
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
TEACHING:

The Greatest Career on the Planet

Graysen Walles, Ed.D.






Copyright © 2009 by Graysen Walles,
Ed.D.

First Paperback Edition – March
2009

ISBN: 978-0-974141-31-2 (trade
paperback)

All rights reserved. No part of this
publication may be reproduced in any

form, or by any means, electronic or
mechanical, including photocopying,

recording, or any information browsing,
storage, or retrieval system, without

permission in writing from the
publisher.




Published by:

Lonecypress Publishers


www.lonecypresspublishers.com

For information on bulk orders contact us at
orders@lonecypresspublishers.com









Dedication




I dedicate this book to educators around the
world who are committed to improving the lives of young people
through excellent and cutting-edge teaching. Teaching is truly the
greatest career on the planet, and I am proud to be counted among
the millions of men and women in the teaching career.







What nobler employment, or more valuable to
the state, than that of the man who instructs the rising
generation.

—Cicero






Preface

I clearly remember my kindergarten experience
at Dewey Elementary School. The school was located in Flint,
Michigan, but has since been closed down. Ms. Norman, my
kindergarten teacher, was a very gentle woman. Yet she demanded
absolute attention and commitment to whatever task was at hand.
Class was enjoyable because she made it fun and exciting. She made
the difference for me and many other kindergartners because she
took serious her mandate to teach and challenge her students.
Despite our young age, she made it very clear that her
responsibility was to make our lessons relevant but also that it
was our responsibility to complete the given assignments. I
did my best to make sure my assignments were complete because I
desired her affirmation. I didn’t realize it at the time, but
she—as did most of my elementary school teachers—made an indelible
mark on my character and my desire to learn.

Ironically, years later, I would become a
teacher, too, and I would assume a duty to challenge students and
make the classroom experience exciting and rigorous. It didn’t
occur to me during my time as a teacher, but I was modeling my
methods around what I had seen used by my previous teachers. I had
become a product of my wonderful teachers in Flint.

Prior to being called into public teaching, I
worked as an area director for young life and later as a home
missions director at a Presbyterian church in Memphis, Tennessee.
These were amazing experiences as they prepared me for public
speaking, curriculum development, recruitment, administration,
community development, fundraising, and public relations. All of
these skills, added to my tremendous passion for young learners,
would inevitably prepare me for public education.

In my seven years as a public educator, I
served as para-professional, special education teacher, both
collaborative and small group, vocational coordinator for special
education students, assistant administrator, and assistant
principal. My professional journey in public education has been
exciting and very fruitful. Yet, I have felt, at times, remorseful
that it seems as if the culture we live in no longer honors or
reveres the educator or teaching professional.

My kindergarten teacher and all the teachers
that followed were well respected in the community. My mother never
questioned my teachers; what the teacher said was law. This level
of respect, on my mother’s part, for my teachers influenced me to
work hard to make the right choices in school. The culture during
that time clearly supported teachers, and education was a top
priority for our society and for many families, especially minority
families.

In our contemporary world, the
respect, reverence, and honor that was once associated with
teaching has somehow faded away. Students are flippant with their
teachers. Classroom assignments such as homework and reading
assignments are not taken as






seriously by students, and a lack of desire
for achievement has all but vanished from many students. At the
same time, many parents find it acceptable, themselves, to verbally
accost educators—teachers and principals, alike. The influence
adults may have possessed twenty years ago is long gone. Authority
has been devalued, and respect for adults continues to decrease;
therefore, teachers and administrators must work—before they can
even begin to teach—to gain any respect they can from students,
parents, and the public.

It doesn’t help our cause that education has
taken a major beating in the media. Dropout rates, test scores, and
academic competitiveness have declined far more than we would like
to admit. Schools seem to be failing, and the natural target for
this failure is the educator. What the public is not aware of is
that the work of those educators has been complicated, especially
in inner cities, by a lack of resources and demanding requirements
from the federal government.

