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Abstract:
The first year of a teaching career is filled with challenges and rewards.  Both of these are described by a person who is certified to teach via the Alternative Certificate Physics Program at Buffalo State College (MacIsaac, Zawicki, Henry, Beery & Falconer, 2004).  The factors that played into making the decision to become a teacher and a brief over view of the Alternative Certification Physics Program at Buffalo State College are also discussed.
Introduction:

In this paper, I discuss my experiences as a new teacher coming from the Alternative Certification Physics Program at Buffalo State College (MacIsaac, et al., 2004) and how these experiences have changed and shaped my life as a first year teacher.  Throughout my first year as a physics teacher, I went through a series of emotional and mental challenges and rewards.  Some of these I was prepared for and for others I asked myself, “What in the world am I going to do?”  Thankfully when I got to challenging circumstances in my new career, I had guidance and support to help me plan, adjust and manage this career change.  When the rewarding moments came, they were some of the most substantial moments in my professional life.  I had never felt such appreciation or intrinsic satisfaction in my job before.  This hooked me and from that moment on I knew teaching would change my life.  Discovering that my love for science, curiosity and enlightenment could be challenged, expanded upon and shared changed my view of what work is.  
Changes in My Life and My Decision to Become a Teacher:
I received my BS in Physics in 2002 from SUNY College at Fredonia.  I had anticipated moving upon graduation to an area of with more opportunities in Physics (California) but family matters kept me in Western New York.  This led to my search for a local job in physics.  While conducting this search, I went to work as an environmental consultant.  The work was easy and the pay was enough to get by but I wasn’t getting anywhere.  With minimal opportunities to utilize a Physics degree in Western New York, I spent the next couple of years as a consultant moving laterally through a business with little room for growth.  The day I found out I was going to be a father; I knew I had to change what I was doing.  There was now a need to get out of the redundancy I had found myself in.  This is when I began researching graduate programs.  While debating what field to move into, I had a conversation with a close relative who is a retired teacher.  He reminded me of how good it feels to share ones passion with others and how rewarding it can be to work with kids.  I had been a TA for a couple of physics labs while working on my BS, and remembered how good it felt to motivate and captivate people with physics.  After that conversation, I narrowed my research to education.  This is where things began to get a bit easier.  I reviewed the physics education/education programs from all the local Western New York institutions and SUNY Buffalo State College shadowed all others in comparison.  The Alternative Certification Physics Program at Buffalo State College is streamlined to help expedite the transition to physics teacher, tailor made for professionals with science/engineering backgrounds and incorporates Physics Education Research findings.  After my first contact with Dr. Dan MacIsaac from the Physics Education program there, I knew exactly where I would be going to graduate school.  I explained to him that I did poorly as an undergraduate student but I had matured immensely over the past couple of years.  Dr. MacIsaac understood my background and situation.

Back to School:
My transition to graduate work at college was difficult.  My first semester back, I took three classes and worked full time.  This left little time for much else.  I did find that I was more than capable of doing this and discovered that I had matured immensely in the year since my days as an undergraduate.  Those years were filled with little responsibility and a lot of fun.  I believe that was a partial contributor to my lack of physics knowledge that was evident after my first day of PHY 620: Powerful Ideas & Quantitative Modeling: Force, Motion and Energy.  PHY 620 is one of three (100+ hrs) intensive courses that make up the backbone of the Alternative Certification Program at Buffalo State (MacIsaac, et al., 2004).   I had always considered mechanics to be the strongest area of my understanding of physics, but was challenged immediately.  By confronting my preconceptions and learning about modeling I began to understand how knowledge of physics is built upon and constructed.  This was new and exciting to me.  I finally seemed to gain an understanding of physical phenomena and now could do more than crunch numbers that I was never sure what they actually meant.  From then on, I knew physics could be taught differently than I experienced.  This enlightenment continued throughout my physics education courses at Buffalo State College.  Through the use of research based materials and experiments the faculty at Buffalo State College were able to create a program that not only helped to address issues I knew I needed but also to produce instructors that have the ability to guide students in the understanding of physical phenomena.  After attending Buffalo State College for three full time semesters and two intense summers I jumped out into the world of public education and put my new understanding and knowledge to the test.

