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Abstract

Alternative certification is associated with considerable controversy (Feistritzer -2008; Unger, Nichole - 3/29/07; The Chancellor’s New Clothes – March 22, 2008), despite these programs becoming accepted and even being hosted by traditional teacher colleges (MacIsaac, Zawicki, Henry, Beery & Falconer – 2004; Feistritzer - 2008).  Many concerns focus on several important questions:  Can an alternative certification candidate be an effective teacher?  (Unger, Nichole - 3/29/07, p. 1) Will enough candidates be recruited through these programs? (Grosso de León, Anne -  Spring 2005, p. 1)  Will these candidates stay in the field over the long term? (Westchester Institute for Human Services Research - April 2004, pg. 3)  My experience in the SUNY-Buffalo State Physics Alternative Certification program (New York State Department of Education – accessed 7-2008;  SUNY-Buffalo State College, Physics Teacher Pathways, accessed July 8, 2008) is an example that indicates that Alternative Certification candidates are qualified, and do remain in the field.  The successful transition for alternative certification candidates from industry or corporate positions to the education field is generally dependent on a few main factors:  1) a program with significant content 2) pedagogical knowledge of program participants and 3) a program requiring and providing an effective mentoring component to participants.
(Lederman, Sweeney-Lederman, & El-Khalick – April 13, 2007)


The following is a discussion of my transformation from mechanical engineer focused on corporate design work to physics teacher in a high school setting. An alternative certification program for teachers is a proven and successful method for those desiring to enter the field of teaching through alternative pathways.
Brief Review of Literature


Several reputable institutes and opinion leaders in alternative certification have built an excellent foundation of research and study to further the case for such certification. This foundation includes achieving more diversity in teacher demographics, filling the gaps in specific subject areas, and offering comparable work ethics between alternatively certified teachers and more traditionally trained educators. 

There are many statistics offered to demonstrate how alternative certification has achieved more diversity in teacher demographics. The Center for Teaching Quality, also known as CTQ, (November 2005), focuses on the  NC TEACH program as a typical example of what was found in studying seven different alternative certification programs. Their findings suggest that “NC TEACH recruits are valued by principals.”  CTQ reports that the program brings in needed teachers and fulfills needed teacher demographics: 41% enrolled are male, 30% minority, 21% planned to teach high school math and sciences and 15% plan to teach middle grades math and science. The Westchester Institute for Human Services Research (April 2008 - WIHSR) reports research which verifies that alternative certification programs have recruited a more diverse pool of teachers, including a higher percentage of males, minorities, and people over age thirty; and that these teachers are more likely to have a broader range of work experience outside education.  A survey of principals (Legler, November 2002) revealed that a larger percentage of alternatively certified teachers hired were male, more than the overall percentage of male teachers.  A larger number of candidates in their thirties were reported as well, suggesting that alternative certification attracts a different pool of teachers –more mature and experienced.  Seventy-four percent of responding principals also indicated that they rated the performance of their alternatively certified teachers as equal to or above other new hires.  When asked about the issue of teacher shortage, about 70% of responding principals indicated they had difficulty finding enough qualified teachers, and half of responding principals said that alternatively certified candidates had been “somewhat or very helpful in addressing the shortage”.  

Alternatively certified teachers have also stepped in where there were gaps in specific subject areas taught in schools. WIHSR claims that these teachers serve where the demand is greatest: in inner cities and outlying rural areas, and in high demand subject areas such as mathematics and science.


Studies also indicate that alternatively certified teachers have comparable work ethics to more traditionally trained educators. In The Impact of Alternative Certification in the Midwest North Central Regional Educational Laboratory (NCREL) Policy Issues, Robert Legler reports a multi-state NCREL study based on survey results from new teachers across the Midwest. He found “no statistically significant difference between alternatively certified teachers' reports of their levels of preparation and the levels of preparation reported by other teachers.”  Legler also found no significant difference between the two groups on questions of whether teachers had a first year mentor, and how helpful they found the mentor. 

