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9 Mistakes New Teachers Make

=7 . \ T

—Image by Earl/Flickr Creative Commons

By Cristie Watson

August 4, 2015

“Ctrl+Z" is one of the greatest functions ever created. The ability
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to undo mistakes helps me, as I have a knack for accidentally R s
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deleting entire pages with a touch of my hand. Sometimes, I also B rapcints
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need an undo button in my classroom, to alter a lesson that =
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flopped or “delete” the way I snapped at a student. Certainly I

could have used a reset button my first year of teaching, as I

struggled to manage my classroom and meet my students’ needs.

Now, 15 years later, I can reflect on that experience and recognize

some common mistakes of first-time educators. As many of you are prepping and

planning for your first classes, consider how you can avoid some of the errors I made.

1. Inconsistency

It's difficult to manage a classroom without consistency and routine, yet it takes
experience to establish what works best. In the meantime, borrow from the others’
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expertise. Before school starts, talk with your grade level and content area teammates.
What are their classroom expectations and procedures? What routines do they establish
the first week of school? How do they start and end their lessons? Once you've
determined some strategies for managing your classroom, be sure to practice them early
on with your students and use them consistently.

2. Focusing on Lesson Planning Rather than Student Learning

My first year of teaching, I was desperate to keep my students busy. Prepared with work
sheets on every topic, I'd lead 10 minutes of grammar instruction, followed by vocabulary
work, then a class novel, and so on. This practice may have passed the time, but my
lesson plans lacked purpose. Structure your class using essential standards, clearly
stating the goal of each lesson, modeling tasks, and allowing time for students to practice.
Then they know what they are learning, and you have evidence of their understanding.
Avoid worrying about what your students will do in class, and think, "What do my kids
need to learn?”

3. Grading Everything

I used to feel guilty when I assigned work, knowing I wasn't going to grade it. I also used
to intimidate students with grades when they were off task. As a result, I scrambled to
collect and “grade” every assignment, though usually just for completion. Eventually I
learned the foolishness of my thinking. Class activities and homework assignments should
be opportunities for students to learn and practice new skills. And who would want to be
judged on a first attempt when learning something new? Now I grade what my students
actually know or can do. For instance, my students and I may spend a few days practicing
using context clues. Then I assess their ability to do so independently through a “ticket-
out-the-door,” short quiz, or conference. I grade fewer papers, yet provide more
meaningful scores for students and their parents.

4. Avoiding Parent Contact

As a beginning teacher, I was uncomfortable calling parents. I was closer in age to the
teens in my room than the adults on the line, and felt like a tattling child as I stammered
out my reason for calling. When you call parents, make sure you are calm and able to
speak with a positive tone. Describe the strategies you've tried in class, and ask for
suggestions. Parent contact is most beneficial when it's clear you are all on the same side,
working in the child’s best interest. Consistent parent contact is important, too, whether it
be a weekly newsletter, email, or updated website. It builds your credibility and makes
further interactions with parents more productive.

5. Not Setting Boundaries With Students

We love our students and know the value of getting to know each one as individuals.
However, you need to set some boundaries in the teacher-student relationship, beyond
just setting your Instagram account to private. As the cool, young teacher, students may
feel more comfortable around you, treating you as a confidante, but it's important to
remain professional. When a child drops by to see you, keep your door open. If they
discuss personal information, such as feelings of depression or problems at home, contact
a guidance counselor. Your interactions with students, in person or via email, should not
be secret, and students should understand you have a duty to report sensitive information
to the necessary school figures. Troubled kids may want you to be their friend, but they
need you to be a responsible adult.

6. Being Afraid to Ask for Help

When struggling as a first-year teacher, it's tempting to hide in your room. However,
helpful solutions may be right down the hall. When asking for advice from teammates,
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mentors, or administrators, be specific and solution-oriented. You may also seek
assistance in virtual communities. Participate in educational Twitter chats, or join the
Center for Teaching Quality and post a question. Know that asking for help doesn't
mean you're a bad teacher. Rather, it’s a sign that you're being proactive and have a

willingness to improve.
7. Being Afraid to Speak Up

Beginning teachers have much to offer their school communities, but may be hesitant to
speak up among their veteran colleagues. Start your growth as a teacher-leader by
actively participating in your professional learning community. Share your ideas and
favorite technology tools. Gather assessment data and report what you've discovered. You
may soon find other teachers approaching you for help! This past year, new teachers in
my building led professional development sessions on setting up online classrooms and

using standards-based grading.

8. Burning Out

Teaching requires a lot of time and energy. Learn to set limits for yourself and prioritize
your well-being. If you are feeling overwhelmed by your to-do list, schedule some fun!
Add a book club meeting, workout, dinner date, or even a few extra hours of sleep to your
calendar. Taking care of yourself, physically and mentally, is an accomplishment worth
checking off your list.

9. Forgetting the Joys of Teaching

The difficult realities of teaching hit hard in your first few years. Standardized testing,
paperwork, and extracurricular duties can be overwhelming. Learning to focus on the
positive experiences can help you power through tough days. Remember why you chose
education in the first place. What we do matters, and sometimes remembering that
simple fact can make all the difference.

Ultimately, educators at every level make mistakes. While there may not be a “Ctrl+Z"
function for the classroom, each morning represents a chance to start fresh, make
amends, and try again. Children are resilient and incredibly forgiving. Give your students
your best, and you will be amazed at what you can accomplish year after year,
imperfections and all.

Cristie Watson (@CristieWatson) is a National Board Certified teacher and member of
the CTQ Collaboratory. She teaches 6th grade English language arts and social studies
at Gravelly Hill Middle School in Efland, N.C.
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NJB - 4 years ago
Nice job, great article - | wish | had read it the August before my first year/ years
of teaching.

One of the things that was most frustrating & least helpful was reading or hearing
"you jut need to find what works best in your class room" and "everyone is
different, you'll find the discipline/ classroom management style that works best
for you".

Al true...but if you aren't given a few concrete examples/ suggestions, the way
that you did, it's hard to 'modify’ them into your own style...you can't modify
something that doesn't exist!! Thanks for the info, it helps even the vetsl!

~ v o« Reply - Share»

Ebasco - 4 years ago
Qutstanding job!!
Can | add a few embellishments? OK, | will in random order.

#4. This is hard! Calling an upset parent from a different culture can land you in
hot water. If you have one or two problem students, go to the teacher they had
the year before or if you teach science ask the math teacher. See if you can
conference with the other teacher if they are having problems, and find out why
not if you are.

#8. Make sure you only work one weekend a month. Go home and leave it all at
school on Friday night. Your life is YOUR life, not theirs. Go to a sports event the
other Friday nights and see your students and their parents in THEIR world.
Cheer your team, then go home and sleep til noon!

#3. Collect a piece of paper from every student every day, even if it's nothing but
their notes. Stamp it with an airplane or a flower, not a WOW or GOOD JOB, and
give ten points if it's honest. Just see that it got handed in. Make sure you geta
TA for last period, and have them do it. Get an alphabetical sorter from the an
office supply company, have students hand their papers in alphabetical last name
order, then you know who forgot to put their name on their paper and you don't
have to go up and down the grade book doing entries making dozens of
mistakes. Begin to reward being in class on task, give a zero to the few who tum
in a fake: zero or ten. This cost of $24 will save you dozens of hours of work and




