ADVICE TO THE NEW AND/OR PROSPECTIVE TEACHER
I’ve been pondering a question put to me the other day from a former student who wishes to go into the field of teaching.  I’ve coupled this with the recent addition to our new English department and my “mentoring” responsibilities for said addition.  It struck me that I have begun several times writing epistles of advice to new teachers or angst-ridden diatribes (more for my own catharsis than anything else) in order to make sense of my own growth as a teacher and human being and help clarify the realities and falsehoods of the great profession of teaching—particularly high school English.  Perhaps this is God’s way of spurring on this writing—as I’ve always enjoyed writing and found clarity in it as well.  So for selfish and selfless reasons, I will offer some advice and thoughts on a variety of topics regarding English teaching.  If you have any questions about any of this, please email me or call or as they love to do in public school, we can set up a committee to discuss your comments, questions concerns or smart remarks—and in doing so, we can kill a few trees with typed/copied agendas and the like.  (   I will try to keep this more advice than diatribe…because I really do enjoy teaching.  I will organize my thoughts into the following categories:  “what to expect,”  “general advice,” “helpful courses and literature and information to use per grade level,”  “suggestions for experiences and/or observations,”  
What to expect:

Students who lack or have severe issues with the following:

-Grammar and spelling skills, Organization and time management, Materials, Writing ability, Patience, Responsibility, Study skills, Social skills, Mores, Attention span, Listening skills, Maturity issues, Lack of initiative, Home support, Work ethic

General advice:

-You can loosen up, but you can’t tighten up.  Start strong and let students know that you mean what you say…give them the warning and then the door.  Do it quietly and efficiently—taking away their “stage,” because generally noisy and disruptive students are generally just attention-deprived and that’s all they are seeking anyway.  
-Document everything—parent contacts, student comments, grades, attendance, etc.

-Avoid sarcasm with students until you develop a relationship with them.  Additionally, sarcasm should be used to lighten the mood—never to hurt other human beings.  Humor can break barriers, but it can also destroy trust.

- The days directly before or after a holiday/break, however long or short, will be chaotic or somnia-inducing.  Don’t attempt to teach anything of great importance on these days
- Don’t rely too heavily on Romano or Wong.  Like many administrators, these guys

 haven’t been in a real classroom in quite some time.  Don’t trust people like that.  

-Although parents should be the first teachers, most aren’t.  

-Contact coaches to help reinforce discipline when possible.  Many involved in sports will listen to coaches 10 times more than you.  Plus, heaven forbid, unless the kid cleans up his/her act, he/she may not start!  

Helpful courses and literature and information to use per grade level:

I have many times talked with colleagues in the department about this very question:  What courses are most important in college?  And if I had my druthers, I would rearrange the whole curriculum of college prep for teachers.  I would include courses in 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th grade literature and study the actual books, stories, and poetry that most high schools really use. Heck, if high school teachers are expected to get through this amount of material in one semester, why not have a class for each grade level?  At any rate, a prospective teacher should be familiar with the follow per grade level:  
For 9th grade, study the following authors/works:  Basic literary terms and identification of these terms in reading passages—for the 9th grade EOC test, Romeo and Juliet, To Kill a Mockingbird, The Odyssey, Adolescent Literature, A Separate Peace, Killing Mr. Griffin, Tears of a Tiger, Walking Across Egypt, The Outsiders, General poetry and both a good knowledge base of Greek and Roman mythology, The Call of the Wild…
For 10th grade, study the following authors/works:  Writing test for 10th graders—be familiar with five paragraph essay form—particularly with term definition and cause and effect writing,  Night, A Doll’s House, All Quiet on the Western Front, The Phantom of the Opera, Siddhartha, The Alchemist, The Stranger, Waiting for the Rain,  Rice Without Rain, Cyrano de Bergerac, Don Quixote, Epic of Gilgamesh, Kaffir Boy, Nectar in a Sieve, Oedipus Rex, Medea, General Greek Mythology, the Holocaust, Things Fall Apart, Les Miserables, The Count of Monte Cristo, and excerpts from the Bible…
For 11th grade, study the following authors/works:  The Crucible, A Raisin in the Sun, Go Ask Alice, Our Town, The Joy Luck Club, Their Eyes Were Watching God, Anne Bradstreet, Jonathan Edwards, Ben Franklin’s Autobiography, The Scarlet Letter, Transcendental and Gothic American poetry, Washington Irving, R. W. Emerson, H. D. Thoreau, Walt Whitman, Edgar Allan Poe, Frederick Douglass, Ambrose Bierce, Emily Dickinson, Kate Chopin—The Awakening, Zora Neal Hurston, Mark Twain—short stories and Huck Finn, Edwin Arlington Robinson, John Steinbeck—Of Mice and Men,  F. Scott Fitzgerald—The Great Gatsby,  Heminway—The Old Man and the Sea,  and some more modern American authors…
For 12th grade, study the following authors/works: Anglo-Saxon and Middle Ages of Britain History, Beowulf, The Canterbury Tales Prologue and various tales such as “The Pardoner’s Tale,”  “Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,”  “Le Morte d’ Arthur,”  Thomas Mallory and the Arthurian Legend, English Renaissance history, Shakespearean sonnets, Macbeth, Hamlet, Othello, Taming of the Shrew,  Metaphysical and Cavalier poets, Samuel Pepys, Jonathan Swift—“A Modest Proposal” and Gulliver’s Travels, Joseph Addison and Richard Steele’s work, William Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience, the poetry of William Wordsworth, S.T. Coleridge—The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, the poetry of Lord Byron, Percy Shelley and John Keats,  Mary Shelley—Frankenstein,  Victorian Poetry and history, the poetry of Lord Tennyson, Browning, Arnold, and Eliot, James Joyce, Graham Greene, D.H. Lawrence and Pygmalion (My Fair Lady), as well as other modern British authors, Brave New World, Lord of the Rings/The Hobbit, Heart of Darkness, The Importance of Being Earnest, Lord of the Flies, Pride and Prejudice, Sense and Sensibility, The Once and Future King, Wuthering Heights…
A Bit About Experiences/Observations:   

