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The Total Teacher

What are the keys to thriving as an educator? This insightful book from bestselling author Danny Steele reveals how the most effective teachers are well-rounded and three-dimensional: (1) grounded in the technical side (classroom management, instruction, and professional growth); (2) dedicated to the relationship work (the purpose of what we do); and (3) committed to the vital role they play in building the school’s culture. The book is organized into three parts, one for each dimension, and provides strategies, inspirational stories, and helpful examples from educators who are doing the work. Perfect for new and experienced teachers, this unique book will help you reflect on the art of being a teacher so you can enhance your professional practice.

Danny Steele (@steelethoughts) is a principal from Birmingham, Alabama, and has worked in public education for over 27 years. In 2016, he was named Alabama’s Secondary Principal of the Year. He has presented at numerous state and national conferences, and writes an educational leadership blog that has received over 5 million page views.
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This book is dedicated to all the “total teachers” I have worked with in my career—and there are many! Thank you for your commitment to your craft, to your students, and to your colleagues. You have inspired me.
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Introduction

If you graduate from medical school, you will be addressed as “Dr.” When you complete your residency, you can start practicing medicine. You will be a doctor. But that does not mean you will be a good one. When we have to get medical help, we surely have higher hopes for the physician treating us than that their diploma on the wall is not a forgery. And we usually hope for more than just mere “competence.” When we are looking for a doctor—and certainly when we are taking a loved one for medical care— we are not looking for adequate care; we’re looking for excellent care. We do not want the medical professional treating us to be average; we want them to be exceptional. While I am not an authority on medical care, let me propose that there are three facets to medical care that define excellent doctors.

First, they understand the technical side of medical practice. They paid attention in medical school and learned the material. They understand the body and know how it works. They can recognize symptoms and know what symptoms go with what ailment. They are familiar with the best way to treat diseases, and they know which drugs to prescribe in which circumstances. They read medical journals, and attend conferences to stay current on the latest research and the most effective therapeutic techniques. In layman’s terms, they know their stuff.

Second, the most effective doctors appreciate the human component of medical practice. A line from the Hippocratic Oath, reads: “I will remember that there is art to medicine as well as science, and that warmth, sympathy, and understanding may outweigh the surgeon’s knife or the chemist’s drug.” This is what we refer to as “bedside manner.” It is a quality that every patient appreciates in their doctor. Another line from the Oath reads: “I will remember that I do not treat a fever chart, a cancerous growth, but a sick human being, whose illness may affect the person’s family and economic stability. My responsibility includes these related problems, if I am to care adequately for  the sick.” When we see the doctor, we want them to listen to us and to genuinely care. We want them to show compassion. While these qualities make the experience more enjoyable for us, good doctors understand that taking the time to listen to and understand the patient generally leads to a higher level of treatment.

And, finally, medicine is never practiced in a vacuum; there is a cultural context that ultimately impacts total quality of care. Great doctors recognize that they don’t know it all. Taking another line from the Hippocratic Oath: “I will not be ashamed to say ‘I know not’ nor will I fail to call on my colleagues when the skills of another are needed for a patient’s recovery.” Many times doctors will ask for a second opinion on reading a scan. Or they will discuss with a colleague the best way to approach a particularly complicated surgery. And it is certainly common for a team of doctors to lean on each other as they determine the best path of treatment for a cancer victim. But it is more than just a willingness to collaborate. The culture of a hospital has an impact on the quality of care that its patients enjoy. It affects the attitudes and practices of nurses, technicians, and a host of other assistants. Anyone who has been in a hospital or sat with a loved one can testify to this. They have felt it.

Hopefully, the quality control of medical schools and licensure boards ensures a basic level of competence that we can all take for granted when we visit a clinic, or check in at the local hospital. But is it possible for a doctor to practice medicine and not excel in all three facets discussed above? Sure. Can they adequately diagnose our illness, prescribe the right medicine, and still be a jerk in the process? Perhaps. Can they feel confident in their diagnosis without double-checking with colleagues? Maybe. Can they do their job without having a positive attitude? I suppose. But what kind of doctor do you think will be most effective? To which practice do you want to donate your copay? I think the answer is obvious.

Just as a medical degree does not make an effective doctor, a teaching certificate does not make an effective teacher. In this book, I want to make the case that, much like the most effective doctors, the most effective teachers—the most well-rounded teachers—are three-dimensional. Just as there is an “art” to the  professional practice of medicine, there is an art to the professional practice of teaching.

As the exceptional physician is well-grounded in the technical side of medical practice, the exceptional teacher is well-versed in the technical areas of their profession. This is the first dimension. Chapter 1 discusses the approach to managing the classroom and the importance of handling student discipline in a constructive way. Chapter 2 describes the way in which teachers can build positive climates in their classroom and how this enhances instruction. Chapter 3 outlines the process of meaningful instruction, and dives into the nuts and bolts of teaching lessons. Chapter 4 highlights the important role that professional growth plays for the most effective educators and outlines four strategies for teachers to elevate their game.

