
It seems like switching your major during college is almost an expected thing –many students switch multiple times until they find what’s right for them.  Perhaps I was an odd-ball then:  I knew when I graduated from high school that I wanted to major in mechanical engineering, and had already been accepted at Drexel University in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  Once I got there, I remained true to this course –I liked mechanical engineering, and earning a bachelors degree in the subject was something I have no regrets about –even today as a high school physics teacher.


There was a time before I got my first full-time engineering job when I gave some serious thought to becoming a high school teacher.  I was substitute teaching for some income during my search for an engineering job, and was inspired by the interactions I had with high school students.  I found that I could identify with them, understand the questions & concerns they had over life, adulthood & careers, and at the same time I had a large jump on them in the learning curve.  I felt I wanted to be able to give them the answers to things I had to struggle over and worry through.  Why should they have to deal with that garbage when they could be focusing on the more important things?


Discussion with my mother (a retired teacher herself) lead me away from the  teaching path.  I had a promising career ahead of me in Engineering.  Time to earn back some of that tuition money!!


I did start full time in Engineering soon enough with a job on the Webster, New York Campus of Xerox Corporation.  This was considered a big deal:  I had a nice starting salary & benefits, a major employer that invested in it’s employees, people around me to learn the ropes from, and room to grow.  Xerox (along with the rest of the economy) did have some problems with it’s business, and I soon made a job change.  I began working for another company, with an increase in pay.  Just under 6 months after I started, however, this new company went through some major restructuring, which included the elimination of the facility I worked in.  I was one of many who lost their jobs.  Things were looking lean economically, but I was able to start again with another employer about 7 months later.  This unfortunately did not last either, and I found myself laid off again 6 months after, amid a recession in early 2002.


The job market for engineering was very poor during this time and a year after losing my job I was still without work.  Running out of unemployment benefits, I began doing part time & temporary work, including substitute teaching.  Once again, I felt an attraction to the teaching profession and environment.  I felt it was something that I could do, and that I could help kids.  I spoke with friends & family about the idea and got a lot of encouragement.  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, I found it would take a couple years for me to get a teaching license for math.  When I went over and talked to the Physics folks, however, I found things were different:  I could get a special teaching license in less than a year that would allow me to teach while being mentored by a professional(s).  This was my introduction to the concept of alternative certification.


It was around May 2003 when I found myself in the Sciences building at Buffalo State talking to a couple of the professors about this new program for Physics teachers:  the Transition B alternate certification that they had set up following New York State Department of Education guidelines.  My being out of work for an extended period made new training to facilitate my career change much more palatable.  Still, I had to consider how much time – and money – this was all going to take.  The school year was almost over, but September was a few short months away.  Would it actually be possible for me to be licensed to teach in so short a time?  The answer was that yes, it was possible –and in the end turned out to be very much a reality.


For my own experience this career change was financially feasible.  Had I had a wife & children, I’m not so certain.  I did have a house payment to make, and working - even part time - during the summer institute classes was nearly impossible.  I had to really scrape financially, but everything worked out.


Once I made the decision to join the program I fulfilled an observation requirement by sitting in on classes run by other teachers at the school where I had started subbing as well as at some other local schools.  I also took an evening class on exceptional education.  During this time I could work as a substitute teacher and do other jobs –my own class was a pretty small part of my schedule.

July and parts of August were a reverse of this scenario.  I was taking the Summer Institute classes at Buff State (think Boot Camp for a potential Physics Teacher).  These are very intensive ‘how to teach Physics’ courses I mentioned before.  We went to classes about 40 hours a week for over two weeks, spending a good portion of our evenings and weekends doing homework assignments.  It was during or right after the first course that I went with a couple hundred other teachers & potential teachers from all around the area and took New York State’s LAST (Liberal Arts & Sciences Test) and Physics CST (Content Specialty Test).  The first exam assesses basic academic skills (can you correctly read, write and interpret the English language and do high school level Mathematics).  The second, as the name suggests, is to determine if you know enough Physics to be able to teach it.  I found the test difficult, requiring a high level of knowledge.  Honestly, I felt that I had most likely failed the CST, but to my pleasant surprise, I had actually passed both exams. 

With the State exams and my first tough course out of the way, I went right back to Buff State and spent a second 2 weeks on an additional one of these courses (just in case I hadn’t had enough the first time around).  Lastly, I rounded out the summer doing an Independent study in Adolescent Psychology, which allowed me to be a prospective candidate for a teaching job in September.

