
 

 

Confessions of a First Year Teacher 

What I should have known about teaching  

By Citabria Loyle 

 

This paper choice comes from a desire I have to help those first year teachers who are not 

fully prepared for year one.  After looking at the epidemic of teachers leaving the profession and 

the advent of the new Ohio Teacher Evaluation System, I decided that teachers early on in their 

career still need more help than what is being provided.  I would love to turn this paper into a 

book someday that could be used as a resource for teachers early on in their career – or even 

during a Methods block.  My main goal with this would be to make the first year easier for other 

new teachers than it was for me.  This paper looks at what I believe are “life-lines” the every first 

year teacher needs to build, and is supported by research on each topic.  The ever changing 

portion of the State systems make it hard to know what exactly you will be asked to do, but this 

is a good start.     
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Confessions of a First Year Teacher 

What I should have known about teaching. 

 

The first year of teaching is the hardest, fastest, and most emotional year of your career, 

but if you make it you have a badge of honor to wear.  There are lots of different resources out 

there for first year teachers; however, the most effective are those that ensure the small continued 

successes.  During my first year of teaching I learned a lot of lessons, from the big to the small.  I 

was able to come out ahead and with plans for a better next year. The three lessons I wish I had 

been told are as follows:  

1) Build your own support team beyond those that are constructed for you  

2) Plan and plan and plan some more – because every bit will help 

3) Find the true meanings of reflection.   

 

Support Team  

The first aspect of being a successful first year teacher is the support team.  Among the 

structured school building supports, the reliable family supports, and the curriculum of first-year 

teaching, all supports are needed and have their own “space” in the first year of teaching.   We 

know that attrition is an ongoing problem with regards to teachers early on in their career, and I 

believe we can attribute lots of that to the lack of support systems.  The country is working to 

create and implement mentor programs, however, “fewer beginning teachers, about 80%, said 

they received ongoing guidance and feedback from a mentor teacher.1” This leaves an exorbitant 

number of first-year teachers without the resources that they need from their building.  While 

                                                             
1 Ingersoll (2012)  
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some teachers in their first year are getting loads of support, “the data also show that the kinds 

and amounts of support vary.2” When the teachers cannot turn to their building for support, we 

would hope that they can turn to their family structure for support.   

During the first year of my teaching life the people who kept me a float were my family.  

I have a very broad definition of family here, as my definition ranges from parents and siblings, 

to co-workers who became close, to my cat whose name is Mufasa.    We know that teaching 

incorporates several different types of stress.  Meng defines “teacher’s job stress as a series of 

physical, psychological and behavioral responses of a teacher result from stress sources that have 

long-term and continuous function on him, which threatens his individual object in work 

environment.3” So what does this have to do with family?  It is just as important for family 

members to be supportive as the staff at the school building.  While you will spend 9 hours (or 

more) a day in your school building, you will spend the rest of your time with your “at home” 

support staff.  Conversations about the purpose and skill required for the job should be 

considered when talking to a first year teacher.  The “those who can’t – teach” is one of the 

hardest things to hear when you are in your first year of teaching, and it digs into your soul.  As a 

family member of a first year teacher, one should be cognizant of these stressors and offer 

support – not advice or help.  When I was in my first year of teaching, the best thing my mother 

could do was bring over some milk – so that I would have the ability to have tea in the morning 

along with cereal.  It was this level of understanding the pressure and the stress that allowed me 

to survive and make it into my 2nd year of teaching.   

I would also advise first year teachers to get a pet.  Why?  I believe this was the best 

thing I did for myself.  First and foremost, it gives you a responsibility beyond your job- a reason 

                                                             
2 Ingersoll (2012)  
3 Meng (2012) 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to put down the grading and the work and be at home.  Even being kept to a time schedule of 

when you need to be home and available is important.  Your happiness is increased by the 

presence of a pet. “Pets are good sources of social and emotional support for everyone4” and this 

happiness will find a way to leak into your teaching and your classroom.  Putting into place 

automatic support and love is an important thing to incorporate into the stressful first year of 

teaching.   

 

Curriculum – The hidden kind 

Ok, so you have a supportive family and may or may not have gotten that pet to get you 

through the long nights of grading, but you also need to understand the hidden curriculum of the 

first year of teaching.  There are lots of factors in the world betting against you as a first year 

teacher. “The national average job turnover rate is 11%, but employee turnover rate in education 

has historically hovered around 14%.5” This automatically makes tenured teachers and 

administration wary of your presence, because they “don’t know” how long you will last in your 

position.  Administrators have right to be wary because, “first-year teachers tend to have a higher 

risk of quitting teaching than other teachers. Almost half of beginning teachers leave teaching in 

their first 5 years.6” So how can we blame those teachers and principals who are concerned with 

our ability to keep up?  And while it is “sad to say, teacher educators, many principals, and even 

veteran teachers… pay little attention to first year teachers,7” it is also hard to place the blame on 

them, as first year teachers have set a track record for themselves as not being a lasting presence 

in the classroom and school building.   

