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ix

Letter to Beginning 
teaChers

Dear Beginning Teachers,

This is a book of wisdom from experienced teachers who have come before 
you. Our wisdom is offered to you as a gift to support your growth and 
enhance your success in the classroom. We all know that learning how to 
teach takes many years. It also requires us to pay attention to the ways 
in which we manage our time, our classrooms, our students, and our 
own self-care.

One of my mentors, Roland S. Barth, wrote a book titled Improving Schools 
From Within: Teachers, Parents, and Principals Can Make the Difference. 
This book profoundly influenced my perspective on my role as a teacher. 
Not only did it inspire me to share ideas, reach out for help when I needed 
it, and eventually become a teacher leader, but it also made me feel  
important. It made me realize I could make decisions and improve the 
school from my classroom.
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x “When I Started Teaching, I Wish I Had Known . . .”

As educators, we often get advice from people who are outside of our class-
rooms. What we need today is advice and wisdom from other teachers 
who have been inside the classroom. This is where the true wisdom of our 
profession lives.

The most powerful form of learning, the most sophisticated form 
of staff development, comes not from listening to the good words 

of others but from sharing what we know with others. . . .

By reflecting on what we do, by giving it coherence, and by sharing 
and articulating our craft knowledge, we make meaning and learn.

~ Roland S. Barth (1986)

It has been a great honor to read the stories, the practical tips, and the 
self-care advice from the experienced teachers who graciously submitted 
their wisdom to this book. Their craft knowledge demonstrates how much 
we know and how much is hidden from us if we don’t share our ideas with 
each other.

Stay connected to your heart, and remember why you chose this profession.

Carol
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1

Wisdom Helps You GroW
Wis-dom: noun ~ the quality of having experience, knowledge, and 
good judgment; the quality of being wise. “Listen to their words 
of wisdom.” 

Teacher wisdom comes from actual experience in the classroom. It is an 
intangible quality gained through life experience or, in this case, teaching 
experience. When we look at the data that report teachers make at least 1,500 
decisions each day (Klein, 2021), we realize how important these responses 
are to success in the classroom. A wise teacher is one with good sense and 
an attitude that has evolved through much experience. You will meet some of 
these wise teachers in this book—teachers from all subject areas and levels 
and with varying years in the profession who have learned from experience 
and want to share it with you. These teachers are your mentors for this year, 
providing you with guidance from their inside-the-classroom experiences, 
and wisdom learned from the mistakes they have made.

Beginning teachers are often very surprised by the quick pace of the 
classroom and how to respond to the many decisions they make in every 
moment of the day. When students walk through that classroom door 
the environment quickly changes. Novice teachers need practical ways to 
manage their time, their classroom routines, and the students’ energy, 
so the classroom doesn’t turn into chaos. The old paradigm of preparing 
teachers to learn how to teach in a trial-by-fire experience is not helpful to 
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2 “When I Started Teaching, I Wish I Had Known . . .”

you or your students. Our goal is to support your growth and development 
by sharing our wisdom through stories, practical tips, and advice for self-
care. Why reinvent the wheel when you can be mentored by experienced, 
wise teachers?

Needs of Beginning Teachers

As a beginner, you probably have come to understand that your  
competence in your subject area is not always enough to engage your 
students and make you successful in the classroom. You may have some 
level of confidence, but you are still looking around at those experienced  
teachers and wondering, How did she do that? What is the magic expe-
rienced teachers have that you can’t seem to grasp? You may even have 
asked yourself, How can I find this intangible wisdom?

Educators around the world are coming to realize that competence and 
confidence are not enough to keep beginning teachers teaching. Retention 
of beginning teachers is a problem. We are all now realizing that we must 
have an intentional focus on teacher wellness if we want our novices to 
succeed in the classroom. As a beginner, you may be overwhelmed by the 
workload, the day-to-day rhythm of teaching, and those 1,500 decisions 
you have to make. I have learned that when we work harder and longer 
hours it influences our health, and it actually doesn’t help us maintain 
our balance in the classroom. That is why we include a “Take Care of You” 
piece of wisdom each week. Your health and wellness influence the class-
room environment.

In addition to taking your own wellness seriously, as a beginning teacher, 
you want to learn more about how to manage your classroom more 
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 Wisdom Helps You Grow 3

effectively. How you manage your time, your energy, all those class-
room routines, and any student behavior issue is important to creating a 
smoothly running classroom. That is why we include a piece of practical 
wisdom in one of these management areas each week.

Growth and development require all the right conditions. Sun, water, 
good soil, and conditions for reaching up and taking risks. Teaching 
is a creative pursuit. Teachers are not only technicians to deliver con-
tent knowledge; they are also inspiring role models and creators. YOU 
are important.

Wisdom Through Stories

The stories you will read in this book each week are shared by teach-
ers of varied ages; from different subject areas, states, and districts; and 
with various years of experience. Some are still teaching, and others have 
retired. I refer to retired teachers who are still inspired as legacy teachers. 
Their wisdom and dedication to manifesting a fulfilling career in teaching 
are inspiring. Each teacher was invited to share a significant experience 
that they recalled from their teaching career that helped them develop as 
a teacher.