Personal Experience Leading to a Career in Education


It is not uncommon for many undergraduates to change majors multiple times until they find an area of study where they can achieve success.  However, I knew I wanted to major in mechanical engineering when I graduated from high school.  In college, I remained true to this course –I liked mechanical engineering, never changed my major and earned a bachelors degree in the subject.  Even today as a high school physics teacher, my engineering background has served me well.


Upon earning my undergraduate degree at Drexel University in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, I moved back to the Rochester, NY area and soon started my first full time engineering job at Xerox Corporation and then later at Moore Business Forms near Buffalo, NY.  Less than six months after I started at Moore, the company underwent major restructuring, and I was one of many who received severance packages.  I started again with another employer about seven months later, only to be laid off again six months after that.


The job market was very poor in early 2002, and I eventually began doing part time and temporary work including substitute teaching.  I felt an attraction to the teaching profession and environment - it was something that I could do well and I knew that I could help kids.  With encouragement from friends and family, I started investigating what it would take to get licensed to teach mathematics and physics at the high school level. 

Looking at Buffalo State College near where I lived, it would take about two years for me to get a teaching license for math, but in physics I could get a special teaching license in less than a year that would allow me to teach while being mentored by professional educators.  This was my introduction to the concept of alternative certification.  

Alternative Certification Coursework in Physics Education at Buffalo State


The alternative certification program offered at Buffalo State University was for Transition B Alternate Certification.  This program followed New York State Department of Education guidelines (MacIsaac, Zawicki, Henry, Beery & Falconer – 2004; http://www.highered.nysed.gov/ocue/AlternativeTeacherCertificationProgram.htm (July 30, 2007). Once I made the decision to join the program, I fulfilled a 40 hour observation requirement by sitting in on classes run by other teachers at the high school where I had served as a substitute teacher as well as at some other local high schools.  I also took an evening class on exceptional education while continuing as a substitute teacher.

During the summer of 2003, I took the Summer Institute classes at Buffalo State. These were aggressive courses designed to prepare non-traditional teachers for the classroom environment. Students in these courses went to classes for about 40 hours each week for over two weeks, spending a good portion of evenings and weekends doing homework assignments.  

After completing the first of these summer classes, I took New York State’s LAST (Liberal Arts & Sciences Test) (http://www.nystce.nesinc.com/PDFs/NY_fld01_objs.pdf) and Physics Content Specialty Test or CST (http://www.nystce.nesinc.com/PDFs/NY_fld09_objs.pdf). The LAST assesses basic academic skills. The CST is a physics content test.  With the state exams and my first summer course completed, I returned to Buffalo State and spent almost three weeks on an additional classroom preparation course, PHY510.  Lastly, I finished the summer doing an independent study in Adolescent Psychology (EDF 529), which allowed me to be a candidate for a teaching job in September 2003. I found an opening at a small private catholic high school about forty minutes away. 

My Mentored Teaching Experience

This private catholic high school was a very small school –under 300 students with a staff of about 20 teachers.  The science department consisted of the biology teacher, the chemistry teacher, and me.  I had about 50 students split into 4 sections, with each of these sections having two “double period” days each week for labs.

The small school setting had far more pros than cons.  I had a small student load with very manageable class sizes, and there was a fairly tight knit family atmosphere within the school - most people were related to someone else at the school or alumni.  Our principal and vice principal could spend more time helping an individual staff member than someone running a larger school. However, as the only physics teacher, I couldn’t make use of lesson plans and activities from colleagues. 