                                                             
4 http://www.livescience.com/14983-cat-dog-mental-health.html 
5 Xiaofeng (2007) 
6 Xiaofeng (2007)  
7 Bullough (1989) 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In order to combat this lack of support, a first year teacher must go looking for it in order 

to find the support needed to be successful in any school building.  The first year teacher should 

work to build up supportive relationships within their family structure or created family structure 

(like Mufasa), as well as work with those teacher and administrators in the building to get the 

extra support needed.  These networks are hidden, because they are not openly talked about.  

There are several people around you, knowing statistically that you are not going to make it – 

and you need to work to not only get their help but show them that you are serious about being 

there.  If that means making time to talk to the department head, or working with another co-

worker one must do that.   

What strategy can one use to cultivate this support system?  There are many methods I 

used as a first-year teacher to create, cultivate, and even demand support at times of need: mainly 

forming relationships.  When you take the time to build a relationship with a team of teachers or 

your building administration, you are telling them in your actions that you intend to be apart of 

the building for time to come.  When you make yourself a figure in their mind that is planted 

firmly in the ground of education and the building, they will work harder to keep you.  As a first 

year teacher, I made it known that I was here to stay in all my conversations with the building 

administration and other teachers and this act opened the door to help – because they wanted to 

be a part of the new teacher’s success!  

 

Planning  

Another aspect of teaching they do not stress enough before your first year of teaching is 

the importance of planning.  And when you think you have planned enough for anything, go 

back and review those plans again.  While there is lots of planning to do independently, it is also 
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important to know that there are several places to go to make the chore easier.  While you are out 

to make a name for yourself, one does not need to reinvent the wheel.   

In regards to planning, the first thing to put into perspective is the time it will take to “get 

it right.”  Just like playing any instrument or sport, getting the skill down takes practice, and 

planning for the day and lessons are no exception to this rule.  One should be prepared to spend 

LOTS of time planning and creating during the first year of teaching – because everything will 

be new.  New poster, new rules, new seating assignments, new projects!  It is my opinion that 

this is where your support structure can help out in some great, but very easy ways.  For 

example, when I headed to school on a Sunday afternoon I would have my younger sister call 

when I was supposed to leave – and I had to leave when she called, with the work done or not.  It 

was these small escapes from work that allowed me to remember why it is that I was teaching, 

because it certainly was not those tests I was grading behind closed doors.   

One lifesaver I found was the vast amount of resources that are available.  Now, I did not 

find these year one- and really wish that I had.  The internet is a great resource for all your 

teaching needs.  I would suggest starting with your content area’s national council.  I am a Math 

teacher, so I began looking at the NCTM website and the ideas started flowing!  For those in 

Ohio, I jumped on to OhioRC, infohio, as well as illuminations.nctm.  At these websites, I was 

able to gather lesson plans from veteran teachers who had worked on and tried these lessons 

before.  I was able to use these resources to determine how to help students who were struggling, 

as well as how to enrich those students who needed “pushing.”   In the digital age, do not be 

wary of contacting other teachers to gather ideas.  As teachers, we are all open to sharing ideas 

and what has worked and not worked.  It is important to remember as a first year teacher that 

your job is to teach not reinvent the wheel.  It is not your job, per se, to develop tons of new 
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ways to teach a topic – but rather to identify the best way to teach your students that idea using 

the materials and resources that you have available to you.   

Some of the best lessons I have taught have come directly from the resources I have 

listed, because these are tried and tested lessons that many teachers have worked on perfecting. I 

found the NCTM sources to be extremely helpful when I was teaching patterns, because it 

offered up many different ideas for students to use manipulatives in their learning.  One lesson I 

used involved the students indentifying a snake’s color pattern as it grew.  Now, I am not a snake 

person – so it never occurred to me that a snake would involve that much math!   This lesson 

involved the boys in my classroom – because we were talking about snakes, and girls – because 

we were talking about pretty color patterns.  This lesson in particular, allowed the students to 

experiment with patterns, while also applying it to a real life topic.  This is just one small 

example of how this specific source allowed me to strengthen my teaching, and also freed up my 

time to create a better assessment for pattern creation and recognition.   

