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Beginning teachers
Surviving and thriving in 
the first five years

By Claire Laughlin

Professional insight
dealing with those  
everyday issues

by doug mccarthy

Doug McCarthy is a retired OECTA member and principal, and  
currently a member of OECTA’s Speakers’ Bureau.

In the last 10 years we have seen the 
Ministry of Education and school boards 
introduce a number of initiatives that are 
intended to boost student achievement. 
School Effectiveness Framework, 
Professional Learning Communities, 
and Schools Helping Schools are a few 
examples that focus on teacher professional 
learning and require teacher collaboration 
and evaluation. 

Collaborative teacher inquiry is one of 
the latest professional practices that the 
Ministry is promoting to schools and 
boards. Initiatives implemented using 
this professional learning model, such 
as the Ministry’s Collaborative Inquiry 
for Learning – Mathematics, and Early 
Primary Collaborative Inquiry, involve 
teams of educators conducting “in-class 
investigations” of students’ work and 
teachers’ lessons. While these types of 
initiatives can help teachers to further 
their professional practice through a 
deeper understanding of the connection 
between student learning and classroom 
instruction, problems can arise.

1. pArticipAtion in Any initiAtive 
involvinG A type of collAborAtive 
inquiry prActice muSt be voluntAry.  
Teachers are meant to work together 
to assess current practice, develop 
lessons collaboratively and develop 
implementation of the plan together.  
The spirit of collegiality and openness  
that underlines this practice cannot be 
achieved when participants do not enter 
into the process voluntarily.

2. bewAre of evAluAtion poSinG 
AS inquiry. Some principals have 
incorporated the term “instructional 
rounds” to describe their version of the 
collaborative inquiry model. “Instructional 
rounds” involve groups of teachers moving 
from one classroom to another observing 
the practice of other teachers.  

In some cases however, teachers are simply 
critiquing and reporting on the practices 
of other teachers. This constitutes an 
evaluation of teacher performance – it is 
not grounded in professional inquiry and 
does not include collaboration with the 
evaluated teacher. Teacher Performance 
Appraisal is the formal process for 
evaluating teachers, which can only be 
done by an administrator. 

3. teAcHerS Are not to evAluAte or 
report on tHe clASSroom prActice 
of otHer teAcHerS.
When teachers begin to scrutinize the 
classroom practices of another teacher, 
professional lines begin to blur. Members 
are advised not to participate in the 
assessment of, or reporting on another 
member’s classroom practices. In some 
cases, members have been asked to 
participate in board review teams as part 

of the Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat’s 
initiatives. These teams visit schools and 
classrooms, making observations to assist 
schools in setting goals, and provide a 
report to the principal highlighting specific 
areas of need based on their observations. 
Whether required to participate in such 
teams as a consultant or coordinator, 
or participating in a voluntary manner, 

members must refrain from making any 
statement and/or assessment that could 
be considered as evaluative regarding the 
classroom practices, discipline methods,  
or competence of another member. 

Teachers sometimes differ in their 
professional opinions about teaching 
practices or discipline methods.  However, 
criticizing the professional competence of 
another member is a serious matter, even 
when done appropriately, for example, 
through board officials. Teachers often 
neglect their obligations under Section 
18(1)(a) and (b) of the Teaching Profession 
Act, which states:  “avoid interfering 
in an unwarranted manner between 
other teachers and pupils,” and “adverse 
comments against another member be 
communicated in writing within 72 hours 
to the individual who is the subject of the 
comment.” 

One of the best strategies to manage 
conflict between colleagues is to know and 
understand your professional obligations 
towards your fellow members and maintain 
that professionalism at all times. 

Joe Pece is the department head for the 
Counselling and Member Services department 
at OECTA Provincial Office.

ThE pOwEr OF wOrdS
Meeting former students who are now adults is usually 
a delight. But recently, I had a chance meeting with a 
former student and I worried that our conversation 
would be awkward because of an incident that happened 
years before.

