Teacher
Voices:

Why Didn’t They Teach
Me (or Warn Me) About
This in College?

Real teachers discuss the knowledge, skills and
strategies that would have better prepared them
for teaching.

Project Description: This report is
the sixth installment in Teachers Are
the Center of Education, a series created
to highlight the critical importance of
teachers, salute their great work and
amplify their voices. Successful education
reform always needs active teacher
involvement. As the nation looks to rewrite
the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act, we must be sure to turn to them for
advice and counsel.
The two teachers who spearheaded this
report were selected by the College Board.
In turn, they selected the colleagues with
whom they spoke. The teacher portions
of the report were edited lightly, but every
effort was made to retain their original
voices. Recommendations were developed
by the two lead teachers in consultation
with the College Board. Once again, every
effort was made to reflect the teachers’
voices.
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Introduction
We sometimes overlook our best and most obvious resources. This
is the case with classroom teachers. Policymakers, and even other
educators, too rarely seek teacher advice on how to improve student
learning. And without their advice and counsel, we have little chance of
successfully improving our schools.
To help reverse this trend, teachers in this report tell us how schools of
education can better support their work. This study is neither scientific
nor broad based. We simply asked two experienced and committed
teachers to speak with their colleagues about this important issue.
Nancy Barile is an English language arts (ELA) teacher from Revere,
Mass., with 17 years of classroom experience. She spoke face-to-face
with 30 of her colleagues. Tom White is a third-grade teacher from
Lynnwood, Wash., with 27 years of classroom experience. He spoke
with 25 teachers via an online survey and follow-up phone interviews.
This sample includes but a tiny fraction of the nation’s more than
3 million teachers, and these voices only reflect their personal
experiences, histories and circumstances. We know other teachers
may disagree.
Therefore, this report is meant simply to add to the conversation about
schools of education, not to serve as the conclusion.
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Recommendations
The teachers in this report readily
acknowledge that schools of education
play an important role in preparing
them for classroom success, and they
appreciate the job they do. But they also
believe there is considerable room for
improvement.
Underlying the four recommendations
that follow is the principle that what
is taught in schools of education must
better reflect the needs of classroom
teachers. This will only be accomplished
when schools of education develop and
deliver their course work with more
formal, ongoing and substantial input
from practicing classroom teachers.
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Working with practicing classroom
teachers, schools of education must:

1.
2.
3.
4.

Deepen their course work in classroom
management, differentiated teaching, literacy
and use of assessments;

Create a common teacher preparation curriculum
that 1) provides all teachers with the core
classroom skills they need but 2) has the
flexibility to teach the skills that are required by
specific student populations;

Take a leadership position in linking their
(preservice) training with the (in-service)
training offered by local schools;

Extend the student teaching portions of
their programs.
Teacher Voices
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Tom White
•

 eaches third grade at a public school in Lynnwood, WASH.,
T
an ethnically diverse suburb 10 miles north of Seattle.

•

 raduated from the teacher education program at the
G
University of Washington 27 years ago and has taught
since then.

•

Achieved National Board certification 12 years ago.

•

 orks with the National Council for Accreditation of
W
Teacher Education (NCATE), serving on their board of
examiners. Board members visit two colleges each year and
write reports that determine whether or not the teacher
education program has met national accreditation standards.

•

 egular blogger on StoriesFromSchool.org focusing on
R
issues of school reform.

In the last 10 years, I have seen a lot of teacher education programs,
and I’ve worked with dozens of new teachers. Generally speaking,
teacher education has improved significantly since I was in school. The
most important change has been in the area of academic standards
and the extent to which teachers hold their students — and themselves
— to established benchmarks. That said, there is always room for
improvement in any institution and teacher education is no exception.
There are over 1,400 schools of education in the United States, charged
with the task of preparing the nation’s teachers with the knowledge,
skills and dispositions they’ll need to work with our nation’s students.
Most education programs start in the third year of college, where a
typical teaching candidate spends two years of training, involving many
hours of field experiences, and opportunities for teachers to observe
and engage with practicing teachers and their students. Toward the end,
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these teaching candidates are placed into student-teaching positions
for a few months, gradually taking on more and more tasks until they’re
basically running the whole classroom.
So far, so good; but then we do a curious thing. After those few brief
months of student teaching, we certify these teachers and let them go
out into the workplace — into their own classroom — where they are
expected to do exactly the same job as the veteran teacher across the
hallway. Some of the lucky new teachers get to occasionally meet with a
mentor, but by and large, they’re simply told to “make the best of it.”
It’s no wonder so many new teachers are overwhelmed. In fact, almost
half of all new teachers in America leave the profession before their
fifth year. Not only is this discouraging for the teachers involved, but
also enormously expensive, considering most teachers attend public
universities. Ultimately, though, it’s hardest on the students, who have to
endure this revolving door of novice teachers.
How can we make this better? How can we as a profession change
the induction process so new teachers would be less overwhelmed
and more productive? In order to answer this question, I surveyed 25
elementary teachers with less than 10 years of teaching experience
in an ethnically diverse suburban setting near Seattle, asking which
challenges overwhelmed them as new teachers. I used an online survey
with a blend of multiple-choice, short-answer and extended-response
questions.