My First Year as a New Teacher:  Valleys and Peaks of My Experiences
I began teaching New York State Education Department (NYSED) Regents Physics (http://www.emsc.nysed.gov/ciai/mst/pub/phycoresci.pdf) with the accompanying lab, physical chemistry and general science in September of 2005.  Having no experience as a high school teacher I was nervous and excited at the same time.  I could not wait to put all my new knowledge to the test and begin shaping the minds of tomorrow.  The next topics, curriculum and classroom management, are where I found my areas of greatest trial.  I will discuss those valleys in my experiences, how I was able to overcome them and sometimes even turn them into peaks.

Curricular Issues:

A couple of weeks before the first day of school, I began going to my new classroom to do inventory and check out any curriculum maps that might be available.  To my horror, instead of curriculum maps, I found vague descriptions of what topics were covered each month and not much else.  That moment was the first major valley in my high school teaching career.  How was I, with little to no experience, supposed to make sure I have a full year worth of materials for students?  How was I going to make sure I cover all the topics that will be tested for in the NYS Physics Regents Exam?  How was I to make sure I spent the appropriate amount of time on each topic?  I was overwhelmed with the question of, “WHAT AM I GOING TO DO?”  At that moment, I realized how much work I had ahead of me.  That night I called my relative who is a retired teacher and he gave me some good advice that I still utilize today.  He told me to, “Always take pride in your work, embrace the valleys and use them to challenge yourself.”  My relative knows I am a competitive person who will respond to physical and mental challenges.  I did just as I was advised and began looking at this as a personal challenge. 

Preparing for physics was by far the easiest of these three classes for me to come to grips with.  The program at Buffalo State College distributes the modeling curriculum (http://modeling.asu.edu/Curriculum.html) to all of its pre-service teachers and practices classroom activities from this curriculum.  I knew having that saved my first year of teaching.  Without it I would have spent countless hours searching for materials and I know that most of the materials I found certainly would not have been even close to the caliber of the materials from the modeling curriculum (Hestenes, Wells, & Swackhamer 1995).  To get through mechanics I used the modeling curriculum for the NYSED Regents Physics class along with a few supplemental materials I was guided to using the MSEd thesis website (http://physicsed.buffalostate.edu/pubs/PHY690/) from the Physics Education Program at Buffalo State College.
I used a mixture of Capacitor-Aided System for Teaching and Learning Electricity (CASTLE) (Mosca, & De Jong 1993), the modeling curriculum (http://modeling.asu.edu/Curriculum.html) and supplemental materials, that I was guided to again by using the MSEd thesis website (http://physicsed.buffalostate.edu/pubs/PHY690/) from the Physics Education Program at Buffalo State College to get through the electricity and magnetism components of the NYSED Regents Physics class.  As for waves, light, optics and modern I was able to utilize a lot of the materials from some of my graduate classes at Buffalo State College such as PHY 500: Physics Education Research Seminar, PHY 518: Wave Phenomena and Optics and PHY 520: Modern Physics.  I found these materials extremely useful and enjoyed sharing material I developed/used in graduate school with my students.  I found another level of gratification when I put my classroom work from being graduate student to use as a teacher.  The skills developed in those classes prepared and gave me the confidence to be able to put together and evaluate my own materials.  This is an invaluable skill especially when I realized the other classes I would be teaching came with little more than text books, most of which after evaluating I knew would never get used.  I then began to understand that I had been developing and growing not just as a physics teacher but as an educator.
Being able to interpret, evaluate and modify educational materials are some of the most important and utilized skills I developed as a graduate student at Buffalo State College.  I used these skills to construct curriculum for both of my non-regents science classes.  Being able to use something that I have constructed to further student knowledge and seeing students with emotional, behavioral and learning disabilities enjoying science is most certainly a peak in my career.

