
Working in schools 
can be stressful!

These articles are intended 
to help the great people 
who work in schools. 

Key points
Sending students to the 
office can become the only 
thing they’ll respond to

Pose thoughtful questions, 
wait for plenty of hands up 
and then call for a 
volunteer or even a 
nonvolunteer

Avoid being indecisive

Don’t try to be their best 
friend or dress too casually

Choose your words wisely

Experience is not 
what happens to 
you: it’s what you 
do with what 
happens to you.

Aldous Huxley
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Gary Rubinstein is an American maths teacher who trained under the Teach For America program.   He is the author of 
two books written for new teachers, “Reluctant Disciplinarian” and “Beyond Survival”. He recommends that readers 
don’t take his advice as ‘gospel’ by any means.  He wants it to be fodder for you to think critically about what works, 
what doesn’t work, what works for some and not for others and why.

Don’ts and Don’ts of Teaching
for Rookies and Veterans (Part 2)

Don't send kids to the office.
No matter how many times a principal says, "just send them to me," it's not a good idea. 
When you send kids out, it soon becomes the only thing they'll respond to. So you might 
be thinking now, "what should I do when students are misbehaving?" I have no pat 
answers about the complex question of how to handle challenging behaviour but I do know 
that if you avoid the mistakes I mention here, you won't have as many discipline problems. 
Unfortunately, if you do make these mistakes, anything you try to do to fix your discipline 
problems will be as ineffective as sending kids to the office.
Don't allow students to shout out answers.
Watch any current movie about a transformational teacher and you'll notice the lively 
discussions that go on in her class. These scenarios could make a novice teacher feel that 
in a well-run classroom students don't need to raise their hands to make comments. But 
novice teachers need to know that it takes a fictional teacher-hero or heroine to get away 
with letting students call out. Other students in the class often zone out when they know 
there's no chance that the teacher will call on them, so what feels like a class buzzing with 
discussion is really just a few kids speaking up while the rest pretend to listen. Instead, 
expert teachers pose thoughtful questions, wait for plenty of hands to go up, and then call 
on a volunteer—or even a nonvolunteer.
Don't make tests too hard.
Although teachers use tests to gauge how well students are learning, students often use a 
test to gauge how well the teacher is teaching. If you accidentally—or purposely—make a 
test too hard, neither thing will be accurately measured. You might realize that the students 
underperformed on your too-difficult test, but students might just assume that you didn't 
teach well. This will make them less enthusiastic about learning from you.
Don't be indecisive.
Although this could certainly be phrased more positively ("be decisive"), I phrased it this 
way to emphasize that teachers must actively avoid indecisive behaviour. When a student 
asks a question like, "Can I do my test in red ink?" you have three seconds to pause, 
consider and answer yes or no. There is no wrong answer, only a wrong way of saying it. If 
you conclude you've made a bad decision, it's possible to reverse it the next day. Even 
your reversal must be done decisively: "I thought that, but now I think this. Let's move on."
Don't tell a student you're calling home.
When you've decided, in your mind, that you've had enough, keep that information to 
yourself. When you warn a student you're calling home, that student often increases his 
misbehavior because he wants his classmates to think that he doesn't care, even if he 
does. Also, if you warn a student, she will get a chance to intercept your call, warn her 
parent or distort the facts. Finally, you'll look like someone who can't follow through on a 
threat if, for whatever reason, you are unable to reach the parent that evening.
Don't try to be a buddy.
Another mistake we learn from inspirational movies is that to get through to certain kids, 
you've got to be their buddy. This is a common new teacher mistake.
Don't dress too casually.
New teachers often intentionally dress so that they don't look like the typical teacher, 
believing that a traditional looking teacher will have trouble reaching certain kids. A new 
teacher with a casual personal style outside of school may genuinely believe, "If I'm not 
myself, these kids will pick up on it immediately." I disagree. If you look like a teacher, they 
will treat you like a teacher. Not appearing like a professional is way too big a risk.
Don't babble.
New teachers are usually nervous and nervous people often babble. The more words you 
say, the less value each word has. I once heard that teachers get to say about 10000 
words before the students stop listening and that new teachers use up their words in the 
first week. Choose your words carefully.
Fewer Mistakes = More Learning
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