Cultural shifts, a lack of resources, and the
barrage of attacks on public education have created a dilemma for
current and incoming teachers. As meaningful and important as the
teaching field may be, far too many educators find that the stress
is too overwhelming to continue their journey for the long term.
Instead, the idea that they are not appreciated, not valued, and
not respected can be more than enough reason for teachers to quit.
It will take tremendous work on the part of educators, both teacher
and administrator, to reestablish the honor, reverence, and respect
of the teaching field in the public’s view.

Teaching is the greatest and most influential
career on the planet. Very few careers simultaneously offer
unparalleled challenges and rewards—teaching does. One of those
primary challenges is to accept each child and to produce out of
that child a self-aware, competent citizen who embraces a
responsibility to usher the next generation into a better social
and economic world. This is a worthy calling and a tremendous
burden to carry. Yet, there are those who clearly step into this
role to win, and to win big, because it is their destiny and
calling.

This book is designed to inspire, motivate and
to create meaningful dialogue among educators. It is time for us to
reflect on our careers and the direction of public education. My
desire is that this dialogue and reflection will begin a movement
among teachers that will further their commitment to becoming
consummate education professionals.

I see three ways in which this resource can be
utilized:


	
First, Teaching: The Greatest Career on the
Planet can be used as a secondary reading, for students in an
Introduction to Education class, for example. In that use, the book
would introduce students to the realities of teaching. The book
might also serve as a useful tool in focusing their observations as
they start their initial lab experiences in schools.











	
Second, Teaching: The Greatest Career on
the Planet can be used as a professional or staff development
tool for current teachers, both new and seasoned. The ideas
presented in this book can stimulate positive discussion, which can
then lead to constructive and meaningful instructional practices.
Further, the book can serve as a tool for renewing passion for the
greatest career on the planet—by using chapters that are most
relevant in achieving intended goals.








	
Third, Teaching: The Greatest Career on the
Planet can be read by individuals as a means for finding
inspiration and motivation and for stimulating self-reflection. It
could be read over a break or during planning time to help
reconnect to the original passion of teaching. Quotes found
throughout the book can also serve as means of finding reflection,
humor, and inspiration.





This book is my investment into the ongoing
discussion surrounding the future of public education and the role
of the educator within the profession. If new initiatives are
spawned—great; but, if teachers are motivated and inspired to join
the movement to reclaim the honor in teaching and to invest in
education as a career for the long haul—I have accomplished my
goal.






Sincerely,






Graysen Walles, Ed.D.
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INTRODUCTION




The future is not a result of choices among
alternative paths offered by the present, but a place that is
created—created first in the mind and will, created next in
activity. The future is not some place we are going to, but one we
are creating. The paths are not to be found, but made, and the
activity of making them, changes both the maker and the
destination. 




—John
Schaar




The person who reads this book is probably one
who is planning to work in the field of education, one who is
currently teaching, or one who has taught in the past. To you, the
content in this book is intended to raise one of three questions in
your mind: Why should I teach? Why should I keep teaching? Or, Why
did I stop teaching? Of course, these questions should not be
addressed only by classroom teachers, but by all educators—every
person from the department of education to the intern working on
his or her certification in primary or secondary school to the aids
to the janitors to the “lunch ladies” to the bus
drivers.

You see, all educators—including
para-professionals, teachers, instructional leaders (such as
principals and assistant principals), academic coaches, media
specialists, and even various levels of administration—are in this
big ship called public education; and we are all in it together. We
all win big together; or, together, we all suffer the unfortunate
loss of probably the greatest ideology introduced to any society,
and possibly the loss of the children it serves. This ideology is
often debated, and I truly have my own opinions regarding it, but I
will not address that as a primary concern in this book. Suffice it
to say only that every child, in fact every human being, deserves
the right to a free education—I don’t think most Americans, or most
of the free world, believe its citizens should not be educated by
any means necessary to maintain perpetuity and legacy.