 

Reflection 

The last important aspect to learn while in your first year of teaching is reflection.  Now, 

we all talk about reflection constantly in Methods classes – but I am talking about true reflection.  

The kind where you ask yourself the following questions: How am I doing? How are my students 

doing? What am I doing that is working?  These questions are not always met with great 

answers, but it is important to realize that these questions when answered correctly and honestly 

can lead to tremendous growth.  The teaching field has been growing, and reflection has become 

second nature to those who have succeeded in becoming “veteran” teachers, but what does that 

look like for the first year teacher? “The U.S. Census Bureau indicates that K-12 teaching has 
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long been one of the largest, if not the largest, occupational groups in the nation, and it is 

growing even larger. In the mid-1980s, student enrollments began to grow, and they have done 

so ever since; the teaching force has grown at the same time.8”  This growth of teachers and 

students alike means that the ability to gather answers to those questions have never been more 

important.  The future of the country, our students, relies on our ability as teachers to reflect on 

our teaching.   

When should reflection be done?  The answer to this question is always.  As a teacher 

one should be thinking about reflecting on these questions continuously.  Throughout the lesson 

the thoughts about your abilities and your students’ abilities should be at the front of your brain; 

How am I doing? How are they doing? How are we doing? With the answers to these three 

questions, a teacher can better develop assessments both formative and summative to better teach 

the students.  If your answer to one of these questions is not helpful, then you should revert to the 

fourth question I listed, What am I doing that is working?  And then work back from what you 

know, to where you need the students to go.   

 

Ohio Teacher Evaluation System 

Along with the ongoing stressors of a first year teacher, the new teacher evaluation 

system that is being implemented in the state of Ohio will cause some added stress before 

creating an even playing ground.  The new evaluation system is being designed to, as it reads in 

the 2011 overview, “Encourage ongoing dialogue between teachers… Foster the growth of 

professional teachers…9”   This process of promoting growth will also hopefully aid in the first 

year of teaching for teachers.  For first year teachers student growth data will not be a prevailing 

                                                             
8 Ingersoll (2012)  
9 Ohio Educator Standards (2012) 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factor, because they would not have a “robust” amount of students data – so the stress of good 

data should build as the teacher goes up in years and not be an added stressor to the first year.  At 

my school we have been working with the state and giving feedback with our experience using 

the SMART goals as well as the process.  The process is very helpful and would have been a 

wonderful tool my first year to help identify more closely the items I would need to fix.  

 

The Solution 

With all this information, where do we need to go as leader teachers and administrators in 

the building? Our job as leaders in the building is to work with the first year teacher and against 

the statistics that say they will / might fail.  The hidden curriculum of the school building creates 

an atmosphere of failure, however, that is not the necessary outcome.  We need to not create an 

environment that supports the “only the strong survive” mental model, but instead create much 

needed supports in the school for the entire community.  All teachers would benefit from a co-

teaching and partner model, so it should be implemented into the entire building.  If we were all 

learning from each other, the hierarchy of the building would dissipate.   

Resources should not be a rarity, but a necessity. Lunches with other teachers, mentors, 

as well as materials should be available to the first year teachers – almost mandated.  With a 

structure in place that implemented support and available resources, first year teachers would not 

feel as though they were left on an island.  A mentor to talk to, a place to go an retreat from the 

students, as well as helpful lesson plans are all needed items for the first year teacher.  And those 

can be provided through the school with a mentoring program very easily.   

In my school, the more effective mentoring program came from a Junior High Retreat 

that occurred over the summer before my first year.  The Junior High consists of only 8 teachers 
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and the year I was hired in we had 3 first year teachers, as well as one teacher new to the team 

but not to teaching.  So effectively, half of us on the team had to learn the new rules, culture, and 

ways of the building.  Our principal and all the Junior High teachers spent 4 days in a cabin up 

north.  We worked on curriculum development, rules and expectations, as well as procedural 

material.  On the off time, we spent time cooking together- each new person was tied with a 

veteran and we had to work together to cook a meal.  We also spent time outside, hiking and just 

relaxing.  It was this bonding time that we came to see each other as equals and not the veterans 

and first year teachers.  I highly suggest that each school district implement a “bonding” activity 

at the start of the year.   

There are lots of different methods to combat the attrition rates of the first year teachers, 

but we need to implement something – or we are going to continue to lose a great number of 

beginning teachers.  There is no reason for the system of education to be sucking the life out of 

teachers, as it appears it is doing.  The data tells us we are losing a valuable grouping of teachers, 

and with the continuing rise of students in the classroom – we need to work to keep those 

teachers from burn out and feelings of inadequacy.  
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