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Oftentimes during the school day, I gaze around at my surroundings and wonder, how in the world did I get here?  It has been a long, difficult journey from my lab world to here, and the path has been anything but straight and narrow.  But through it all, the experience has been interesting, enlightening, inspiring, and yes, even fun at times.


My teaching inspirations began many, many years ago (no need to know exactly how many) when I was in the fifth grade.  I loved to read and I was a good student, so my teacher (who I still think was the best teacher ever to this day) would send me to read to the kindergarten classes.  Despite the fact that I was shy, I thrived on this activity and loved every minute of it.  Thus began my teaching aspirations, though I would not be able to act on these for many years to come.  I must tell you that throughout school my dream had been to ride and train horses and had little to do with teaching children.  However, by the end of high school I had decided that my best path (to making a living) was to become a teacher.  When I announced my plans to my guidance counselor however, he quickly dismissed my idea because, as he said, there were no jobs to be had as a teacher.  And so, driven by financial need and lack of parental support, I chose to enter the field of chemistry (and more specifically laboratory technology), at the local community college.  Now I must add here that I did enjoy science throughout school, so I felt that my choice was a good one, and seemed to be the best one I could make at the time.


Fast forward twenty-five years to 2002.  I have now been working in the lab for so long that I sometimes startle myself by thinking I have forgotten my safety glasses at some irrelevant moment, like when I am at the grocery store.  Although I couldn’t see myself working in the lab until retirement, it was not economically feasible for me to leave either, a situation not uncommon to most of us.  As fate would have it, my company would soon provide me the opportunity to change my future if I chose, an opportunity that created both feelings of fear and hope for the future.


The chemical plant I worked at was shutting down a process, which occupied about half of the plant workforce.  This of course meant downsizing and a huge amount of turmoil for all involved.  To make a long story short, every person was offered a severance package, part of which included some funding for returning to school.   Although I struggled with the decision for several months, and although I was remiss at leaving the lab I had come to feel was my own, I decided to take the plunge, return to school, and finally fulfill my long lost goal of becoming a teacher.  This decision did not come without any idea of what I would be getting into.  For ten years prior to leaving my job, I had volunteered at an inner city elementary school, helping children in kindergarten and first grade learn to read.  This school was the plant’s adopted school, and so I had their blessing each year to work with the students of my assigned teacher.  Needless to say, I loved this work.  It was a great feeling to make a difference in the lives of children who really needed that little bit of extra attention.  I was also struck by the completely different atmosphere of a school compared to the atmosphere at work.  There were no safety rules, no hard hats or safety glasses or respirators.  No protective clothing or dirty, dangerous processes.  Though school seemed like the almost idyllic setting, little did I know exactly what I would be getting into.


And so, a month after leaving work, I found myself back in the foreign but familiar world of academia, where I often felt more like an interloper than a real participant.  My difficulties began before I had even arrived at school.  Applying for the Elementary and Childhood Education program, the teaching field I had chosen and thought I wanted to be in, I found that the program was too full to take me.  To get into school, I entered as a Social Studies major instead.  Little did I know that this initial problem would be indicative of the many future problems I would have in Elementary Education!  This led me to the confusing process of orientation and registration where I felt totally lost.  I had no idea what I should take, or how to put the schedule together.  Fortunately, a student helper was able to steer me in the direction of courses that most incoming freshman need, even though I was technically a junior, and how to find open sections.  Somehow I managed to leave that day enrolled in five classes that I would actually need, none of which had anything to do with education.  There was one more class that I had to have, the College Writing I required of all freshman.  All of the possible class times that I could fit into my schedule were full so on the first day of school I had to beg and plead my way into the required course.  Without this my career path would be greatly prolonged, as these courses (I and II) are required to get into the Elementary Education program.  I also discovered that you also had to have a Buffalo State average to be admitted to the Pre-Education program.  My goal seemed farther away than ever, as I had hoped to complete my degree in two years, (mainly to ease the economic distress caused by not having a job).  I realized this would be impossible.


The transition between work and school was not an easy one.  The problem, of course, was the homework, the reason why it is so difficult for working parents to return to school.  When you already have no time for anything how do you squeeze in school work?  The answer turned out to be simple; you just do what you have to do.  Somehow, you make the time.  Of course, the farther I got in the program, the greater the demands would be.


Returning to school was also far different than the industrial world I was used to.   In my previous job I was a lab supervisor, responsible for all the in process and finished product test results for an entire production process.  I used science everyday, without ever really even thinking about it, but now science was not a part of my world.  I was used to safety rules, safety meetings, hard hats, safety glasses, and dangerous chemicals.  My day revolved around providing fast, accurate results and keeping people and instruments running smoothly.  Going back to the academic would was a complete opposite.  Shorts and sandals (yeah!) were the order of the day.


