation, you must tell them how.

Then show them. HereOs the method | recommend.

Part 1. Starting the year right 19



20 | The First Year

1. DEMONSTRATE RISK-TAKING

First, find something at which youOreretty good and let your studentsseeyou do it. Then
make the point that regardlessof your current performancelevel,you will neverimprove at
that activity unless you are willing to push yourself to the point of making a mistake.

| demonstrate this by bringing a basketball into my classroom and doing a
ball-handling drill in front of my students. Then | tell them | havea choice:1 cando it
slowly and perfectly forever, or | can try to improve my performance a little and risk
making a mistake. Well, | want to get better, so| start to move it more quickly and in few
new ways.(Usually studentsin the front row start to get a little nervousat this point, sol
move to an areaof the room where | know a flying ball wonObreak a window or injure a
kid.) Eventually,| messup, drop the ball, take a bow, and remind my studentsthat even
though the ball escapedme this time, 10lIbe able to hold onto it a little longer next time
becausevhen you make a mistake, itOsan opportunity learn. In other words, | will be better
tomorrow because | was willing to take a risk in the classroom today.

2. BE WILLING TO FAIL

Second,be willing to try something at which you are terrible, and insist that your students
celebrateyour willingness to try. | do this by using an old guitar to play are horrible
rendition of OHappy Birthday.OLet me be clear: | am absolutely awful, and it is a
humiliating experience. But my students love it.

Throughout the year, whenever a student is afraid to give a verbal presentation,
participatein a group, write an essayor draw something on the board, | askthem if | need
to bring the guitar backin to remind them that we all need to be willing to try. Their
classmatesusually encouragethem to get involved so that they can avoid the cacophony
that is my musical output.

| still bring out the guitar on occasion.Sometimesa studentwho takesarisk needsto
be celebratedby a short serenadethat lets him or her know that the effort wasappreciated.
As an added bonus, my humiliation shifts the attention back off of them so they can
recover from having taken the risk.

3. BUILD RISK-TAKING INTO YOUR CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT

Develop a management systemthat rewards students who support their classmatesand
providesconsequencedor thosewho bully, taunt or tease.The rewardscanbe assimple as
extra points on assignmentsif the whole class applauds after each presentation. The
consequencecould be a seatoutside the door researchingthe presentationtopicsinstead of
listening to what classmates have learned.

Other means

Maintaining a positive classroom culture is not easy,and my means of introducing the
topic may not be your style. If that is the case find an approachwith which you are more
comfortable.



Somehow,though, you needto let your studentsknow that you understandthat trying
new skills and learning new material can be intimidating, especiallywhen so many of
those efforts are taking placein aclassroomthat is full of their peers.Somehow,you need
to let them know that you appreciateand support all of their efforts, and that you will insist
that their classmates demonstrate that encouraging attitude as well.

Finally, make it clear that effort will lead to improvement. Your applausefor the
participation is sincere,but sois your belief that they cando better N that they canachieve
masteryof the material. You will be there to encourage guide and help them recoverfrom
missteps. You will alsobe there to help them celebratethe accomplishmentsborn of their
courage and work.

Part 1. Starting the year right 21






The first semester

Your students need you. You need a break. And we're only in the first
semester of the school year!

Part two highlights important areason which new teachersshould focus
earlyin the yera,including engagingstudents, using assessmentgo guide
instruction, promoting student understanding, and addressing classroom
managementissues.It alsoprovidesyou with important tips for taking care
of both your students and yourself.
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A successful day? Engaging your
students may not be enough

Originally posted September 24, 2005

| thought the day was a success.

| was exhausted,but elated.For the first time ever,| had spentan entire dayin my
classroomwithout once seeinga student asleep(bad) or out of control (worse).Perhapsl
hadfinally discoveredhe real keyto managinga classroom.Certainly it wasaboutbuilding
relationships with students (page17 and creating a positive classroomculture (page19 N
both essentialelements.But it wasalsoabout making the lessonsengaging!Instead of just
talking about the material, my students had explored it! They had done activity after
activity,and | had learnedan incredibly important lesson:If | put more energyinto making
my classroominteresting, | could expendless energy pleading with my kids to stay alert
and on task.

One for the OwinO column?

Not quite.

The nextday,my studentsstruggledto build on that knowledge,and | realizedthat my
activities,while engaging,hadnOteally focusedon what my studentsneededto know. | had
lost sight of their learning objectivesin the midst of my planning. | had gotten so excited
about what wecoulddo that | had forgotten to think about what theghouldearn.

Backwards planning

PleasedonOmisinterpret my message Engagementis critical. Get your studentsinvested.
Structure activities that excitetheir personalitiesas well astheir minds. But never, never,
neverlose sight of what those activities are supposedto be teaching.You havea classroom
full of studentswho struggle with reading, writing, basicmath, critical thinking and many
other essentialskills. Those students are counting on you to highlight what they need to
know.

Pay attention to the gaps in your studentsOearning. Translate their needs into
objectives,and determine how you can measuretheir progresstoward those goals. Then
createthe lessonsthat will really engagethem N never losing sight of the purpose each
lesson must serve.

Educator Grant Wiggins3 calls this Obackwardplanning,Oencouraging us to design
objectivesfirst so we can createassessmentsand lessonswith those objectivesin mind.
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