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Introduction

TEACHER SPOTLIGHT

Starting Out

“When | first started teaching, | was fearful of being majorly unprepared. | was fresh out
of my undergraduate program and felt so certain | was nowhere near prepared to start
teaching. My biggest fear was being inadequate to teach such young, inquisitive minds.

| came to learn that confidence is a big part of teaching. | felt more confident when |
asked our instructional team for help, having them come into my room, watch a lesson,
and then give me pointers on things to change or tweak. Overall, while my fear was valid,
| was able to overcome it and learn more about myself in the process.”

“l couldn’t wait to set up my room and get started teaching. Soon after being hired, |
found out that | would be teaching first grade. | was terrified because | had no idea what
to do with little ones. | got started right away, planning out my classroom and looking

up different websites for ideas on how to teach first grade and what to expect. On the
first day of school, they all came in with a smile and an excitement for learning. We spent
most of the day getting to know each other, exploring the classroom and materials while
creating an environment where they felt safe and loved. We all made it through our first
day—they didn’t want to go home, and | didn’t want them to leave either. It was at that
moment that | knew | could teach first grade and love it.”

“I was so excited for my first teaching job! | always dreamed of being a teacher, and to
finally have my own classroom was a dream come true! It was also a bit surreal that | was
now in charge of teaching these 120 students. | was eager to show them how cool math
can be and to have them see that they could all be successful in math!”



e each begin our teaching journey with a clear set of aims. We want to
teach well so our students thrive. We commit to becoming lifelong learners.
We are armed with good intentions. Too often, though, many of us are

confronted with the hard realities of schooling: mandated curricula, scripted lesson
plans, inauthentic instructional materials, systems that hinder parental collaboration,
schedules that hamper our attempts to reflect and improve our teaching . . . the list goes
on. What practices can we enact that help us navigate these realities? How do we make
good on our good intentions?

As a longtime teacher educator and former public-school teacher, I have a keen
sense of what it feels like to want to teach well, yet not feel fully equipped to do so.
Over the years, I often craved a resource for self-directed, self-paced professional
learning that I could use to improve my practice.

Importantly, as a classroom teacher, I wanted to implement teaching practices that
helped me fulfill my intentions to meet my students where they were, to show that
I valued their identities and skills, to make their learning meaningful and authentic,
and to make what we did in the classroom matter. As a teacher educator, I wanted a
practical and empowering resource my teacher candidates could carry with them as
they began their careers and as they moved forward, with ideas they could easily digest
and implement in their classrooms from the start. I could never find quite the right
guidebook, so I decided to write it.

Why This Book?

There are numerous books offering strategies for lesson planning, coordinating lessons
to meet curriculum requirements, and organizing the classroom to meet these require-
ments. The strategies in When You’re the New Teacher focus on tasks and activities that
cut across—and move beyond—planning, instruction, and classroom management.
Great teaching requires strong relationships among teachers, colleagues, students,
families, and communities. Teachers who engage in relationship building know how

to navigate challenges and overcome barriers. They leverage their students’ skills and
interests as legitimate curricular starting points and create context for deep learning,
reflection, and student-centered instruction. This book addresses those critical teaching
qualities, offering practical, step-by-step activities to help you know and understand
students and families, build effective relationships with coworkers and supervisors, and
put love and care at the heart of your teaching.

Who Is the Book For?

New teachers want to become excellent teachers. Excellent teachers are always trying
to get better at teaching. This book is meant to help you as a teacher starting out, or
wherever you are along your teaching path. It invites you to reflect on the course you
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want to set for yourself and to grow professionally from the start and as your career
progresses.

e Asateacher candidate or a beginning teacher, you can use the book to
prepare for your first year of teaching; to implement activities to get to
know students, their families, and the surrounding community; to practice
student-centered instructional approaches; and to reflect on your teaching
toward the goal of continuous improvement.

e Ifyouare a more experienced teacher moving to a new school, the book
can help you get to know your new colleagues and deepen your skill set
by thinking through ways to incorporate culturally responsive practices in
your daily repertoire and engage more productively with colleagues around
complex teaching topics.

e Teacher educators, induction leaders, teacher mentors, student teaching
field supervisors, and instructional coaches: this book is for you as well. Use
it as a professional learning tool to guide teacher-learners through activities
and reflective exercises to improve their practice.

Scope and Organization

Five chapters present twenty-eight strategies to help you prepare, plan, act, and reflect on
what you’re learning, what’s working, what you want to change, and how to go about it.

Chapter 1. Through four interrelated strategies, this chapter walks you through how to
learn about students’ lived experiences and integrate them into curriculum planning,
become familiar with and determine how to make use of community assets, collect
information about students’ families, and help your students set and attain goals.

Chapter 2. Here you’ll find ways to partner with school stakeholders and build relation-
ships to enhance your students’ learning experiences and your own. The chapter’s six
strategies offer activities that will help you plan for building positive relationships with
families, colleagues, and administrators; craft ways to engage parents as experts in your
classroom; partner with teaching peers to improve your instructional practices; and
maintain a strong working relationship with your principal.

Chapter 3. Understanding the role of love and care in the classroom is addressed

in chapter 3. Eight strategies include easy-to-follow directions for classroom-based
activities to assist you in creating identity-affirming lessons and spaces, strengthening
your classroom community, and expressing your respect and care for your students.

Chapter 4. This chapter presents four strategies to navigate challenges while identifying
opportunities to develop your collaborative expertise. You will learn how to address
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problematic decisions, remarks, or actions of other professionals and colleagues; seek
help when you need it; build and contribute your own expertise; grow your tolerance for
vulnerability; bring joy to required tasks; and support your emotional well-being.

Chapter 5. Teaching involves a host of transitions. Chapter 5 offers six strategies to

use as you move from one teaching situation to another. In addition to learning how to
plan to enter or reenter the job market or prepare to move to a different school, you will
complete an exit strategy action plan that includes how to thank school stakeholders,
how to lovingly say goodbye to students, and ways to request documentation of your
own accomplishments.

Throughout the chapters, you will find real-life examples, sample dialogues, and
stories from educators and students. At the end of each chapter are forms you can print
or download to guide your planning and reflection.

How to Use the Book

When You’re the New Teacher is self-paced and meant to be used regularly and year after
year. My hope is that you will treasure this book as a personal reflective toolbox that
enables you to systematically improve your teaching practice throughout your tenure as
a practitioner. Alongside the book, be sure to keep a dedicated notebook or digital file
for the journaling and reflective writing that are key to many of the book’s activities.

Learning about teaching can be overwhelming, so I encourage you to pace yourself
in a way that suits you best. It’s fine to focus on the strategies one or two at a time. Use
the table of contents as a menu, selecting chapters and strategies that fit your needs at
any given time. For example, at the start of a new school year, begin with chapter 1 and
find tools to learn about and consider how to incorporate what your students already
know into your lessons, unearth families’ academic desires, and locate neighborhood
resources to connect your classroom with the community. If it is the middle of the
school year and the culture and climate of your classroom could use a refresh, you
might jump to chapter 3 for activities to build community. If you just found out that
you will be moving to a new school, open to chapter 5 to get tips for making a smooth
transition. Or perhaps you find yourself in a difficult debate with a colleague about how
to approach a controversial classroom topic; chapter 4 gives you conversation protocols
to navigate this challenge.

You can also use the book as part of professional learning community with a small
group of teachers who wish to explore their instructional decision-making and work
collectively to implement ideas from the book to improve their practice. In addition
to the classroom activities and teacher reflections in the first three chapters, chapter 4
will be helpful in improving collaboration within and across groups of teachers such as
grade groups and small learning communities.
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