Though I did not have another physics teacher in the same building, I was able to get help from a veteran physics teacher who had just retired, leaving the job open for me.  He had been at this private high school for five years after taking an early retirement from a public school and had been the driving force behind a revitalization of the science department.  Without hesitation, he accepted the role of local mentor to me, while Dr. Dan MacIsaac, who oversees the alternative certification program at Buffalo State, served as my college mentor (MacIsaac, Zawicki, Henry, Beery & Falconer – 2004; Kajs, Alaniz, Willman, Maier, Brott, & Gomez – accessed 7-6-2008;  Center for Teaching Quality – Nov. 2005;  Feistritzer - 2008).  These mentors would come and observe my teaching and give feedback, as well as provide other means of help and support, including assistance in preparing lessons and setting up lab equipment. In addition, I also received help from another science education professor at Buffalo State College who lived in the vicinity. 


I began the year with the enthusiasm, energy and ideals typical of any new teacher, along with the support of my mentors and colleagues.  I was also able to prepare my students for a difficult state final exam (NYS Regents Physics June 04).  I met my second year with better classroom management, significantly better lessons, and even better results on the state exam. I was able to do some more extra curricular science and technical activities with interested students.  Having completed my two year mentored teaching experience to satisfy the NYSED Transitional B Certification requirements, I could move on to another position.  I ended up moving to greater Atlanta, where I am still teaching currently. 


Teaching is in fact a highly demanding profession requiring great skills in dealing with (difficult) people, a high level of organization and efficiency, and the ability to handle stress, multiple tasks and deadlines (Lampert - 2001, p. 1).  After a few months of teaching, I began to describe it to people this way:

When I was in industry, I would come in to work every day, sit down at my desk, and work on whatever projects I had. I would interact with co-workers as needed, get up, go to the bathroom when I wanted and even grab a drink or a snack at my leisure. There were deadlines to meet, but these were well spaced out, and I always had plenty of time to prepare for the big ‘presentation day’.  To prepare, I might stay late, eating something quick at my desk instead of going to lunch.  When the big day was over, we would go out and celebrate, or at least go home and relax.


With teaching, every day is presentation day.  Every day you eat something quickly, and often stay late to prepare for tomorrow.  You cannot leave the room except for the short periods between classes, which are timed, and you will still have students or staff vying for your time during these precious moments.  When the day is over, it is not time to go home and relax- it is time to prepare for the next day. 


This scenario is especially true for the first year teacher – the more years of experience you have, the easier it is to run classes successfully.  The first year teacher learns so many things:  the culture and procedures of their new school, how to handle dealing with children, how to organize lessons and the classroom, and how to learn more about the finer points of their content area.


I learned significant physics content during my first year of teaching.  The summer institute courses definitely refreshed and augmented my content knowledge, but there is no substitute for teaching a subject to learn it more deeply.  Having to teach physics to someone else put me in a position to fill a lot of small gaps in my own understanding of physics content.  


I greatly refined my skills in presenting the knowledge my students needed to learn. I also learned how to handle giving, collecting or checking assignments, giving quizzes, tests, and other assessments, and of course grading students on their work.


I found it challenging to learn to read my students and judge whether or not they were picking up the material or if I was giving enough homework or overloading them. If I took everything my students told me at face value, then any homework was too much, no assignment was too easy, delaying a test was always beneficial and the ones I gave were never too simple.  Since these first few years, my knowledge of student behaviors and reactions has grown greatly and I have been much more effective in this and other areas, which have been noted by my evaluators. 

Suggestions for New Teachers

Good mentoring is not only considered important, but an expected part of a good alternative certification program (Kajs, Alaniz, Willman, Maier, Brott, & Gomez – accessed 7-6-2008;  Center for teaching Quality – Nov. 2005;  Feistritzer - 2008).  Mentoring for new teachers coming into the classroom by way of alternative certification will help these teachers avoid some common new teacher mistakes and stresses. Of course, the mentor cannot do the work or teach the course, or even make the decisions for the new teacher – it is the new teacher’s job, responsibility, and learning experience.  Good mentors will make many suggestions and always be ready to help, support and advise, but never force a new teacher into a specific way of thinking or handling situations. Obviously a good mentor will not be able to shield a new teacher from all problems – some challenges are inherent to the environment, and encountering these difficulties is normal and will allow that teacher to learn and improve from experience. 