Returning to class and learning new things was stimulating and fun but it was also lonely.  Being in class with large quantities of 18 and 19 year olds left me with no one to talk to.  Basically, I found that they only spoke to me if they had to, and otherwise ignored me. (I must have reminded them of their mother.) This was an unpleasant switch from having the company of friends and coworkers everyday.  Having someone to talk to makes the day much more pleasant, and it is difficult to not have the benefit of that camaraderie and friendship.


The other major difficulty I encountered in the beginning of my academic studies was the non-transferability of many of my 2-year Associates in Applied Technology degree credits.  This was a chemistry intensive degree, and while all of the science, math, and tech courses transferred towards my bachelor’s degree, the other credits (such as English and history courses) transferred but did not count toward my general education requirements of Buffalo State College.  This left me in the predicament of fitting in all of my education classes and general education classes into my two year timetable.


This meant that I took six classes the first semester (18 credit hours), and then seven (21 credit hours) classes my second semester.   I took three education classes the following summer, and then took five classes (18 credit hours) each of the following two semesters.  This course load left me in position to student teach and graduate in the fall semester, completing my bachelors in 2.5 years. 


I finally began my first two Elementary Education classes during my second semester, Introduction to Elementary Education and Child Development.  Luckily, I also discovered during my first Introduction to Elementary Education class that I would also need to take three classes on teaching the sciences in elementary school.  These would be necessary in order to complete my concentration in science. (Undertaking a  different concentration would have added at least two semesters to the time necessary to complete my degree.)  Fortunately, my Introduction to Education teacher was able to explain all the requirements of the entire program to our class.  Without this excellent advice (my instructor became my advisor), I would have been in school two or three additional semesters, as only one of these science classes is offered each semester.


Although I had been able to apply to the Pre-Elementary Education program upon completion of my first semester at Buffalo State, I soon found out (I gleaned most of my information about the department by reading their handbook), that you had to be in the Elementary Education program itself in order to take most of the required courses.  I needed to get in the program quickly, which didn’t seem an easy task.  Again, I spoke to my Introduction to Education teacher, who listened to the details of my circumstances and immediately brought me to see the head of the department.  She agreed that I could immediately quality for entry and (since I had no classes at the rime), had me immediately write my essay for acceptance into the program on her computer.  Although I had no preparation time, I was happy to get this hurdle out of the way.  (Unfortunately, this wouldn’t work out as well as I had hoped, the department lost my application and I had to go into the department office to fight for it several times.)  One other requirement of the program was successful completion of College Writing I and II.  I had taken College Writing I and by the quality of my work been exempted from having to take College Writing II.  This also meant having to get a letter from the head of the English department so stating this, as their normal means of communication with the rest of the school seemed not to have been received by the Elementary Education department.  At long last, after what seemed like endless delays, I made it into the program, and was able to enroll in the classes I needed for the summer.  These in turn allowed me to begin my Junior Participant classes in the second year of my return to school, and then begin to  student teach in the fall of my third year back to school, which allowed me to graduate in December.


Before starting my student teaching, I had talked to my adviser about Master’s programs, and she had recommended choosing a science program such as Physics Education.  Although I had thought of pursuing this route, I didn’t think it possible with my degree in Elementary Education.  However, I learned through my adviser that since I would be a certified teacher, and I had a background in science, I should be able to enter the Master’s program in physics.  I decided to pursue this option, spurred on by the fact that I greatly enjoyed my sixth grade student teaching experience.  I had expected to teach first or second grade, asI had thoroughly enjoyed my Junior Participant experiences in first and second grade, (as well as my volunteer experiences), and my student teaching in third grade.   However, I found that I absolutely loved my student teaching experiences in sixth grade.  This experience convinced me that I would enjoy teaching secondary school as much as elementary school.


My next step was to apply to the Physics Education program.  I applied and was accepted into the program and immediately began taking classes the semester after my graduation from the Childhood Education program.


Moving into physics education was, of course, an entirely different proposition.  In elementary education, I found that the broad base of knowledge I had from both study and reading served me well.  No matter the subject, I had no problem teaching it.  My physics experience however, had been far more limited.  I had taken General Physics I and II in college, and unfortunately the experience was not memorable.  The teacher was very dry and uninspired.  It was one of those classes where you memorized things for a test, and that was the extent of your understanding.  Even though there were labs, I couldn’t recall any, even though I can remember many other experiences from my education.  My physics learning had definitely not created the long term conceptual understanding we desire in education today.