Several of us going through these summer programs were also eager for any news of new (or potential) job openings at schools in the region.  There wasn’t a lot of real positive news until an opening in Batavia came to our attention.  A small Catholic High School was anticipating a need for a Physics teacher for the start of their school year after Labor Day.  I and a peer in the program went in for interviews.  I thought he was perhaps better qualified than I, having gotten started earlier in making his own career change from engineering.  In the end however, I got the job.  Later when I inquired as to why I was chosen, the answer made me smile:  I had taught Sunday school, my classmate had not, hence all else being roughly equal, they thought that I was better suited to the environment.

I started at Notre Dame High School in Batavia NY the week after Labor Day:  if my memory serves me, I got the call offering me the job on Monday, and I came in for pre-planning on Tuesday.  Though this type of last minute hiring may be ascribed to the ‘small & private’ nature of the school, I have found this to be very normal, even in very large schools and school districts, such as my current teaching position at Berkmar High School near Atlanta, Georgia.

Notre Dame was a very small school –under 300 students with a staff of about 20 teachers.  Our 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 probably had far more pros than cons.  I had a smaller student load with very manageable class sizes, and there was a fairly tight knit family atmosphere within the school.  Everybody knew everybody - most people were related to someone else at the school or alumni.  There was a generally forgiving atmosphere for a newbie teacher, with a supportive administration.  Our Principal and vice principal could spend more time helping an individual staff member than someone running a super-sized school.  I would see and exchange pleasantries with these administrators EVERY DAY.  In the public school I teach in currently, I may not see my Vice Principal each day, let alone the Principal himself.  Our Science department alone is the size of Notre Dame’s entire faculty, and I have approximately three times as many students as I had at Notre Dame

There were only two down sides.  Being the only Physics teacher, I couldn’t ‘piggy-back’ lesson plans off the guy or gal across the hall, and, this being a parochial school, I had a significantly lower teacher salary.  This was an eye opening fact from my real life transition to teaching.  My yearly salary at Notre Dame was less than half of the highest salary I made during my engineering career, and I had only progressed three years into my full time engineering experience.

Though I didn’t have another Physics teacher in the same building, I had the next best thing:  Al Crowe, the veteran Physics teacher who had just “re-retired” from Notre Dame leaving the job open for me, lived within a few minutes (walking time) of the school.  Al had been at Notre Dame five years after taking an early retirement from a public school.  He had been the driving force behind a revitalization of the Science Department at Notre Dame, including getting backing for and overseeing the remodeling of the three science class rooms & updating equipment, bringing them to a level rivaling most public school facilities.  Al, without hesitation, accepted the role of local mentor to me, while Dr. Dan MacIsaac, who oversees the alternative certification program at Buffalo State, served as my mentor from the College.  These mentors would come and observe my teaching and give feedback, as well as help and support in any other way possible.  They would roll up their sleeves and help in preparing lessons, setting up equipment, etc, without hesitation.  In addition, I also had an occasional visit from Dr. Joe Zawicki, another Science professor at Buff State who also lived close by, and was ready to help.


I began the year with the enthusiasm, energy and ideas probably typical of any new teacher, along with the support of my mentors and colleagues.  The result?  Well, I survived, as did my students, most of them managing to pass a tough state final exam (NYS Regents June 04).  Over 90% of those who didn’t still passed the class to receive ‘local credit’.


Admittedly beat up by the first year, I came back with new resolve and the hope that the second year would be better (and the assurance of many that it would be).  Second year was better –I felt more sane, had better control of things, significantly better lessons, even slightly better results on the state exam, and I was able to do some more extra curricular science & tech activities with interested students.  Having completed my two year mentored teaching experience, I could move on to another position, and I ended up moving to the Atlanta Georgia area, where I’ve taught for going on three years. 


As I learned quickly my first year of teaching, it is definitely NOT an easy job.  In fact, it’s a highly demanding profession requiring great skills in dealing with (difficult) people, a high level of organization & efficiency, and the ability to handle stress and multiple tasks & deadlines.  After a few months of teaching I began to describe it to people this way:


When I was in industry, you would come in to work every day, sit down at your desk, and work on whatever projects you had.  You would interact with co-workers as needed, get up and go to the bathroom when you wanted, even grab a drink or a snack at your leisure.  There were of course deadlines to meet, though these were well spaced out, and you had plenty of time to prepare for the big ‘presentation day’ when things become more high pressure, your staying late, eating something quick at your desk instead of going to lunch, etc.  When the big day is over, you may go out & celebrate, or at least go home and relax.


With teaching, EVERY day is presentation day.  Everyday you eat something quick on the fly, and stay late to prepare for tomorrow.  You can’t leave the room except for the short periods between classes, which are timed, and you’ll still have people vying for even these precious moments.  When the day is over, it’s not time to go home and relax, but work as much as you can to prepare for the next day. 