The following are suggestions that will better prepare new teaching candidates: 


Classroom organization  A new teacher should develop a system for day to day classroom functions such as collecting student assignments, distributing graded work, seating charts, lab set-up and group work. This would involve both procedural processes and setting up the class room to make these processes flow smoothly.  


Student management and discipline  New teachers must grasp and interpret a lot of information given to them, including rules for student behavior and guidelines for how teachers should deal with unruly pupils. However, a new teacher should be willing to seek advice and input from the faculty and administration at their school, because the guidelines that may be encouraged on paper may not be what the school authorities actually put into practice. Reading books on classroom and student management is insufficient preparation for handling real-world classroom situations.  The new teacher needs to have a firm grasp of how they should handle student conflict situations and what is accepted handling by the faculty and administration when dealing with these tense situations (The First Days of School, Wong & Wong - 1998, pg 141 - 144).


Personal time management, mental health, and curriculum development


Teaching is seen as a job where one leaves earlier in the day.  The reality, especially for the first year, is that many extra working hours are needed, and this often involves taking work home for evenings and weekends.  Being over worked in any job will lead to burn-out, so it is important to take steps to safe guard your own health and your ability to do your job in an effective manner.


Wong describes the first year teacher as feeling “isolated, vulnerable, and deeply concerned about how they will be perceived, yet afraid to ask for help” (p. 13).  In order to do what is best for their students, a first year teacher must ask for and obtain help.  Much of this help can come through mentoring, as previously discussed.  Learning should not be limited to the mentor relationship – look in the classrooms of other effective teachers for something that can be used. Do not be afraid to ask seasoned teachers how to become a better teacher (p. 18).

New teacher training will always involve the learning of the latest teaching methods, and physics has its own set of techniques and methods.  There is no lack of curriculum material available, with more being innovated and showcased through print teaching journals and now the internet as well (Teaching Introductory Physics, Arons vi) .  Though most are effective, the problem for a first year teacher is finding and implementing the right tool at the right time.  The aforementioned wealth of materials available makes this task seem overwhelming.  The desire to “use the right method” (likely perceived to be those from your teacher training program) further complicates the situation.


As my own mentors pointed out, the first year of teaching is about survival.  For a first year teacher, not becoming one of many to leave the profession early is being the best teacher they can be.  Relying on colleagues – other teachers with recent experience in the same subject - is key (Wong, p.18).  They most likely have experience dealing with the same or similar population of students and therefore know what works.  The temptation to re-invent the wheel by creating your own new and improved curriculum materials is a trap that will drain a new teacher of time and energy needed to simply keep up with the duties of their classes.  The end result is less sleep, a shorter temper, and overall lesser experience for the teacher and their students.  Trying to achieve that higher level “for the good of the kids” ends up being a disservice to everyone involved.


Managing time in a realistic manner is important – you cannot say “yes’ to everything or everyone.  This includes helping with after-school activities for students, but also your personal and social life.  It is important to plan ahead by blocking out time for correcting exams and other major assignments so that all of the correcting is not left to take place in a single evening.  Do the same for lesson planning – it is hard to see very far ahead when a new teacher has never taught the material before, but taking an hour or two on the weekend to figure out what needs to be covered and how this might be accomplished will help tremendously.

Conclusion


Alternative certification is an effective way to gain and train new teachers from outside the field of education.  This is not only supported by educational research, but my own personal experience is a case study of the success of an alternative certification program (and candidate).  There are key components to making an alternative certification program successful, as well as ways to help first year teachers be successful.  In addition, effective alternative certification programs benefit school systems that desperately need qualified teachers, often in areas where they are needed the most.  This ultimately benefits the student population and is vital to their academic success.  These programs also benefit the institutions of higher education that run them, bringing in a population of teacher candidates for training that will not (or cannot) go through a traditional teacher preparation program.
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