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Abstract

This paper details the experiences of a chemistry laboratory worker (supervisor and technologist) in the chemical industry who successfully transitions to a career as a secondary science teacher.  It details the steps taken to obtain the necessary education, and gives advice on what to expect when undertaking such a career change.  It also highlights many of the varied experiences encountered in this process.


There were many difficulties in this transition, including getting into the education program (at Buffalo State College), making up deficient general education classes, and transitioning from the elementary education field to a secondary science (physics) field.  


Also addressed is the process of gaining a science teaching certification based on prior education (and current teaching certification).


These experiences may be somewhat unique to the state of New York, as requirements for teachers can and do vary by state.  (New York is generally very strict in their certification requirements.)


Most of all, this is a personal narrative of a highly rewarding, albeit often frustrating experience in a career transition from industrial chemical worker to secondary science teacher.

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.  If you are considering pursuing a second career in education, be prepared for a difficult journey, full of unforeseen challenges.

Before I begin, please note that it is most useful to the prospective teacher to consider the job opportunities available to you in your geographical area (American Association for Employment in Education, AAEE and National Science Teachers’ Association, NSTA).  Unless there is a need for teachers in your desired field, or you are willing and able to move, you may find yourself in a long, frustrating job search after having met your educational goals.  


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.


After working in the lab for twenty-three years, my dreams of teaching were all but forgotten.  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 this experience that had fueled my interest in moving on to teaching.  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.  
If you are like me and you find you have a desire to leave your job and become a teacher (the desire should be considerable to endure the path you are about to enter), then prepare yourself to work very hard for three to four years.  (The time required to complete your education will depend on the need to obtain a Master’s degree or not in your state.)

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.  Here was where my lack of research into job opportunities would rear its ugly head.  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 (Buffalo State College Elementary Education and Reading Dept., BSC- El Ed).  I eventually found it to be nearly impossible to find a job in elementary education in my area.  Even with the science concentration that I had, I could not find a job in a reasonable amount of time. 

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.

Besides time issues, I also found returning to school as an adult created other problems as well.  While returning to class and learning new things was stimulating and fun, it was also lonely.  Being in class with large quantities of eighteen to twenty 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.  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.  While this may seem to be a minor issue, it is definitely something to be considered, as you will find your days too busy to plan any type of social schedule.

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 BSC- El ED.).  This left me in the predicament of fitting in all of my education classes and general education classes into my two year timetable to obtain my teacher certification.  This added a great deal of both time and financial pressure to my life and that of my family.  

If you are in a similar situation and do not have a bachelor’s degree it is important to talk to someone at the college you wish to attend to clarify your own situation.  In my case, this meant that I had to take six classes the first semester (18 credit hours), and then seven classes (21 credit hours) my second semester in order to meet my timetable.     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 bachelor’s degree in two and a half years.


Since my path to teaching first led me to a degree in Childhood Education, I must stress to you the importance of finding a strong, knowledgeable, experienced advisor.  My instructor in my first education class also became my adviser when I realized after hearing her speak that she had an in-depth knowledge of the Education department within Buffalo State College.  Without her help I would not have learned of the science courses I needed to be a science concentration or been able to enter the Education program as quickly as I did.  I also recommend that you obtain a copy of your college’s handbook for their Education department and learn it cover to cover. These two things will prevent you from wasting your time and money with unnecessary classes and get you to graduation on time. 

Despite numerous and frustrating administration snags, and what seemed like endless delays, I was able to enter the Elementary Education program and complete all of my coursework, Junior Participant classes, and student teaching in two and a half  years, as mentioned previously, close to my desired timetable.  Be prepared for similar delays, it seems that no matter how well you plan, Murphy’s Law will strike.  Although half of a year does not seem like a particularly long time, it is in the world of education, where it most likely will delay obtaining a full-time job by at least a whole year.  In my case, this situation inflicted a great deal more financial hardship on my situation.

As I am a resident of New York State, becoming a teacher also involves obtaining a Master’s degree in education after the initial Bachelor’s degree and teaching certification.  (Be sure to check the requirements in your state of residence.)  Although most continue on in their chosen field, I decided to switch to secondary education and apply for the Master’s in Physics Education program, (Buffalo State College, Physics Dept, BSC-Physics Ed..), again due to timely advice from my adviser.  Although I did not originally think this was possible with a Bachelor’s degree in Childhood Education, I found that it was, due to my prior background in science and already being a certified teacher.  Although I had entered the teaching field believing I would be teaching young children, where all of my prior experience had been, I now found myself entering the world of middle and secondary education.  I was convinced that I would enjoy this age level because I had greatly enjoyed my sixth grade student teaching experiences, and had worked with teens and pre-teens in other capacities.  Don’t assume this to be true however.  If you don’t enjoy teenagers, you certainly won’t enjoy teaching them.   

Directly after graduating, I dove into the physics education program, which 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, and which made the program at Buffalo State College (BSC Physics Ed.) a great one for an aspiring science teacher.  I was able to gain experience in not only how to teach science but also how to involve students in learning science.

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.  I was able to complete my Master’s degree in two years while working as a substitute teacher. 


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 December, four years after entering college.

As a sidebar to my physics education, I also discovered (through my adviser, who was my greatest asset throughout my return to school) 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, BOCES) 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 am very thankful for those sixth graders!)  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.
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