This of course is all heightened for the brand new teacher – the more years of experience you have the easier it is to run the classes successfully.  The first year teacher is learning so many things:  The culture & procedures of their new school, how to handle dealing with children, how to organize there lessons & class room, and last but not least they are learning the finer points of their content area.


For me specifically, I actually learned Physics Content my first year of teaching, not just how to present it.  As they say, if you can teach it to someone else you really know it, and so having to teach it to someone else put me in a position to have a lot of small gaps filled-in in my own knowledge of Physics.  For someone who specifically majored in Physics for their undergraduate degree this may not be as true, but mechanical engineering focuses on a much broader range of knowledge & skills and of course to make up for this increased breadth, we did not cover general Physics with as much depth.


I also greatly refined my skills in presenting the knowledge my students needed to learn (I started out pretty rough, so there was room for great refinement).  I also learned how to handle giving and collecting or checking assignments, giving quizzes, tests, and other assessments, and of course grading students on their work.


It’s a challenge to learn to read your students and judge weather or not they are picking up the material, if you are giving enough homework or overloading them, etc.  If you take everything they tell you at face value, any homework is too much, an assignment is never too easy, delaying a test is always beneficial and the ones you give are never too simple.  The first time you see low scores on a quiz or assignment you panic.  Further experience teaches you that these things happen and you must take the results at face value.  Students mastering the material is something you both must mutually work toward, despite their opinions & theories on how you should do more of it for them.


The stress of being a new teacher is only exacerbated by perceived failures of your efforts to really “knock ‘em dead” (no pun intended) with a great lesson.  The new instructor is tired, & discouraged.  The students are bored, antsy, and consider the class to be (most of the time) completely un-interesting.  So, they tend to tune out and use the time do other things, often causing a disruption.  With your energy & patience past empty, these activities easily come off as a personal affront, an attack on you, the teacher, the very person who’s trying to help them (How can they be so nasty, so ungrateful?!).  The situation is prime for a big student/teacher confrontation.  The instructors frustration & ensuing foul mood easily effects other members of the class who honestly are still in tune, wanting to learn, or even just not wanting to be disruptive.  “what did I do?  Why is this guy pissed at me?”


This very kind of situation lead to a real lesson learned the hardway for me during my first year at Notre Dame High School in Batavia NY. I told a student to leave the room, probably for failure to stop talking during class.  This particular student was not usually called out on behavioral issues, and her classmates took more than the usual interest.  One of her close friends in fact felt that it was unjust for me to have ‘picked on’ her friend and was determined to tell me so plainly, out of loyalty as well as principal. I responded to her outburst with the ole “hey, you don’t like it, you can leave to!” and she did…and within about 30 seconds, so had the rest of the class, with me in tow, resigned that this situation apparently needed ‘outside help’.  The whole thing was resolved after a brief meeting with the acting principal, and I was able to recover and finish out the year with out other major incidents.


Since this time my knowledge of student behaviors & reactions has grown greatly and (as evaluators have pointed out) I’ve been MUCH more effective in this and other areas.  Having a response plan for discipline situations would help to avoid this kind of an event.  Having the organizational aspects running more smoothly prevents you from ever getting to that point in the first place.


How can we help new teachers coming into the classroom avoid some of the bad situations I’ve mentioned and the stress that goes with them?  Good mentoring is key, however, it is certainly not a magic bullet.  The mentor cannot do the work or teach the course, or even make the decisions for the new teacher –it’s their job, their responsibility, and their learning experience.  Good mentors will make lots of suggestions and always be ready to help, support & advise, but never force there way on the new teacher (I had excellent mentors).  This being said it’s difficult to full proof the new teacher’s classroom from problems –they are inherent to the environment and are the product of, as well as the vehicle for, teacher learning.


These limitations of mentoring recognized, how can we make the most of it?  What follows are some suggestions based directly off of my own experience, yet probably universal to new teachers. I believe focusing on these areas would be the most beneficial:


Class/classroom organization:  Helping a new teacher to develop a system for day to day classroom functions like collecting student assignments, redistributing graded work, seating charts, lab set-up & groups, etc.  This would involve both procedural issues and setting up the class room to make them work.  


Student management & discipline:  New teachers have a ton of information thrown at them, and among all of it is rules for student behavior and guidelines for how teachers should deal with unruly pupils.  Not only can it be challenging to dig through al of this to read and understand it, but quite often what is ‘in the book’ is not only up to interpretation, but also may be different than what faculty & administration have put into practice!  The new teacher needs to have a firm grasp of what they really need to do (and what they should not) in handling situations to avoid getting the reputation of a ‘softee’, or worse crossing some procedural line when dealing with a tense situation.
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