Which brings us back to my original
questions/issues—Why should you teach? Why should you keep
teaching? Why should you start teaching again? To answer the
questions bluntly, one of the primary reasons to teach or keep
teaching or return to teaching is that the teaching profession is
the greatest and most influential career on the planet. If you have
a proclivity to serve, make an indelible impression in the world,
and enjoy the wit and curiosity of young people, then teaching may
very well be the right career for you. If you are among the roughly
3.1 million individuals who currently invest in the future of our
world through teaching in either public or private institutions,
keep doing what you are doing. If you miss helping change the world
from the bottom up, maybe it’s time to go back. You’ll find no
greater means to make our world a better place than in the
classroom or an administrative position at the local school or a
central, state, or federal office. Regardless of where you are or
what position you hold, we are ultimately all working for the same
purpose: to enhance the lives of our young people, our country, and
our world through education.

This book was written to explore the issue of
encouraging new educators, retaining current educators, and
reclaiming former educators. In it, I will not address every
reason to teach or keep teaching or start teaching again; instead,
my goal is to address the primary reasons, at least from my
perspective. I have dealt with many tough situations as a teacher
and administrator, and I have asked myself many times, “Why am I
doing this?” The chapters in this book are the thoughts and ideals
that surface in my mind to keep me grounded, focused, and
passionate.

I fully recognize that, as a teacher, you are
faced with an onslaught of modern-day, imposed
responsibilities—taking part in vertical teaming, vertical
planning, collaborative planning; attending grade-level meetings,
team leader meetings, school staff meetings, instructional
meetings, operational meetings; maintaining data notebooks;
following standards-based instruction mandates; taking professional
development courses; designing differentiated and collaborative
(inclusive) instructional plans; implementing modifications and
accommodation requirements to general teaching plans; writing
behavioral intervention plans (BIPs), individual educational plans
(IEPs), and behavioral contracts—on top of all of the traditional
obligations of a public school teacher. Multi-tasking is definitely
a requirement of this profession, but when you are focused, called,
and intentional about being your best and offering young people the
best, the responsibilities and demands become clearer. People from
the outside do not see this, they have no clue about the
unprecedented demands on the twenty-first-century teacher. On the
other hand, I do understand your challenges and legitimate
questions about the career, which is why I felt obligated to write
this book. Despite the challenges, we all need to stay the
course.

Teaching: The Greatest Career on the
Planet is divided into two sections. The first has to do with
the character of the teaching profession. It evolved out of my
wrestling matches with public dissention regarding the direction
and effectiveness of public education. Public education works;
however, times have changed, and new tactics must be
developed to effectively deliver what is likely the most
revolutionary concept of all time—free, public
education.

Numerous challenges face the public education
arena, but none can not be solved. To solve them, however,
educational practitioners and the American public must
acknowledge the reality of teaching in a changed nation and
changing world. I’ll be the first to say, education is a tough
business; but as I stated previously, it is the greatest and most
influential profession on the planet. Therefore, the face of the
teaching profession should be looked at with respect and
admiration, which is the purpose of Section One. Eight realities of
the teaching profession are addressed, which I hope will bring a
level of comfort and clarity to the reader.

The second section focuses on the
characteristics of effective teachers. I have my own ideas about
what effective teaching should be. I am sure others will agree that
some of these practices and principles are timeless and
foundational. The ten chapters included in this section will either
affirm current beliefs and practices or provide educators with
specific goals for future practices. It is my desire that the ideas
included in this section will be a means of hope, inspiration, and
motivation for those struggling with their calling into the
profession of education.

While I am at it, I should state flat out that
it is my core belief that teaching is a calling. I don’t
believe that “anyone” can teach. Those who transition into the
education field must have a strong calling to endure. In fact, two
assets we need in education today are classroom teachers who are
called and educators who embrace education as a career—that is, for
the long haul, people who plan to stick around to make a positive
impact on our children for fifteen, twenty, even thirty years, or
more. I recognize this is a major commitment, but that is where
being “called” comes into play. When one is called into something,
it is an internal pull that seems to provide the clarity and
motivation to overcome changes that are surely inevitable. Will
called individuals have doubts from time to time? Will they have
moments that will shake their confidence? Absolutely. But the end
result, when one is called, is that he or she will find the
means to stay the course when others fall by the wayside. My desire
is that this book will serve to provide some inspiration and
reasons for staying the course.