Classroom Management:

I have found that the physics students in my district are usually above average students with little disciplinary problems.  The same cannot be said for the non-regents science students.  At least in my district they tend to be from the other side of the spectrum.  I found this out my first week of classes as a new teacher.  Every day at 11:07 am I was face to face with what in my mind was the worst imaginable scenario for a new teacher.  I had 17 students who had failed or scored poorly on their 8th grade science evaluation and therefore were in my general science class.  This class is meant to improve students’ abilities in the sciences and give some background in earth science and living environment so that they will be able to select one or the other as their science class for the next year.  

I had little experience with students who had behavioral, emotional and learning disabilities.  I went through high school as an honors student taking honors classes with little exposure to inappropriate classroom behavior.  I did have some exposure to special education through my graduate class EXE 500: Individuals with Special Needs.  This helped in understanding some of the disabilities but actually interacting with individuals with these disabilities requires much more guidance and experience.

This was at the opposite end of the spectrum compared to the relative freedom and openness that the modeling curriculum utilizes, I found that these students craved structure and struggled immensely without it.  With the aid of my consulting special education teacher I was able to organize the class in a manner that was least conducive for inappropriate behavior.  Better seating arrangements were made, time was managed in a better way to keep students involved and technology was integrated that aided in this students involvement (Zuckerman 2007). 

I utilized Web quests (Zheng, Stucky, McAlack, Menchana, & Stoddart 2005) that I made which is another skill I developed at Buffalo State College.  My students welcomed these with quite a bit of enthusiasm.  I found that they enjoyed being active learners and using technology that most other teachers would not let them near, such as laptops and the internet.  Throughout PHY 518: Wave Phenomena and Optics websites containing simulations were used and evaluated.  This made me more than comfortable with my ability to put together web quests and internet activities that were fun and kept the students enjoying science.
An unusual and important contributor to my ability to manage a classroom came from the book Verbal Judo: The Gentle Art of Persuasion that was to me by a colleague.   The book is written by a former English professor who went into law enforcement and is now a communication expert.  I found this book to be invaluable throughout my first year of teaching.  Reading this book gave me the knowledge and opened my eyes to empathy.  I had heard of the saying, “don’t judge a man until you’ve walked in his shoes.” But I had thought little about it until reading this book.  Through different real life scenarios the author describes the importance of viewing situations from other people’s points of view.  Utilizing strategies from this book made a world of difference with these 9th graders.  I soon began to see that many of them were indeed misunderstood.  Once they knew I was on their side and could see situations in the same manner as they could, they began to respect and accept me.  I have since used the same skills learned from that book to improve communication in all aspects of my life.

In Closing:

I truly enjoyed being part of the Alternative Certification Program at Buffalo State College.  The faculty is always more than willing to help out by any means that they can and the graduate students they attract are of a similar nature.  The manner in which the program is run and the classes are taught lead to rich understanding of the pedagogy involved in building knowledge of physical phenomena.  This understanding has not only made a huge difference in my knowledge of physical phenomena but also in the way I guide students to develop their knowledge.  

Even after getting into the real working world of teaching, I found the support I received from the Alternative Certification Program to be career saving.  In a district the size of mine, I am the only physics teacher and finding help involving content can be a problem.  The faculty at Buffalo State College made sure this was not a problem by providing the modeling curriculum, making them selves available to contact and by having monthly meetings of physics teachers.

The two challenges I have discussed may seem trivial to some but to me they were crossroads in my career.  The Alternative Certification Program at Buffalo State College guided me and helped me develop skills I needed to get through these trying times.  Without the ability to utilize technology such as Web Quests to heighten interest in troubled students, I would have failed in my first year as a teacher.  These same skills and others developed through graduate school at Buffalo State College have also helped me achieve a rewarding experience as a new teacher.
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