I believe teacher stories are important. I know when I have shared  
my stories with teachers in the past, they felt the message and used  
it to reflect on their own experiences. You have stories too. Use this 
book’s prompts at the end of each week to jot down your insights. 
Sharing our stories with each other is what creates our “community 
of teacher learners,” and it helps us know we are part of something 
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4 “When I Started Teaching, I Wish I Had Known . . .”

bigger than our school and district. We are part of a noble profession 
of educators.

I would like to share one of my stories with you. It is titled “Bloom Where 
You’re Planted” and is adapted from Teaching With Light: Ten Lessons for 
Finding Wisdom, Balance, and Inspiration (2021).

My school burned to the ground the year I was accepted into 
a teaching sabbatical. My classroom was destroyed, and my 
school was gone. Everything I had created for my elementary 
classroom was lost. I had to fulfill my obligation to a fellowship 
I’d been offered, all the while knowing at the end of the year I 
had to return to my teaching position, whatever that would be. 
It was an awkward time for me personally and professionally. 
When I returned, I was one of two teachers assigned to teach 
in one of the portable classrooms parked in the back of the 
school. My old classroom had colorful learning centers, rugs, 
special decorations, and personal items for the students. 
This portable had nothing, except some old desks that hadn’t 
been used in decades. I was devastated. I remember crying 
on the first day of school as I looked at the trailer. I was 
going through the grieving process that my colleagues had 
experienced the year before. Only I was doing it alone.

I felt like a first-year teacher—isolated and overwhelmed. I reached 
out to my colleague Pat from the fellowship and talked about 
leaving teaching. I didn’t think I could recreate all I had done in 
my classroom and do it in a trailer! Pat came to visit me.  
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 Wisdom Helps You Grow 5

I sobbed. She listened. As she left, she handed me a card  
with the message Bloom where you’re planted on the front.  
She encouraged me to stay put and not make a hasty  
decision to change my teaching assignment, reminding me, 
 “You bring your skills, your years of teaching experience, and 
your passion for teaching to this moment. Use your strengths.”

One of my proudest moments as a teacher happened that 
year. A student named Billy was waving furiously, trying 
to get my attention one day near the end of the year. He 
was shouting, “I finished my book! I did it! I finished the 
whole book!” Tears came to my eyes as I thought about this 
student. He was in the fifth grade, and he had been able to 
hide for all these years that he couldn’t read. I noticed this 
deficit one day. Instead of pointing it out to him or asking 
him about it, we began to read together every day. And then, 
one day, he could read on his own. Years later I reconnected 
with Billy, and he shared his memory of learning to read 
and how he went on to college and became a teacher!

The crisis of losing my classroom to fire, being placed in a 
portable trailer in the back of the school, and feeling isolated  
for a year could have led me to leave teaching or look for  
another position. Instead, it was the year I learned most about 
who I was as a teacher. I not only bloomed as a teacher but  
was able to help one of my students bloom, too. I learned I really 
was a good teacher, and a good teacher can teach anywhere.
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6 “When I Started Teaching, I Wish I Had Known . . .”

How to Use This Book

The obvious way to use this book is to read each week’s entry in order and 
reflect on its wisdom to see how it relates to your growth as a teacher. But if 
you are anything like me, you might want to skip to the end and peek to see 
what is ahead for you. You may even want to read all of the management ideas 
sprinkled throughout the book because that is what you need right now.

This is your book of wisdom, and you can use it the way that best sup-
ports you. What I do highly recommend is that you schedule your Weekly 
Wisdom into your regular weekly planning time. You want time to read and 
reflect on what might be useful to you each week. I also encourage you to 
review the bios and photos of each teacher on the companion website to 
acknowledge their contribution to your journey.

HOW WEEKLY WISDOM IS ORGANIZED

School years have cycles and rhythms that relate to activities or content 
knowledge to be taught. I like to think of them as seasons. This book is 
organized into weeks and grouped into sections by seasons. These are not 
strict boundaries by any means—just a way to think about the wisdom in 
an organized way through the cycle of a school year.

Weeks 1–8

Getting Started ~ Create a Community of Learners

Weeks 9–16

Gaining Momentum ~ Find Your Strengths
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 Wisdom Helps You Grow 7

Weeks 17–30

Staying in the Flow ~ Focus on Teaching and Learning

Weeks 31–36

Closing the School Year With Intention ~ Celebrate Your Growth

WHAT TO EXPECT EACH WEEK

Within each week, you will find four types of wisdom from a featured 
teacher to take in, explore, and practice: a story, a management tip, a self-
care message, and an affirmation.

The Story 

As you read the stories, I invite you to be open to the big ideas the teacher 
is sharing. It doesn’t matter if it is not about your age group or subject 
area. Listen for the key message: how this teacher learned how to be suc-
cessful. In my story above, a key message was this: You bring your skills, 
your years of teaching experience, and your passion for teaching to this 
moment. Use your strengths.