Anyone who has been teaching for any length of
time recognizes that the job of teaching can be quite staggering,
especially for novices who come into the profession to make real
change. More than anything, these new teachers are the ones who
should be constantly nurtured, mentored, and supported to help them
successfully navigate the complexities of our new teaching culture.
In the midst of this process, helping them understand their calling
is also essential. Seasoned education professionals should make
this an absolute priority, for it is the new cadre of teachers who
will move up into positions of authority and influence in the
future.

I am convinced that there are a plethora of
reasons to keep teaching. I am convinced that education is the
greatest and most influential career on the planet. I am convinced
that education is where the rubber meets the road and that, at the
school level, the classroom teachers and instructional leaders make
it happen. Lastly, I am convinced that the world will change for
the better or for the worse based on what takes place in our
classrooms. If you want to be a part of the movement to make our
world a better place, you’ll find no better profession, none that
is more rewarding—yet challenging—anywhere. Teaching is where it
happens!

I thank you for taking the time to read this
book, and I trust that doing so will serve as a means of providing
hope, inspiration, and motivation. Join the movement—our future
depends on it.






Section I.

Characteristics of the Teaching
Profession

This first section has to do with the
character of the teaching profession. It assumes the fact that
public education does work; however, it recognizes the fact
that times have changed, and new tactics must therefore be
implemented to effectively accomplish the tasks and goals of public
education. In these eight “realities” of the teaching profession, I
acknowledge that education is a tough business; but I also reveal
my feelings that it is the greatest and most influential profession
on the planet.






Chapter 1




Teaching is Challenging




Challenges are gifts that force us to search
for a new center of gravity. Don’t fight them. Just find a
different way to stand.




—Oprah
Winfrey




“Teaching is
challenging? What does a teacher do that is
challenging?” is an attitude that comes all too easily to
non-teachers. Well, depending on where you are in the country and
what type of school you teach in, let’s start with vertical
teaming, vertical planning, collaborative planning; attending
grade-level meetings, team leader meetings, school staff meetings,
instructional meetings, operational meetings; maintaining data
notebooks; following standards-based instructional mandates; taking
professional development courses; designing differentiated and
collaborative (inclusive) instructional plans; implementing
modifications to general plans and meeting accommodation
requirements; writing behavioral intervention plans (BIPs),
individual educational plans (IEPs), and behavioral contracts; and
operating digital classrooms.

And, oh, let’s not forget the traditional
aspects of teaching—we grade papers and manage grade management
systems, counsel students and parents, instruct anywhere from 120
to 180 students per day five days per week (typically 26 to 29
students per class per teacher), tutor after and before school,
attend games and extra-curricular activities, attend meetings,
mediate between students and students and students and families,
model values and ethics, mentor directly and indirectly, develop
assessments of all sorts, and motivate and inspire students,
and sometimes parents, to dig a little deeper for
excellence.

All of this and then some—for what?
Why, for our students, of course. What these various tasks require
is an organized, even-tempered, multi-tasked person. Whoever said
that teaching was easy, must have been delirious, intoxicated or
extremely confused!

“But what about those
summers you folks get?” many people want to know. “And, all the
holiday breaks?”

Given all the intensity and devotion that
education requires, classroom teachers deserve those breaks.
Unfortunately, those breaks usually turn out to serve as extended
work time, for planning and tweaking upcoming classes. Summer
breaks also turn into planning time for the next school year,
though they do help, barely, to rejuvenate teachers and prepare
them to perform more effectively.