The three biggest challenges, according to
this unscientific survey, were classroom
management, differentiation and
student assessment. Let’s look at each
in turn.
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Classroom Management
Hands down, the most common response was classroom management,
a catchphrase that refers to keeping things running smoothly in the
classroom so actual learning can take place. I wasn’t surprised. It’s been
almost 30 years since I finished college and started my own teaching
career, but I can still remember the sudden transition from consumer to
producer of education. Frankly, I didn’t feel all that well prepared. I had
the knowledge — I knew the content material and the basics of teaching
theory — but what I lacked were the skills. Specifically, I really didn’t
have a clear idea of how to get a classroom full of third-graders to stay in
their seats, stop talking to one another and listen to what I had to say.
Classroom management is absolutely critical. It’s the foundation of
teaching. It really doesn’t matter what you’re saying if the students in the
room aren’t listening. Lesson planning is useless if a teacher is unable
to orchestrate the class through the various activities within that lesson.
One school of thought maintains that classroom management is such
an extension of a teacher’s style and personality that it really can’t be
taught. Teachers need to simply get in there and figure out what works
best for them. I disagree. Like any set of skills, if there are people who
can manage a classroom effectively, and people who can articulate the
activities that foster this management, then it has to be possible to teach
that set of skills to others. We owe it to our students to do just that,
and when new teachers consistently comment that they lack that skill
set, then it seems incumbent upon schools of education to address this
shortcoming.
Seventy-four percent of the suburban elementary teachers who
responded to the survey felt underprepared to deal with classroom
management, a staggering number when you consider how important
this skill set is in regard to student learning. When asked to describe
the most overwhelming challenge, one teacher responded: “I really
struggled with classroom management. I had a pretty easy time during
student teaching, due to where my school was located. [But] my class
population my first year presented challenges I hadn’t experienced.”
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This is a very interesting comment. For obvious reasons, student
teachers are usually placed with fairly strong teachers: those who have
figured out how to successfully manage a classroom. It stands to reason
that a student teacher would learn a lot by being placed with a strong,
talented teacher with a good handle on classroom management. “Not
so fast,” says Cindy Rockholt, who coaches new teachers in the Yakima
School District in central Washington State. “The trouble lies with the
fact that good teachers make classroom management look almost
effortless; the little things they do to keep things under control and
running smoothly are so subtle and transparent that it’s hard for student
teachers to observe them. Many times, these veterans aren’t even
aware of what they’re doing and can’t easily explain it to the student
teachers with whom they work.”
Classroom management can be especially vexing for new teachers when
class sizes are large. A typical response: “If it’s a year when I have 30 or
more students, including multiple students with serious behavior issues,
then classroom management is overwhelming and challenging.”
For some teachers, classroom management, especially when it involves
dealing with particularly ill-behaved students, can be particularly
daunting, as illustrated by this comment: “[I’m] dealing with students
with huge behavioral need; throwing things in the classroom, having
tantrums, etc. Our district helps, but it takes time to get these students
help and until then, I am usually dealing with these behaviors alone while
managing 23 other small children.”

Differentiation
Besides classroom management, new teachers also struggle with
differentiation, which is the skill of teaching to the variety of abilities
educators typically find within the same classroom. Generally,
differentiation is achieved by designing one lesson for the whole class,
with embedded features that allow different students access to the
learning, regardless of their basic skill level. For example, a math lesson