I would say to the new/prospective high school English teacher this:  the best piece of advice I can give you deals with observations.  Do not wait for student teaching to reengage yourself into the high school environment.  I wish the college curriculum had a course simply in observations of other teachers—the good, the bad and the ugly—of all different disciplines—not just English.  Often you can learn as much or more from a bad teacher as from a good one; and you can learn as much or more from a science teacher as from a history, P.E. or English teacher about how a classroom environment functions.  GO OUT AND OBSERVE AS MANY TEACHERS AS YOU CAN!  Ask permission first, of course, and take notes from each and sit down with the teachers and pick their brain.  It has been my experience that most teachers are kindly (and often introverted) people who are willing to help:  How do they start the class?  How do they address discipline?  Do they have discussions?  Do they post objectives?  What are they reading?  What are they writing?  How do they keep up with grades?  Do they give homework?  How do they address individual student needs?  I learned more from my cooperating teacher my third year teaching than during most of methodology classes in college.  Teaching is about putting your own philosophies into action and you simply cannot learn that in a book—it’s about experience and wisdom—not about knowledge.  
P.S. an addendum of some thoughts started a few years ago….
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I will begin this by telling you that most High School Methods courses offered in college are horrifyingly inadequate because they are not designed to help genuinely establish your own method of teaching.  Even if you are well intentioned and want to organize all of your burgeoning ideals into a collective, most professors will impress upon you their ideology.  Don’t allow it.  Tools are simply not enough to develop your ability and energies.  This is not to discount the wisdom, guidance and intelligence of teachers and professors.  Many non-cynical professors offer inspiration and insight that would have otherwise gone unnoticed.  No.  I am hear to give you REAL insight into what happens day to day in a High School Teacher’s life.  You will read, if you dare, the good and the bad….but the honest accounts, examples and thoughts of my experience.  I will attempt to keep these chapters short to leave a lasting impact.  I wish I had read these things before teaching.  


I have been teaching at a rural High School in the Piedmont of North Carolina for five years.  I have taught 9th, 10th and 12th grade English during this time.  And I’ve found that I’ve taught very little of the English Lit. that I so enjoyed in college.  I have had to learn on the fly and make sense of the material as I taught it.  I wish there would have been one class per grade level on the literature taught in my school.  Now I realize that curriculum varies from school to school, county to county and state to state, but I’ve found that Northanger Abbey and The Metamorphosis and Dante’s Inferno were wastes of time as it relates to teaching high school.  Yes, they are great pieces of literature and I am better for having read them, but these kids, and they are kids, for the most part can’t wrap their minds around them.  Back to my original point, colleges should have taught these courses and I hope the now antiquated system will revolutionize.  This goes for colleges and high schools alike.  Things will, must, change or the system will cease to exist.  


Timing of this one methods course that finally combined how to teach with what to teach came entirely too late in college.  Yes, I gained experience in tutoring and in the college writing center and helping assist a professor in teaching a 1000 level expository writing class.  But why wait until the end to put all this together?  