Needless to say, I had to relearn physics, in much the same way that you have to relearn something that you never learned to do correctly in the first place.  What made this especially difficult was that jumping in at a Master’s level is not particularly easy.  The subject matter assumes that you have a good, sound basic understanding of the concepts and math involved.  The other difficult part was that it also assumes that you are currently teaching physics, or have some experience teaching it.  Not having taught physics is a major disadvantage, especially when writing essays on the effects of various teaching techniques.


While I found that these tasks were daunting they were not insurmountable.  It was definitely a challenge to learn.  Getting through a class successfully also elicited great feelings of pride and satisfaction. (But definitely after the frustration!) It was also gratifying to master concepts that had been but vague memories before.


The physics program at Buffalo State also requires three summer classes which are intense modeling workshops (8 am to 5 pm, five days a week, for about 3 weeks each), which are the core of the program.  Besides teaching physics, these classes are intended to give teachers the tools and knowledge to be good physics teachers.  I ended my Master’s experience with one of those classes, graduating in August, exactly four years after entering college.


As a sidebar to my physics education, I also discovered (through my adviser) that I could qualify to be a chemistry teacher based on my previous education and also on already being a certified teacher.  I was able to submit the paperwork for certification through the local BOCES (Board of Cooperative Educational Services) office, and received my certification.  This gave me dual certification in chemistry and physics, something which is very important to school districts.  Dual certified teachers are much more marketable, as schools love teachers who can teach more than one subject.


Thus was my journey from lab technologist to elementary teacher to secondary science teacher.  I always knew that I would love to teach, but I never realized that I would enjoy teaching adolescents until I actually did it.  I also found that I love sharing my passion for science (I think it is the most fascinating subject area), and I enjoy the challenge of trying to motivate my students to enjoy and appreciate science as much as I do.  I found through my experiences as a substitute teacher that most students hate science class, and I believe this needs to change if we are to becomes a more scientifically literate country.  I believe that this is especially important at a time when there is a definite lack of students entering scientific fields of study and also when it is increasingly important for Americans to make more informed decisions about environmental and other scientific issues.  Teaching is a rewarding career, and, for me, it was definitely worth the long, difficult journey.


The following table details the course of study that I followed in order to complete my Bachelor’s of Science in Childhood Education and my Master’s of Science in Physics Education degree in four years.

	Semester One
	Course title
	credit hours

	ECO 101
	The Economic System
	3.00

	ENG 101
	College Writing I
	3.00

	EXE 100
	Nature/Needs of Individuals with Special Abilities
	3.00

	GEG 307
	Conservation 
	3.00

	PHI 101
	Introduction to Philosophy
	3.00

	PSY 101
	Introduction to Psychology
	3.00


	semester two
	course title
	credit hours

	EDF 202
	Child Development 
	3.00

	EDU 201
	Introduction to Education
	3.00

	ENG 220
	American Literature I
	3.00

	ENG 221
	American Literature II
	3.00

	FAR 250
	Art History I
	3.00

	GES 111
	General Oceanography
	3.00

	SCI 312
	Problem Solving in the Life Sciences
	3.00


	summer one
	course title
	credit hours

	EDF 203W
	School and Society
	3.00

	EDF 302
	Educational Psychology
	3.00

	EDU 211
	Introduction to Literacy Instruction
	3.00


	semester three
	course title
	credit hours

	EDU 310
	Teaching Social Studies
	3.00

	EDU 311
	Teaching Reading and Language Arts
	6.00

	EDU 375
	Technology in Education
	3.00

	FAR 251
	Art History 2
	3.00

	SCI 311
	Problem Solving in the Physical Sciences
	3.00


	semester four
	course title
	credit hours

	EDU 312
	Teaching Science & Math
	6.00

	ENG 305W
	Creative Writing: Narrative
	3.00

	EXE 362
	Behavior & Classroom Management
	3.00

	MUS 206
	Jazz & Rock Foundations
	3.00

	SCI 323
	Science as Inquiry
	3.00


	semester five
	course title
	credit hours

	EDU 400 
	Practicum in Education
	6.00

	EDU 401
	Practicum in Education
	6.00

	EDU 402
	Seminar in Education
	3.00


	semester six
	course title
	credit hours

	PHY 500
	Physics Education Seminar
	3.00

	PHY 520
	Modern Physics
	3.00

	SCI 685
	Evaluation in Science Education
	3.00


	summer two
	course title
	credit hours

	PHY 510
	Physics Process Skills
	6.00

	PHY 622
	Ideas in Electricity & Magnetism
	6.00


	semester seven
	course title
	credit hours

	SCI 632
	Current Trends in Science Education
	3.00


	semester eight
	course title
	credit hours

	PHY 690
	Master’s Project
	3.00


	summer three
	course title
	credit hours

	PHY 620
	Mechanics and Modeling for High School Teachers
	6.00


