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Introduction 

Substitute teaching can be a great job where both you and the students really 
enjoy the day and look forward to the next time you can be together. Of course, 
some days it seems like you are simply surviving. Or barely surviving (I think I 
need some chocolate!). This can be especially true when you first start substitute 
teaching, because it is very different from being a permanent teacher. You need to 
be excellent at classroom management, without the benefit of having an ongoing 
relationship with the students and without the benefit of being able to enforce 
consequences. Students know you will not be marking their work or writing their 
report cards, calling their parents, or—heaven forbid—moving their desks away 
from their friends!

Despite these difficulties, you do not have to simply survive the days. You can 
make it fun—get silly or get the kids laughing. They also will give you plenty 
of stories to keep you and your friends amused and entertained! Students can 
have fun while they learn. You can have a fulfilling career. Your attitude and your 
approach make all the difference. It takes practice and you will get better at it as 
you work on it. But you can have really successful days from the moment you 
decide to have fun.

Substitute teaching can be simple. You don’t have to carry around a big bag of 
supplies, or have half a dozen premade lesson plans, or take copious amounts of 
notes. It doesn’t have to be difficult or take up a lot of your time before or after 
school. A few items in your bag and an emergency plan for when the teacher is 
unable to leave a day plan is all you need. This is one of the great things about 
substitute teaching—it is neither as complicated nor as much work as a perma-
nent teaching job. It is pretty simple: you go to school about 15 minutes before it 
starts and leave about 15 minutes after it ends. No fuss, no muss, no planning, no 
meetings, no headaches because you’re in the room beside instrumental music 
all year!

Admittedly, there are things that are difficult in substitute teaching. But these 
things can be made simple. Having strategies in place to handle students who 
won’t do their work or who won’t listen makes things a lot easier.

You got into teaching because you wanted to make a difference in kids’ lives, 
right? You wanted to make a difference in the world. You wanted to help kids 
know who they are and who they want to be. You wanted to encourage them to 
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8  

be their best and help them learn and overcome difficulties. And just maybe you 
wanted to be like that teacher who really affected your life.

This can seem difficult when you see different students every day. But you can 
still make a difference—a big difference—in students’ lives. In the past, students 
have seen bad substitute teachers. How do you think we got the reputation we 
have? Those teachers yelled—a lot—and didn’t care about the students. Students 
can tell if someone cares about them or not. When you go in and you actually 
care, it makes a difference. You have a whole day to influence the students. It is 
stressful for students to have a substitute teacher, and you can make their day 
better by being a great one—or just one who doesn’t completely suck! When you 
have fun and help students learn, it makes a huge difference in their day. You 
never know—something you say to encourage them might be the thing they 
needed that day, or that year. It might be the thing they will remember years from 
now as a turning point in their lives. You just don’t know what effect you have.

This book answers the questions: How do I teach students and enjoy it? (Isn’t 
that what we all want? Besides winning the lottery, I mean.) How do I deal with 
typical problems; e.g., when all 20 Grade 1 students need the bathroom at the 
same time? What do I need to take with me in my bag and in my attitude? What 
should I expect—the good, the bad. and the ugly—and what should I do about it?

Just in case you were trained in primary grades and you are substituting for a 
Grade 8 teacher (or vice-versa), there are tips on teaching students from Kinder-
garten to Grade 8, including what the average student is like physically, socially, 
and academically. Also included are complete day plans in case the teacher was 
called away on an emergency, along with reproducible pages and extra activities. 
If you find you are teaching one subject for all or part of a day (e.g., Music or 
Physical Education), there are lesson plans that can be used with all grades for a 
variety of subjects.

And finally, there is help with ideas about how to have the job you want—
whether that’s being a career substitute teacher or a permanent teacher—or 
simply to enjoy the job you have. And how to do that before going broke.

Whether you are a new graduate and want all the help you can get, a retired 
teacher making the transition from having your own classroom to teaching in a 
different classroom every day, a career substitute teacher looking to steal some 
good ideas, or a permanent teacher looking for emergency lesson plans to leave 
in case you are ever called away without time to plan for the substitute, this book 
offers help. And (hopefully) a few laughs to go with it.
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