After you read each story, you will have an opportunity to “Pause.  
Reflect. Act.” This is a signal for you to use your insight and your wisdom 
to think about how this message is useful to you. You may want to keep 
a journal or use the journal on the companion website to jot down your 
thoughts. This writing will be useful to you at the end of the year when you 
look back to see how much you have grown.
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8 “When I Started Teaching, I Wish I Had Known . . .”

The Management Tip

This is where you will find practical wisdom for the classroom. The 
research says that most teachers say they need to know a lot more about 
MANAGEMENT! Time management, classroom routines and rituals, and 
ways to manage student behavior issues. So, each week you will read the 
teacher’s suggestion for you in one of those three management areas. 
Here is an example:

How to Manage Student Papers

Here is one of my best time management tips for collecting 
assignments from students. Assign a number to each student  
in my classroom. The number relates to the alphabetical order  
of students in my grade book. Before students pass in any 
written assignment, they put their “number” in the upper right 
corner along with their name. A student leader collects the 
papers and puts them in numerical order for me, so I can easily 
enter the completed assignment in my grade book. If a number 
is missing, we can see if that student is absent or just forgot to 
hand in the assignment. A sticky note on the top sheet lists any 
missing numbers for easy follow-up with students when they 
return to school. It’s an easy and efficient way to collect papers, 
record grades quickly, and see which students were absent.

The Self-Care Message

Featured teachers will also share how they take time for themselves so 
that school doesn’t become so overwhelming. You may already do some 
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 Wisdom Helps You Grow 9

of these things, and some ideas may be new to you. The message is for 
you to do something that resonates with you. The goal is for you to find 
ways outside of schoolwork to live and enjoy. Many of us “love” being 
teachers and find that working more and harder is just what we do. But 
we all know that is a recipe for disaster when the challenges get more 
intense and we don’t have a regular routine in place for detaching from 
school. Here is an example:

Walk in Nature

One of my favorite activities to calm myself down is to take 
a forest-bathing walk. The term forest bathing, known as 
shinrin-yoku in Japan, is a way to find peace and lower 
anxiety. I dedicate a specified amount of time to be on a 
nature path near my home. The goal is not exercise but 
to take in the sights, sounds, and smells of the forest 
through our senses. Forest therapy works for me to relax 
my nervous system and quiet my mind. It is best done 
alone, but if a friend wants to join in, remember there 
is no talking. It is a meditation-in-motion activity.

The Affirmation

Positive self-talk can take the form of affirmations. These are positive 
phrases or statements we use to stay in the moment and keep us from any 
negative or unhelpful thoughts. They are easy to use and offer us a way to 
stay focused on the positive. I have included one each week, drawing on 
the content of the teacher’s story and message. All you need to do is repeat 
it or write it in your journal to help turn your week around. We often get 

Copyright ©2023 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



10 “When I Started Teaching, I Wish I Had Known . . .”

caught up in what we can’t do, and the struggles sometimes dominate. 
Using some positive self-talk can make a difference. And yes, this is based 
in science—and research shows it works if you practice.

Sample Affirmations for Teachers

Who I am is enough.

I am guided by inner wisdom.

I express my truth with confidence.

Energy fills my life.

I am free to express what I’m feeling.

I know the right thing to do.

Use the affirmations in each Weekly Wisdom entry to bring a positive 
focus to your week.

Stay Inspired

You will notice common themes emerge from the stories and prac-
tical wisdom. Paying attention to your students, keeping lists, and 
unplugging from the work will be shared by many of these experienced  
teachers. When you see the same message repeated, note it as a reminder 
to look at this topic again more deeply. We don’t learn how to teach in one 
year, or two, or even twenty! Teaching is an ongoing development—we 
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continue to grow, learn, and emerge as the most important influencers 
of our students’ success.

Remember, you are not alone. You can reach out at any time to an 
experienced teacher in your school or call a friend. Find a mentor if 
you don’t have one. Don’t let your stress overwhelm you. Learn how to 
find that balance in your home and work life, so you can find ways to 
enjoy teaching.

We know that this one little book of wisdom may not be enough for you and 
that you may need more support to find the momentum you seek. This 
is just a beginning step. Use Weekly Wisdom as a nurturing guide, and 
let this wisdom from these mentor teachers support you so you can ease 
through your beginning years gracefully. Nourish yourself and be kind to 
yourself. You are what your students need most.

This is your book, your journey, and your year. Read the stories, reflect 
on the wisdom shared, and take away what resonates with you, and what 
works for your classroom. You get to decide how you will integrate the 
ideas into your busy life one week at a time. And remember, YOU bring 
your wisdom and intuitive self to the classroom too. Listen to your gut and 
use your own intuition to guide your decisions. 

Most of all, have some fun! Teaching has some hilarious moments that you 
just can’t make up. Let’s not miss the joy because all of our attention is on 
the challenges. Your health and wellness influence your students’ health 
and wellness. In many ways, this book is as much about your students 
as it is about you. As one teacher said to me, “Happy Healthy Teachers = 
Happy Healthy Students.”

Welcome to your Weekly Wisdom journey. Let’s begin! 
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