Brian was in my Grade 8 class my first year of teaching. 
He had just turned 15. He didn’t like school, but he did 
have a wonderful gift for repairing car engines. Despite 
his youth, many people in town brought their cars and 
trucks to him for service. Unfortunately, his passion for 
cars led to his arrest for auto theft, and before the end 
of the school year Brian was sent to a youth correctional 
facility. 

Thankfully, he was able to turn his life around. Brian told 
me that he has a successful business and two children 
in university. He has been recognized as a community 
leader and is an active member of his church. Then he 
told me that while in detention something I had once 
said inspired him to reform his life. I was puzzled. What 
words of wisdom could I, as a new teacher in my early 
20s, have shared back then that were powerful enough to 
change the course of this young man’s life?

I probably said what many teachers might have said 
in the same situation: “You can get past this and make 
changes for the better” or “This one incident does not 
define who you are as a person.” I may have been one 
of the few people who said something encouraging to 
Brian. Many others, including his family, were very upset 
with him.

As I thought more about our conversation and the 
powerful effect that our words can have on others, the 
image of a honeybee and its imperative to collect nectar 
and pollen came to mind. The bee doesn’t realize that, as 
a consequence, it is also pollinating flowers and plants 
that we need to survive. Similarly, we may not be aware 
of the positive effect our words can have on others. Sadly, 
I also know that at times my words are as harmful as a 
mosquito bite. The mosquito’s imperative is to collect 
mammal blood, but unintentionally it also spreads 
disease such as West Nile virus and malaria. Careless 
words can also cause hurt and grief, even if that wasn’t 
the intention.

This quote from Buddha sums it up well: “Whatever 
words we utter should be chosen with care for people 
will hear them and be influenced by them for good or ill.”

Nearly 200 new teachers gathered in Toronto in February for 
OECTA’s annual Beginning Teachers Conference, Bullying: Stepping 
Up to the Challenge. Despite all the initiatives and media profile on 
this issue in recent years, it remains a serious problem for many 
students in our schools, and for teachers, too. 

On top of the many other challenges faced by beginning teachers, 
confronting by bullying can seem daunting. But, like any 
movement, change starts with one person stepping up and taking a 
stand for what is right.

Here Are Some StepS to Guide you:
identify – Before moving forward, be clear about what you are 
taking action on. Identify the bullying behaviours in your school 
– who is being bullied, who are the bullies, and who are the 
bystanders? What initiatives are already taking place in your school 
to address this issue? Where do you see gaps in programming or 
room for improvement? 

underStAnd – It is critical to understand the power dynamic 
at play, the enabling role of the bystander, and the various issues 
confronting the bullied and bully alike. Without this deeper 
understanding your actions will likely be just a band-aid solution 
that doesn’t address the root causes or sources, and therefore won’t 
have a lasting impact. 

All conference delegates received a copy of The Bully, The Bullied, 
The Bystander, The Brave. This powerful anthology of poetry is 
an excellent tool to build understanding of bullying in a non-
threatening way. “Elementary Bullying Prevention: Resources for 
Teacher-Librarians and Classroom Teachers” is one of many helpful 
resources available at www.oecta.on.ca under Teaching Resources.

reSpond – Have the courageous conversations that need to be 
had. Encourage your students and colleagues to take action as well. 
Bullies attain power because of the silence of others.   

CHANGE – It’s an often slowly evolving process, but don’t be 
discouraged. Every action and conversation builds upon the 
previous one. As more people stand up and take action, the culture 
of silence will change to a culture of action in our schools and our 
communities. 

eliminAte – This is the ultimate goal that you must never lose 
sight of. Be mindful of what a fully supportive and bully-free school 
community would look like. Continue to enrol your students and 
colleagues in your vision. 

You can ‘step up’ to the challenge of bullying. Great things happen 
when one person gets things started. You never know how big 
something will grow. Nelson Mandela has surely taught us that!

Claire Laughlin is a secretariat member in Professional Development at 
OECTA Provincial Office and liaison to the Beginning Teachers  Committee.
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