Teacher Voices

9

about multiplication might introduce the concepts to the whole class;
but toward the end of the lesson, those students who are still struggling
with the ideas might use sets of objects they can actually count, while
those who have mastered the concept can apply it to solving written
equations with larger numbers.
Thinking back to the beginning of my career, I can’t even remember
confronting the issue of differentiation. We were expected to plan and
execute a single lesson for the whole class, regardless of the vast
student differences. This change in the expectations we have for our
teaching force can’t be overlooked; our nation has become more diverse
in recent decades, and the job of teaching to this diversity has become
more complicated. From my perspective, differentiation represents
an improvement in American pedagogy. Yet it’s also one of the most
complex aspects of teaching.
Not surprisingly, 64 percent of the teachers in my survey found it difficult
to differentiate instruction to meet the diverse needs of their students.
They felt frustrated by their lack of preparation. One teacher said, “I
feel overwhelmed by having to teach a wide range of abilities with little
resources, no assistance and with a curriculum designed for the ‘middle’
group of students.”
One respondent expressed difficulty “finding the time to differentiate for
the needs of all 32 students.” Another found it hard to “adequately serve
the increasing number of high-need students entering the classroom
with the diminishing amount of support that can be provided.”
When asked to describe the most overwhelming aspect of their first
few years as a teacher, typical responses included, “ … differentiating
with the vast degree of students at various levels”; “meeting the
recommendations of having six reading groups is not only difficult, it
is impossible with the physical constraints on the classroom”; and “I
think the most challenging is differentiating the instruction to reach all
learners.” And this one pretty much says it all: “meeting the needs of my
diverse population with 30-plus students!”
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Again, this seems like something schools of education can and should
address. And to their credit, when I visit teacher colleges, I see evidence
it is being addressed. On the other hand, I’ve seen the population of my
own school change over the past two decades; what was once a mostly
white, middle-class neighborhood has shifted to a wonderfully diverse
mélange, where the majority of our families are recent immigrants. This
is happening, to some degree, all across the country. And while recent
immigrants enrich the population in so many ways, their language skills
take time to develop, which means teachers need to plan diversification
into every lesson, and like it or not, this is something they need to learn
before they ever step in front of a classroom.

Student Assessment
The third-highest response in our survey concerns assessment
strategies. Elementary teachers are increasingly asked to quantify
student achievement in all disciplines, particularly in literacy, both
formally and informally.
Literacy instruction makes up a large part of the day in the early
years, and teachers are required to constantly monitor the progress
of each individual student. This is incredibly time-consuming, since it
generally involves having each student read a passage aloud while the
teacher takes notes and times the student. This is made all the more
complicated because the rest of the class is also in the room, hopefully
working quietly, awaiting their turn. Little wonder that 54 percent of our
elementary teachers found assessment strategies “overwhelming.”
A typical response came from this kindergarten teacher: “[I’m
overwhelmed by] the amount of assessing that needs to be done for a
five- to six-year-old.”
Of these three issues, assessment is the one that has emerged most
recently in our schools and classrooms. Over the last 10 years, testing
in schools — for better or for worse — has taken on more and more
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importance. And it’s not just high stakes standardized tests; teachers
are increasingly told to know exactly where each student is in regard to
his or her basic skills at any given time. This requires a unique skill set
which, like classroom management and diversification, has to be taught
at the college, preservice level.
Clearly, teachers are concerned about how to assess their students,
use the data to differentiate their instruction and somehow manage the
classroom in which all this is supposed to happen. And despite the fact
that teachers spend a considerable amount of time in college working on
those very skills, they still feel unprepared when they get into their
own classrooms.
***
Cindy Rockholt, the instructional coach from Yakima, wasn’t surprised to
see the survey results, since the three are intimately related. “Effective
instruction and classroom management begin with lesson planning,
which should really begin with assessment. You assess your students to
find where they’re at, plan effective — and differentiated — instruction to
meet their needs, and then assess them again in order to plan the next
lesson. It’s a continuous cycle. And if you don’t know exactly what you’re
doing at all phases of each lesson, there’s no way you can manage that
classroom.”

12

Teacher Voices

Nancy Barile
•

 eaching English language arts for 17 years at Revere High
T
School, a public urban, low-income school outside of Boston.

•

Achieved National Board certification in 2001.

•

 eaches Classroom and Behavior Management and Developing
T
Teaching Strategies at The Graduate School of Education at
Emmanuel College, Boston.

•

 rote a 46-week blog on a variety of classroom topics
W
for Scholastic.

Over my years in the classroom, I’ve learned to cope with the frequent issues
that can get in the way of a student’s learning. But I often wondered how my
teacher training could have better prepared me for the challenges I encounter
daily in the urban school setting.
I met with 30 of my colleagues to see if they felt the same way. These Revere
High School teachers had all been teaching in the urban school classroom for
less than 10 years. What were their major concerns, and how could schools
of education better prepare teachers for what they will face in an urban high
school? My conversations revealed that urban teachers do, indeed, face
distinct challenges. Like me, most felt that teaching in an urban, low-income
high school was a unique experience that required further and specific
training. While this study was anecdotal rather than scientific, I firmly believe
these teachers’ three major concerns mirror the challenges that urban school
teachers face every day. Addressing these issues could assist in increasing
teacher retention and improving student achievement.