The second dimension, relationships, gets to the heart of our profession and the core of why we do what we do—our students. Just as we want our doctors to have a good “bedside manner,” our students and their parents hope their teachers have a good way with kids. Chapter 5 underscores the purpose of teachers. Chapter 6 elaborates on the importance of teachers knowing and understanding their students. And Chapter 7 provides examples for how teachers can approach the process of building relationships with their students.

The third dimension of outstanding teachers involves their ability to embrace their role as a contributing member of the faculty, and we explore this in Chapter 8. Just as physicians have the potential to shape the culture of a hospital, teachers have the ability to influence the collective attitudes, norms, values, and practices of a school. The best teachers are not victims of poor school culture; they help to build it. They commit to making their school a great place for kids to learn and adults to work.

This book is not meant to be an exhaustive account of the various elements of teaching. To be sure, authors have written books about facets of this profession to which I have devoted only a single paragraph. Rather, I intended this book to be an overview of what defines the most well-rounded teachers. My goal in writing this is to underscore in a concise way, yet with broad strokes, the core practices of teachers—teachers that principals like to lead  and from whom students like to learn. These are the qualities and habits of effective educators. For veteran teachers, I hope you see yourself in these pages, and I hope this book validates the important work that you do. I also hope it inspires you to keep on keepin’ on. For new teachers, I hope this work shines a light on your path. You learn quickly in your career that there is more to teaching than writing an innovative lesson plan. I hope this book serves as a guide as you embark on this awesome journey.

I am compelled here to point out that the three dimensions are not equivalent; they are not all equally important. Accordingly, the three dimensions are not each afforded the same number of chapters in this book. While I argue that all three dimensions are essential for The Total Teacher, they do not all carry the same weight. When it comes down to it, the Technical Perspective encompasses the fundamental practice of teachers. So, if you pinned me to the wall, I would propose this dimension is the most important; it deserves the most chapters. As every teacher knows, however, the instructional component cannot truly be divorced from the relational component. The relationships are crucial. So, I devote three chapters to this dimension. Good schools are predicated on strong cultures, and teachers play a valuable role here. The role teachers play in contributing to strong school culture is not necessarily the most important role they play, but it is still an essential piece in discussing the “total teacher,” so I explore it in Chapter 8. These dimensions all work together, and they certainly have a significant amount of overlap. That being the case, I have still decided it is worthwhile to consider these dimensions in three distinct sections.

I will also note here that I have included a fourth dimension in the Epilogue, and it involves the importance of teachers taking care of themselves. Just as the medical profession would never want burned-out, jaded, and unrested doctors going into surgery, the education profession cannot afford to have stressed out, worn down, and uninspired teachers going into the classroom. So, I conclude the book with a brief discussion of the significance of teacher self-care.

I have worked with many extraordinary teachers in my career, and I am delighted that I can include some of their voices in this  project. Each chapter will feature the first-hand words of teachers who are doing the work. It is my hope that these segments will add some credibility to the concepts in the book, as well as clarify what they look like in practice. On a personal level, I am thrilled that I can feature these teachers. I am honored to have called them colleagues, I have been inspired by their work, and I am profoundly grateful for their contributions.








Part I

The First Dimension

The Technical Perspective







1


Managing the Classroom



I remember a veteran teacher sharing with me his frustrations about his fifth-period class. He felt as though he had exhausted his bag of tricks, and students still were not cooperating. They didn’t seem to care about his carrots OR his sticks. Finally, he quipped, “I just don’t like ’em.” I remember having classes like that, even when I felt as though I was good at classroom management. Most teachers, if they are honest, will admit that there have been some days, weeks, or even years, when a certain class got the better of them. And those classes can really leave a bad taste in your mouth. A particularly challenging group of students can ruin your day and, in some cases, make you question your profession.

Conventional wisdom maintains that classroom management is required before effective instruction can take place, and I suspect most educators could confirm the truth of this adage. Wang, Haertel, and Walberg (December 1993/January 1994) reviewed 50 years of research and found that classroom management had the single highest impact on student learning. Maintaining an orderly classroom and ensuring good student behavior is foundational. The teacher who shows up on the first day without a plan will undoubtedly find out just how foundational it is. So, we begin by focusing on classroom management, including the role of organization, routines, and student discipline.




Organization

Many experts have written about the ins and outs of classroom management, but none have made a bigger impact than First Days of School by Harry and Rosemary Wong (2005). Given the title of their book, it is not surprising that they write, “Your success during the school year will be determined by what you do the first days of school.” (3) They talk about the importance of establishing control over the class through consistency and high expectations. They maintain that how your class looks, how you are dressed, how you communicate, and how well-prepared you are, all impact your level of effectiveness. They caution, “Nothing will send kids into orbit faster than letting them suspect that their teacher is disorganized.” (84) According to the Wongs, the organized classroom is task oriented; there are clear expectations for students; and there is little wasted time. In these classrooms teachers prepare themselves, the learning space, and the learning materials.
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