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Why It Is So Important to Help 
Rookie Teachers

Jane Crewe is like most school principals today. She never seems to have half the time needed 

to do what people expect her to do in her school. In her fi ve years on the job, she has learned that 

people expect principals to be miracle workers and do more with fewer resources each day. Th at 

is why she is frustrated when she reviews her teacher roster for the next year and suddenly real-

izes that she will be leading a school with four fi rst-year teachers without prior experience outside 

student teaching. Two members of this new group went through alternative teacher certifi cation 

programs at a local university, one left a career as an investment banker when that line of business 

began to lose its appeal, and the other is entering the classroom after twenty years in the U.S. Air 

Force. Th is means that Jane’s school, Kingsley Elementary, will now have eighteen teachers (out of 

forty-six) with three or fewer years of experience on staff .

Jane is not frustrated simply by the fact that she will be working with several new teachers. Th ere 

were a few years when she had even more rookies. Th is anxiety is unfortunately common among 

the principals in the Gulf Streams Local Schools, a school system currently facing not only growth 

in student enrollment but also numerous departures by many experienced teachers who are either 

retiring or seeking positions in neighboring school districts that pay more for experience. What 

adds to Jane’s frustration is that, at the most recent principals’ meeting with the superintendent, 

they were told each principal would be expected to submit a plan for helping newly appointed 

teachers in their schools. Susan Shamonsky, the superintendent, made it clear that she looked at 

the new teachers entering the school district as a key ingredient to creating one of the most highly 

respected systems in the entire state.

Th e superintendent was aware that school improvement begins by recruiting and retaining dedi-

cated and talented teachers. In fact, she was keenly aware that there is no more powerful determi-

nant of school eff ectiveness than strong teaching, as research on school eff ectiveness clearly shows 

that good teachers are undeniably the single most critical ingredient for any good school (Darling-

Hammond, 2000). She also frequently pointed to the fact that it was increasingly important to save 

taxpayer money in whatever ways possible. Superintendent Shamonsky looked over the district’s 

costs for recruitment of new teachers for each of the past fi ve years, and she realized that quite a 
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bit of money was going toward fi nding replacements for teachers who were leaving the district only 

a year or two after they began their teaching careers. In three schools, she found cases where new 

teachers had to replace new teachers who were hired to replace new teachers from the year before. 

Th ere was an economic need to keep people in the district once they were recruited and hired.

Jane is becoming weary of the annual need to break in new staff . But she also knows that helping 

beginning teachers is an investment in her own job security in a way. She realizes that her perfor-

mance as a school leader will be judged in large measure by her students’ successes in achieving 

their academic goals on the statewide achievement test. She also knows that her teaching staff ’s 

eff orts will be the most critical predictor of school success. She is convinced that eff ective teachers 

equal successful students, and successful students are a big part of her personal vision of being the 

leader of a great school.

Th e superintendent’s stated expectation that district principals will now work more directly to 

guide and assist beginning teachers means more work, but Jane knows that ensuring stability in 

the teaching ranks is truly an important foundation for continuing school improvement.

Jane Crewe knows she will be the fi rst boss of the newly hired educators in their new careers. Th e 

ways in which Jane works with these beginners and makes them comfortable in their new jobs will 

have a signifi cant impact on these individuals. Jane is also aware that her ability to be perceived as 

an eff ective principal is dependent to some degree on how successful new teachers are in working 

with children.

In addition to serving the needs of new teachers, Jane is going to play an important role for the 

school district and the fi eld of education in general. A most distressing fact is that, from 1995 to 

2006, more than 50 percent of newly hired teachers dropped out of the profession after fi ve or fewer 

years in classrooms (National Education Association [NEA], 2007). Th is means that, even in the 

smallest school systems, the need to recruit, hire, and train new teachers is likely to be an annual 

event. And there are signifi cant costs (in terms of both time and money) associated with this activ-

ity. It takes time to hire new teachers, and time is a very limited resource in school districts where 

principals, assistant principals, and central offi  ce administrators are expected to invest the bulk 

of their time in working to improve student achievement and ensure that every child in every 

school will be able to learn in a safe, secure environment. Finances are an issue as well. In diffi  cult 

economic times, schools can ill aff ord to take on additional costs associated with maintaining 

recruiters to keep searching for teachers to replace those who leave the system after brief periods 

of time. Hours of salary time are spent conducting additional background checks and conversing 

with references. By providing support to new teachers in an eff ort to retain them, principals can 

hopefully avoid these costs and ensure that students receive a high-quality education.