The three biggest challenges that emerged were
classroom management, differentiation
and teaching literacy at all grade levels.
Teacher Voices
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Classroom Management
Here’s the first issue they talked about. Although there is no universal
definition of classroom management, Evertson and Weinstein’s (2006)
framework presents a commonly accepted view. They see classroom
management as having two distinct purposes: “It not only seeks to
establish and sustain an orderly environment so students can engage
in meaningful academic learning, it also aims to enhance student social
and moral growth” (p. 4). Basically, to a classroom teacher like me, it
means controlling the class so that learning can take place in a safe and
welcoming environment.
It was no surprise to me that this issue topped the list of teachers’
major challenges. While classroom management is a frequent concern
of all teachers, it is especially problematic in urban high schools, where
students’ social and economic problems often permeate the classroom.
I remember my first years of teaching. Working at a public, urban and
low-income high school was a new experience for me, and it presented
an eye-opening set of problems:
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•

 eth couldn’t sit next to Kimsay in any class, and the two were
R
frequently combative. Later, I discovered the boys were in
rival gangs.

•

 iphani sucked her thumb, had no impulse control and disturbed
T
everyone within a five-seat radius of her own desk. Then I found
out Tiphani had braces put on in Atlanta, but her mother had no
money to have them taken off in Revere. The pain for Tiphani
was unbearable, and it frequently caused her to act out.

•

 ustafa slept through class, was belligerent and never did
M
any homework. I soon learned this Bosnian genocide survivor
worked over 50 hours a week to support his family and planned
to drop out and get a job as soon as soccer season was over.
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 amden made inappropriate comments and was openly
C
promiscuous. Later, it was revealed that her mother had died of
a heroin overdose at Camden’s 16th birthday party.

Could my teacher training program have better prepared me — and
teachers like me — to deal with these issues, which so profoundly affect
the management of the classroom? The answer is “yes.”
Several teachers interviewed said they had little or no course work
in classroom and behavior management, but even those who took
classes in the subject still felt that “the courses did not provide the tools
necessary to succeed in this area.” They felt the issues they faced in
an urban school were unique and demanded a specific set of skills and
strategies.
Urban, low-income high school students deal with a variety of social
issues not necessarily seen — or not as prevalent — in other schools:
economic instability, housing, substance abuse, lack of resources,
transiency, residency, gangs and violence, and these problems often
seep into the classroom, affecting student behavior. One teacher stated
that too many times he assumed “that students were uninterested or
defiant, when really there was some major social issue causing the
distraction.” Erin, a nine-year veteran teacher who had previously taught
in suburban schools, said she was surprised and overwhelmed by what
she confronted in the urban classroom. “One of my students works as a
fry cook at Burger King and then takes the bus home at 1 a.m. I naively
suggested that his schoolwork could use attention, but he explained to
me that his parents needed his paycheck for their rent. Another time,
a mouse running around the classroom prompted stories of mice and
rats that students had in their homes. One girl said her baby sister had
carried a dead mouse around like a pet.” Erin’s Ivy League education had
not quite readied her for how to deal with these situations.
There are further complexities on top of the complexities, and wouldbe teachers need to be exposed to these in our teacher preparation.
Here are four examples from my classroom, and the classroom of the
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teachers to whom I spoke, of the issues urban school teachers need
schools of education to focus on.
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•

 e need to be prepared to recognize the major challenges our
W
students face and then connect them with the help they need
via social workers, nurses and guidance counselors. Overcoming
students’ daily challenges helps teachers maintain classroom
control.

•

 e frequently teach in classrooms with 30 students. We
W
need practical strategies to assess and solve disruptions in
large classrooms. For example, learning how to implement
progressive discipline strategies is helpful; throwing a kid out
of the class on the first day leaves nowhere to go.

•

 e need education on behaviors particular to urban school
W
students. For example, teachers should be aware of issues like
“playin’” which is defined as “verbal jousts marked by quick
wit and sarcasm.” In our classrooms, most students come from
social and cultural backgrounds that differ from their teachers.
Lack of understanding behaviors like “playin’” can break unity
and harmony. But if we can tap into it, it can be used to create
cohesion in the classroom.

