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What first-year teachers say they need to survive on the job is often
markedly different from what schools provide.

onica quit.
One year of
teaching was
k ) f more than

W 8 enough for
her. She had looked forward to
teaching for years and did
quite well in all of her educa-
ticn preservice classes. But she
couldn't take it arymore.
When Ler principal ques-
tioned her decision, she told
him it was the stress. He
nodded, shook her hand,
wished her luck, and led her
to the door.

However, it wasn't the kids.
Monica related well to her
students and truly enjoyed
most of her classes. The stress
was the result of everyday frus-
trations associated with her
first year of teaching. No one
seemed to understand what
she was going through; no cne
was there o help her survive
that first year.

Sure, the district offered her
special workshops designed
for new teachers. They had
impressive titles and dealt with what
the district considered important
subjects for a teacher to master,
including “Aligning Your Curriculum to
the State Standards” and “Analyzing
Student Data to Achieve Proficiency on
State Exams.” Monica dutifully went to
all of these mandatory workshops. She
took the handouts and placed them in
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the trunk of her car. Then she sat on
her couch at home and tried to figure
out the problems she really needed
help with—how Lo set up her class-
roow for the first day, or how to teach
five hours of material in three hours.
Sadly, in the long Tn, Monica

became another first-year teacher who
didn’t survive, It wasn't problems with
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the students that did her in; it
wasn't the parents. It was the
inadequacies of today’s system
of preparing and supporting
new teachers,

New Teacher Mentoring:
A Crucial Support
Regrettably, Monicas story is
becoming commonplace. Since
No Child Left Behind was
enacted, school districts have
felt forced to focus solely on
testing. Virtually every
statewide and districtwide
curricular decision today is
based on raising test scores.
Comnseguently, nearly every
education decision at the local
schoal level involves “teaching
to the standards.” This exces-
sive focus on testing and stan-
dards has led to 2 lack of focus
on the practical guidance and
support that would help first-
year teachers stay afloat.

New teachers are not
thinking about raising scores
on the standardized test in
May; they are more concerned
about getting through fifth period
tomorrow. First-year teachers have one
basic goal in mind—survival. Experi-
enced educators tend to forget whal it
was like when they were new to the
classroom; they tend to get out of touch
with what new teachers really need.
And much of what new teachers need
can only be provided through
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supportive interaction with veteran
teachers.

Help from a trained, caring mentor is
a crucial ingredient in helping new
reachers survive their first year. Yet
teacher mentoring programs are being
eliminated in many states because of
budget shortlalls; in Caliiornia, state-
funded mentoring programs have been
eliminated entirely. The Los Angeles
school district used to assign cne expe-
rienced classroom teacher trained in
mentoring to meet with every two new
teachers 10 hours a month each. With
recent budget cuts, the district Now
assigns 1 teacher to meet with 30 new
teachers in a group once a month. New
teachers in this district are clearly not
getiing the individual attention they
used to get.

Even when mentor programs are
well staed, mentors car't help first-
year teachers unless they understand
and provide the kinds of information
and support that new professionals
really need. For mentoring to truly
help new teachers, the agendas for
menioring sessions need Lo COmMe MOTe
from the new teacher than from the
mentor. A mentor is there to make the
teachers first year easier, not to teach
the new professional how to teach or to
push the school districts & genda.

What New Teachers

Want to Know

During the last 15 years, as 1 have
mentored new teachers and trained
teacher mentors in Los Angeles schools,
1 asked approximately 50 other
mentors about what kinds of help new
teachers had requested, and what skills
they had asled for help with. T alsc
asked approximately 50 teachers i
their second, third, or fourth year on
the job what information and skills

eed

they had needed help with during their
first year.

None of the first-year teachers said
they wished they’d had more informe-
tion on how to align the curriculum te
state standards or on how to analyze
standardized test scores. Rather, they
wished that they'd had help with
specific practical information and skills.
The concerns of the new teachers fell
within five broad areas:

w Setting up the classroom and
preparing for the first weeks of scheal.

New teachers have
one basic goalin

mind—survival.

» Covering the required curriculum
without falling behind or losing student
interest.

m Grading fairly.

m Dealing with parents.

m Maintaining perscnal sanity.

The Classroom and the First Weeks
The information provided in the school
handbook or in orientation meetings
rarely goes far enough in addressing the
myriad of questions that most Lew
teachers have in their first weeks. The
new teachers 1 interviewed most often
mentioned such questions as,

» How do 1 arrange the physical
classtoom for the first weel?

 What books and supplies do T
need, and where can 1 get them? Do 1
have to buy them with my own money?

m What should I put on my bulletin
boards? Do 1 leave them blank untl 1
get studenit work?

= To whom do T go for help with
discipline problems?

m How do 1 decide what 1o teach the
first days and weeks of school? Should
1 give homework? When and how
should 1 test students?

m Who is going to evaluate me—
and how?

When 1 mentored new teachers in
our district, I suggested they keep a
notepad with them et all times during
their first few weeks and jot down every
practical question that occurred to
themn, Even in the absence of a formal
mentoring program, schools should at
least assign a veteran teacher 1o each
new teacher to answer practical ques-
tions like these throughour the year—
and, ideally, to answer questions that
the teacher doesn't yet know to ask.

Covering the Curriculum
As the school year progresses, new
teachers’ questions tm to the
mechanics of everyday teaching—
specifically, how 1o keep students inter-
ested and maintain control in their
classes while still covering the required
material. New teachers often sense that
what they are doing is not working but
donr’t know how to {ix it. Teachers begin
to notice that they are calling on the
same students during each class discus-
sion or that discussions are not as rich
as they had hoped. By the third month
of school, new teachers realize that they
are already behind in teaching the
curriculum. Feeling pressure (o cover
the required curriculum in any possible
way, teachers may cut out creative ideas
they had planned to iry. Deleting
creativity often leads to student
boredom and discipline problerms.
Mentors should mode! curriculum
planning and time management. 1 often
share with new teachers two strategies
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experiences. New teachers who never
fail in their lessons are the ones who
never try anything new.

Practical and Ongoing

Teacher Prep

1deally, new teachers should be taught
some of these practical “survival skills”
in their teacher preparation programs.
Teacher education courses should
address new teachers’ concerns and give
preservice teachers strategies for finding
the answers ro these kinds of questions
on their first teaching assignment. Too
many new teachers are being thrust into
classrooms with minimal practical
teaching knowledge or even actual
student teaching experience. This is
especially true in accelerated credential
programs.

After new teachers begin teaching,
their schools should continue the
process of helping them meet practical
classroorn challenges. In addition to
mentors, schools might provide
monthly professional development
workshops on timely issues: for
example, & workshop on conducting a
positive parent confererice in the weeks
before conferencing or a session on how
to figure out grades before the first
report cards are due. The content of
professional developrment workshops
must derive from the expressed needs of
new teachers themselves.

New teachers’ needs differ markedly
from those of more experienced
teachers. Keeping the status quo will
only result in continued new teacher
attrition. We must provide new teachers
with the kind of information they most
need to make it through their first year.
Otherwise, we will continue to lose the
Monicas of our profession.

Scott Mandel teaches English, history,
and musical theater at Paceima Middle
School in Pacoima, California; 818-870-
7445; mandel@pacificnet.net. He is
author of The New-Teacher Toolbox:
Proven Tips and Strategies for a Great
First Year (Zephyr Press, 2003).
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