The bigger beef I have is with the timing of the student teaching timing.  Why must we wait to see how we will respond to teaching at the conclusion of our college career.   For many of the student teachers I have seen come and go, it’s the old sink or swim analogy. My advice it to get out there into high school classes—as many as you can—and simply observe teaching styles, problems, victories…anything and everything you can. I really wish I had done this.  And observe in other disciplines.  I have learned much from science and math teachers.  

Many of you are like many of the teachers I’ve met and learned from---introverts masquerading as extroverts.  Right?  How many student teachers are terrified and won’t know how to react?  Why not expose student teachers to this experience little bits at a time rather than allow them to revel in their love of literature in a More-esque Utopia until the proverbial excrement hits the fan.  Throw them into the fire at the end?  I hope you sense my tone here because subtlety is not a strong suit.  I’ve been one of these quiet ones for too long.  Time for honesty.  And honestly, unless you have the stamina to withstand long hours of grueling grading and planning, belligerent kids, disgruntled parents, witless administrators, and endless bureaucracy with little gratification and little pay, then don’t teach.  Can it be wonderful and fulfilling?  Certainly, but you must allow it to.  Make your own happiness through this noble profession.  I believe it can be done.  

Student Teaching and Mentor Teachers


I had a wonderful mentor teacher during my first years and a tyrannical, self-righteous cooperating teacher when I was student teaching.  Had I not had the former, I would have allowed the latter and her methods to condemn me to a very short-lived an even more angst-ridden teaching experience.  


I student taught in 2000 and my teacher, Nodghia, had been teaching at the school for 20 some odd years.  She was convinced in the merits of her unconventional methods and this had alienated her from the department—a tragic mistake.  I didn’t realize this until much later in the semester.  She was the self-appointed queen of writing and we had many conversations about the importance of expressional writing and transactional writing.  Most of the students hated her thoroughly, and I naively thought that this was how to teach and garner a modicum of respect.  I had to endure her while teaching regular English IV classes.  Most of the students were welcoming to a change from this queen of darkness.  And she did have some methods that worked well that I will outline in a later chapter, but her condescending remarks and attitude were not to be admired. I suffered through and learned more what not to do than what to do.  She taught “unconventionally” with no tests or quizzes.  I adopted these philosophies because I simply had no real ones to offer.  I didn’t get to observe other teachers until the end of the semester.  Another tragic mistake.  Don’t make that one.  Observe as much as you can.  So no tests or quizzes.  How did we evaluate you might ask?  Well, she felt writing on basically lengthy discussion questions outside of class was the answer.  It is not.  Plagiarism, which will also be discussed at length, is now rampant in public high schools.  If you give students a chance, more than half will take this opportunity to cheat.  With technology advancing and the research capabilities and fallacies of the Internet, students can access a paper in no time.  Some times you can find the paper in no time and other times it is impossible to find, even thought the writing style is clearly not the same.  In either case, this philosophy of Nodghia’s teaching was outdated largely by technology and she was non-the-wiser.  Students had learned (and they can be very bright mind you) how to skirt her strategies without her knowledge.  And they hated her as well?  I kept asking myself was the torture here worth it?  But I had sacrificed so much to get to this point.  So many nights studying with this goal in mind.   And although my cooperating teacher retired after my semester with her, I found myself wondering what on earth I had signed up for.  And again, this book is meant to be an honest look at teaching in the 21st century public schools of America.  I will describe both the pro’s and con’s of this profession.  I guess what this paragraph is meant to say is don’t adopt a philosophy that is not your own.  The students will know whether or not you are being yourself.  And it may take time to discover your style.  


Onward and upward to my mentor teacher, Teresa.  Each new fledgling teacher in his/her first year teaching is assigned a mentor teacher to guide them through their first year experiences.  They help you fill out almost meaningless paperwork like BGP   (beginning growth plan—get used to seemingly endless acronyms) and support you.  Teresa has helped as she is a genuinely nurturing person with patience and wisdom.  Emotionally driven, she is knowledgeable and kind.  On many occasions I simply vented to her my frustrations about students or parents.   Another necessity you must have is an outlet…someone to commiserate with.  Otherwise you are without oxygen.  Teresa encouraged me in so many ways with methods, ideas, and materials.   She was the reason I didn’t quit on more occasions than I would like to admit.  

By the way, make certain you are on good terms with everyone in the department.  Making these connections makes it so much easier to steal things.  By stealing things, I mean ideas and notebooks and folders of curriculum.  Some teachers (the cynics mostly) won’t let you have any of their hard-earned ideas.  However, approached in the right manner, most teachers, caring by nature, will allow you to take and copy anything you need.   Take full advantage of this.  I would not have survived if I only had to build myself my curriculum from college studies.  It would have been nearly impossible.  So again, approach and be approachable with regards to your teaching materials….