•

 e want to motivate but we need “effective methods for
W
motivating unmotivated students,” “transforming apathetic
attitudes” and “bringing out the inherent need to learn” in our
students. Training in motivational strategies to enable students
to connect their effort with their success would be extremely
helpful and alleviate many classroom management problems.
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Differentiation
Differentiation was the next issue on urban teachers’ minds. They said
they felt schools of education left them unprepared to deal with the wide
range of abilities they face in the urban classroom. More specifically,
teachers need to make sure all students receive the attention they
need. In my case and the cases of the teachers with whom I spoke, this
particularly involves special education students and English language
learners (ELL). The number of ELL and special needs students is
disproportionately high in urban, low-income high schools, and schools of
education need to focus on how to provide us with the skills necessary
to utilize “differentiated instruction.” This allows teachers to identify
the students’ varied background knowledge, their readiness, and their
specific learning skills and interests. The teachers then adapt their
instruction to meet those individualized needs.
While undergraduate and graduate education programs teach
differentiated instruction, urban practitioners are in desperate need of
practical methods for creating lesson plans, curricula and assessment
that can help all students. One teacher pointed out that “classes that
did focus on the English language learner were very much about reading
articles and writing papers rather than designing lessons and activities
to accommodate students with lower English proficiency.” Another
teacher stated, “In my high school social studies class, I had ELL
students that could not even read in their first language, students who
took Advanced Placement® Calculus but could barely read or write in
English, and students who could read well in English but struggled with
the mechanics of writing.” Strategies for accommodating all of these
students in the classroom would be extremely helpful. For example,
teachers need to know about Sheltered English Instruction, which
encourages teachers to use simple, direct and clear English, and then
scaffold and build on strategies. It would help teachers create activities
for learning that activate students’ prior knowledge and that require
students to work together. Finally, because the urban classroom features
many learners with special needs, a focused curriculum that addresses
how to best serve these students most effectively would be valuable.
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Literacy at All Grade
Levels
The third issue is literacy. Simply put, regardless of our subject area,
we all have to be able to teach students to read and write. The National
Literacy Act defines literacy as “the ability to read, write and speak
in English, and compute and solve problems at levels of proficiency
necessary to function on the job and in society, achieve one’s goals, and
develop one’s knowledge and potential.” Almost every urban, low-income
high school teacher I interviewed responded that they were totally
ill-equipped to cope with the huge literacy gap in urban high schools.
Reading has traditionally not been the domain of high school teachers
but as one teacher said, “I was shocked at the large number of
students reading below grade level, but I don’t know a thing about
teaching reading!”
Christina Porter, a literacy coach at my school, related the following
story: “Stephen was referred to me by his English teacher for informal
reading assessment. His ELA teacher was concerned that he frequently
mispronounced words, was a slow reader and constantly misspelled
even simple words while writing. In talking to Stephen before I assessed
him, he reported to me that he ‘hated to read’ and could ‘never find a
book that he liked to read.’ His middle school grades were consistently
in the ‘C’ range, but his high school grades had slipped to mostly ‘Ds.’
I was immediately concerned that, at this rate, he would not pass the
ninth grade. Unfortunately, I have seen many ‘Stephens’ in my work
as a literacy coach. While he did not have a learning disability, Stephen
needed work on reading fluency, word recognition, spelling and locating
text that was in his independent reading level and realm of interest. As
a former high school English teacher, I remember assuming that once
students enter high school (or middle school for that matter), they no
longer require explicit instruction in reading. I quickly found that the
demands of academic text in all the content areas (not just ELA) require
that middle and secondary teachers are not only experts in their content
area but also in making that content accessible to a range of learners.”
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Urban teachers wished for “prior instruction in helping struggling
readers improve their reading skills and attitudes.” Students cannot
learn in any subject unless they can comprehend materials, obtain basic
information from texts and then skillfully convey that information when
needed. Literacy is a critical learning element and is the responsibility
of all teachers. Urban school teachers need to learn that literacy goes
beyond decoding texts and also includes discovering meaning out of
and engaging with texts. Providing targeted support for the teaching
of reading in economically challenged high schools is of paramount
importance, as adolescent literacy appears to be a problem that affects
all high school subject areas. Teacher preparatory programs, as well as
professional development training for urban high school teachers, need
to address the issue of literacy if the achievement gap is to be closed.
***
It seems clear from this focus group that urban, low-income high school
teachers do face some definite challenges. This information can be
valuable to schools of education, as well as to high school administrators,
who can evaluate or redesign curriculum and professional development
so that it provides explicit and specific support for current and incoming
urban school teachers. The result would certainly be happier teachers
and high-achieving students.
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The College Board Advocacy & Policy Center was established to help transform
education in America. Guided by the College Board’s principles of excellence and
equity in education, we work to ensure that students from all backgrounds have
the opportunity to succeed in college and beyond. We make critical connections
between policy, research and real-world practice to develop innovative solutions
to the most pressing challenges in education today.
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