Sound challenging enough? But, we’ve hardly
touched on the organizational and technical skills that are
necessary in being an effective educator. To that end, it is
essential that teachers be able to perform numerous tasks
effectively, efficiently, and with excellence. And, remember that
each new dynamic introduced into the equation requires a new effort
at learning and adapting, thereby keeping teachers sharp and in
tune with their specific content area but also producing extra
professional responsibilities. While the field looks demanding, and
it is, effective teachers are able to manage their demands
with elegance. Doing so takes time—more time for some than
others—but it does happen, as a matter of experience and the result
of modeling more experienced teaching professionals. No doubt,
teaching is challenging.

For me, teaching in the public school system
has probably been the most unique challenge of my life. Even with
my military, business, and ministry background, I still experienced
a small learning curve as I learned a few more skills and habits
that enabled me to perform more effectively as a classroom
instructor. Skills such as patience, tact, insight, and endurance,
along with a score of other by-products from my previous
experiences, served to be very useful and advantageous as I faced
various situations. My first year felt like an intense physical and
mental workout, because of the unique nuances of teaching. I was
stretched and pulled and emotionally challenged at every
opportunity. What made the year easier was the fact that I felt a
calling to what I was doing. I recognized that these challenging
exercises were only building my endurance and skill set for the
future.

I remember once, when I began working out with
a trainer. He mentioned that my training would be difficult in the
beginning, until my muscles and cardiovascular system were able to
adapt to the rigor of the weight and cardio training. He set me up
on a thirty-day program that I didn’t feel was possible to do.
However, I worked through the pain, developed a much better cardio
rate, and decreased my body fat significantly.

At the conclusion of my thirty-day program, I
met with my trainer again. With a smile, he asked how I felt about
my improvements. Of course, I lauded my accomplishments and was
ready to continue the same routine. But, as I completed my
seven-minute warm up, my trainer met me in a different part of the
gym. “Today, we will begin a new routine to help stimulate
continued improvement.” I looked at him with curiosity and asked
why I needed to change the routine. I told him that I knew this
routine and that my body had adjusted to it. “Exactly,” he said.
“That’s why we need to change it up.”

I wasn’t aware at the time that a good workout
required change. I didn’t know that the body had to find new ways
to cope with new stress. But changes in stress produce better
cardio, enhanced strength, and increased body tone. What I learned
was that the body improves by being faced with new varieties of
physical stress.

In many ways, my teaching experience was the
same. I am sure that all teachers experience this at some level. We
feel as though we’ve gone through a workout at the gym, except it’s
been in the classroom with students, on the phone with parents, in
the office with administrators, and at games with students and
their families. The experiences are all a means to build the right
muscles in the right places with the goal of developing a
high-performing efficient teaching machine. Administrators go
through the same process. Challenges are a part of the game, and it
is best to embrace them and find ways to adapt and grow where
needed.

Believe me, I know that issues arise—an
onslaught of new federal, state, and local policies, for example—in
which paperwork, legal concerns, and highly accountable measures
slowly redefine the expectations of curriculum and instruction.
But, unknown variables such as these challenges will always exist.
They shouldn’t deter us, though, from embracing the profession, as
challenging as that attitude might be. On the contrary, when
unknown variables move into the realm of reality, educators should
recognize and accept the challenge—and confront it head
on.

As the field of education changes, educators
must find ways to incorporate the waves of change. Even if these
very changes produce challenges that many of us detest, rather than
spending time fighting them (which may or may not do any good), the
better route is to call upon creative faculties to meet them and
improve upon them. It is this ability to face challenges and call
upon creativity that separates the average educator from the
dynamic one.

Yes, teaching is challenging; yes, it is
difficult at times. But we still need an army of men and women who
will accept their calling and face the challenges of the teaching
profession head on.






Chapter Two




Teaching is Transformative




I have always believed, and I still believe,
that whatever good or bad fortune may come our way we can always
give it meaning and transform it into something of
value.