We believe that the active involvement of the leader of a school is the single most powerful force 

in assisting newly hired individuals in getting off  to a good start in their professional careers. Th is 

is not to suggest that other aspects of the preparation and development of beginning teachers are 

not also critical, however. Sound academic programs containing information related to the theory 

of educational practice are certainly important, and so is the student teaching experience that 

enables people to blend theory with the realities of work in the fi eld.
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While it is clear that school principals are constantly being asked to take on more duties, it is 

critical for them to recognize that they have an even more signifi cant responsibility to assume. Th at 

responsibility is fi nding, hiring, and providing ongoing support for teachers in their schools. Th ere 

are many reasons why supporting beginning teachers is important enough to warrant the attention 

of busy principals, regardless of competing time demands, as we discuss in the following sections.

Questions to Consider
• If you were Jane Crewe, what would be your reaction to the superintendent’s call for principals 

to become more engaged in providing support to new teachers in the district?

•  As a school principal or assistant principal, have you received a similar directive from your central 
offi  ce? How was that expectation met by the principals of your district? Do you agree or disagree 
with that reaction?

Beginning Teachers Need Help
Researchers and others have considered the issues facing new teachers for many years. For 

example, in his classic analysis of the world of classroom teachers, Dan Lortie (1975) noted that 

the profession of teaching is one that does not provide newcomers with mediated entry. What this 

means is that from the moment a beginning teacher signs his or her fi rst teaching contract with 

a school district, he or she is a full-fl edged teacher—nothing more nor less. From the fi rst day 

that the new teacher takes over a particular classroom and students walk in the door, he or she is 

expected to do the same quality job as every other teacher in the school, from relative beginner 

to experienced veteran.

By contrast, consider the process used in other professions to enable new practitioners to ease 

into a new job and new duties not covered in preservice preparation programs at universities. 

Beginning attorneys do not walk into positions in law fi rms as partners. Th ey typically spend a few 

years working as associates, with regular guidance and monitoring provided by senior colleagues 

who have achieved status as partners in larger fi rms. Even young lawyers who choose the path of 

small or even independent private practice do not ordinarily walk into the pressures associated 

with experienced law practice. A beginning attorney who opens an offi  ce as a sole practitioner goes 

through a slow and deliberate process of building a client base, and with that, gradual experience 

and expertise may be gained in a variety of cases. It is rare that an individual fresh from law school 

or the state bar exam will engage in much courtroom activity—at least activity in higher-level state 

or federal courts.

Th e same is true in other fi elds. Beginning physicians work as residents in large hospitals in 

most cases, and that experience is generally supervised quite carefully by senior staff . A fi rst-year 

surgeon, regardless of ranking upon graduation from a fi rst-rate medical school, will not be the lead 

surgeon in complicated cases. And young journalists rarely step in as front-page byline reporters 

in newspapers like the New York Times, Chicago Tribune, or the Washington Post. Spending time as 

a beat reporter in a smaller-city newspaper (coupled with developing writing ability) is a normal 

path to high-visibility assignments in major national or international newspapers. Workers in most 
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How to Guide New Teachers 
After They Sign on the 
Dotted Line

Each year, principals have an opportunity to add some new blood to their schools, but they also 

face a challenge with the arrival of rookies. Th e question is, How do you take the enthusiasm and 

awe often exhibited by new teachers and help them translate their energy into creative and produc-

tive work in classrooms? Another reality facing most new staff  members and their principals is that 

new teachers are not only entering a new job, but a new profession. Teaching is a very important 

and satisfying world, but also a tiring and frustrating occupation in many ways, and new teachers 

need to be supported so they can cope with these challenges.

Th ere are many eff ective recruiting and hiring practices to ensure that schools will be able to 

enjoy the benefi ts of excellent teachers. But the job of selecting new staff  is not the end of the road. 

Th e fi rst days on a job are, in fact, the beginning of a long journey for new teachers. Even in cases 

where teachers new to a school have had prior experience as teachers in other schools, or experi-

ences in other life endeavors, being new can be a real and daunting challenge. Experienced teach-

ers have at least been treated to the ups and downs of a school year. Newly minted members of the 

teaching profession are not familiar with the rhythm of a school year, and they are often unaware 

of the subtle nature of interpersonal relationships that are likely to occur in their fi rst full-time job 

as a teacher.

Th is chapter considers the kinds of issues that may frustrate new teachers, whether experienced 

in other settings or fresh out of a preservice teacher training program. Our observations will not 

in themselves solve all of the orientation woes of new teachers, but we off er a few ideas that might 

be of value to principals helping newcomers adjust to their new work environments and become 

the most eff ective teachers they can be.
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