—Hermann
Hesse




Sidney Poitier plays the character Mark
Thackeray in the classic movie To Sir, with Love. Mr.
Thackeray, a displaced engineer, finds a job teaching in one of the
worst schools in a poor area of London, where he is assigned to a
classroom full of at-risk students. These are the kids that many
teachers avoid because they are the most difficult and challenging.
Mr. Thackeray, who was only interested in the job for immediate
financial reasons, soon realizes he might have bitten off more than
he can chew, and we have no doubt he has been set up to fail as
many teachers feel they have been. His job is difficult—not only is
he supposed to teach but he has to manage the class, as
well.

In the beginning, the kids are cantankerous,
rude, obstinate, and mischievous; they give Mr. Thackeray a tough
time, trying to drive him away. But he uses wit and creativity and
finds clever ways to make his subjects relevant to the context of
his class. He also makes strategic moves to develop relationships
with each student, and even a few parents. He eventually wins the
hearts of every rough-edged student in his class. Mr. Thackeray
went beyond his duty and found himself caring about the job and the
students more than he had planned.

Eventually, Mr. Thackeray is offered another
engineering job, a very exciting moment for him, because he has
been searching aggressively for months. However, he is now
confronted with the decision to use his gifts in the corporate
world or in the classroom. After serious deliberation, he realizes
that his investment has helped transform several rough-neck
rebellious kids. Mr. Thackeray gave them hope and helped them
believe in their own abilities and human potential. He became a
transformer—a change agent—and knew that he was truly meant to be
there, doing what very few could do.

This movie was made in 1967, but its truths
and message transcend time. It illustrates the belief that every
kid has the ability to learn and evolve into something
better—something great. In addition, the movie also uses the
unbelievably essential lessons this exceptional, transformational
teacher learned about influence, commitment, and creativity to
enable us “real-life teachers” to overcome the unique but real-life
issues that students drag through the doors of every school in
every city, every day. We would never survive if the teaching
profession were not one of transformative power.

We will begin to experience amazing stories
and see unparalleled successes in schools across the country when
more teachers view themselves as transformers and change agents
rather than classroom managers. In the public education field, we
deal with lives, not numbers. Mr. Thackeray came to understand this
notion and worked intentionally to find methods and approaches that
would penetrate the barriers of failure each student had built to
hide behind. When the students finally unmasked themselves, Mr.
Thackeray was able to begin surgery on the bruised souls and minds
of his class.

Transformative power works when the intent of
every action is equipping young minds with the skills and resources
to navigate the adult world successfully. Teachers have a very
limited window of opportunity during which students can be
influenced, inspired, and motivated. If the time is not utilized
purposefully, efficiently, and effectively, a class, a grade level,
a school, or even an entire generation could lose out on the
possibility of becoming great individuals.

Walk through the doors of your school each day
with the purpose of being an agent of change. To do this
effectively, you must believe. You must believe that you have the
most important career in the world. You must believe it is your
duty to give hope to the hopeless, dreams to the dreamless, and
power to the powerless. You must believe that you can be the
impetus for a transformational life experience—not only for one
young learner but for an entire generation.

It may never have occurred to you, but the
profession of teaching has built within its structures an amazing
ability to transform human beings. In fact, transformation is what
education is all about—the act or process of imparting or acquiring
general knowledge, developing the powers of reasoning and judgment,
and generally preparing oneself or others intellectually for mature
life. Succeeding in those actions requires a mindset for changing,
morphing, transforming. Education is designed to evoke
transformation both on the part of the educator and the part of the
student.






Chapter Three




Teaching is Healing




Love one another and help others rise to the
higher levels, simply by pouring out love. Love is infectious and
the greatest healing energy.




—Sai Baba




Our profession is often confronted with issues
of child abuse. However, with time, abuse is impacting children at
younger and younger ages. Many of the kids we work with either
witness abuse or are victims of abuse—in their own households. They
come to school with these issues, and we expect them to perform as
if all is well with life. Of course, we are not always aware of
what’s happening; our clues don’t often arrive until a child comes
to us directly. In any event, we need to be aware that the reality
is, somewhere in your classroom or school or school system,
children are being abused.

In 2006 the U.S. Department of Health released
a report detailing the various forms and types of child abuse.
According to that data,





Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/931
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

