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Rhode Island College Middle School Association 
“Advice from Second and Third Year Teachers” 
Tuesday, October 5, 2010 7:15 p.m. 
Event Minutes 
 

 
Panel Members’ Questions and Answers 

 
Panel Member Introductions: 
 
Peter Blasi:  Barrington Middle School in Barrington, RI—7th Grade Science 
Katie Gorton: Riverside Middle School in East Providence, RI—6th Grade Math 
Kendra Melise: Slater Middle School in Pawtucket, RI—8th Grade English-L.A. 
John Martinelli: Slater Middle School in Pawtucket, RI—8th Grade Science 
 

 
 
Q1) Describe your first day first year feelings and experiences?  How 

did they differ from your first day this year?  
 

Kendra: Was not hired for teaching job until September 15, 2008; my first year.  I 
came in petrified and tried to “set up” classroom norms with my students.  
This was very difficult because these students had already been in school 
for two plus weeks and previous norms and structures had already been 
established.  For my second and third years (2009-10 and 2010-11), I came 
in already well prepared.  I am becoming a little more comfortable and her 
students are much better behaved. 
 

Katie: Very nervous for day one of year one.  Felt a little more comfortable for year 
two.  You never know quite what to expect on the first day of school. Over 
plan if possible. 
 

Peter: A lot of unknowns including lockers, schedules, lunch forms, making sure 
kids know where they are going, etc.  I highly recommend a book called The 
First Days of School written by Harry and Rosemary Wong.  You NEED to 
have a plan entering the school year—very important!!!!! 
 

John: Sweated profusely first day of first year.  Did not know what to expect; had 
no classroom teacher for support.  Having a plan is better than no plan! 
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Q2) What did you do to prepare for your first year versus your second 
year?  What did you do differently and what did you keep the 
same? 

 
John: First year coming in, there was nothing on my walls and in closets.  I was 

not prepared with the look and feel of my classroom.  Needed to work 
quickly to put things in place.  One year to the next you become better 
organized, especially in regards to classroom setup.  Things get a little 
easier but you still have unknowns to deal with. 
 

Kendra: First year, I interviewed on Monday, was hired on Tuesday, and started 
teaching on Wednesday.  Clearly almost time to prepare.  Second year, I 
had folders prepared, things to do at all times.  You need to set high 
expectations for your students and stick to them!!  The mentality of middle 
school students is to find out what other middle school peers are doing, 
what classes they have, what clothes they are wearing, etc.  You need to 
mean business, but also need to smile.  Humanize yourself; you’ll pick up 
little tips as year goes on. 

 
Katie: Give respect and you will get respect.  Classroom management has worked 

for me both years so far.   Need to be intimidating first day then relax a bit 
as time goes on.  I was much more organized and structured for my second 
year vs. my first year. 

 
Peter: The impression of yourself is set up within the first few days of school.  How 

you handle yourself, treat your students, and what you demand from then 
starts during that first week.  I give my students a sponge activity everyday 
to get them involved in class.  

 
 

 
Q3) Do you have a mentor?  If so, how do they help you? If not, 

where do you go to seek help when needed? 
 
Peter: Immediately upon hire, Barrington set me up with a mentor.  Most schools 

in Rhode Island have a mentor program; usually a veteran teacher with a 
lot of experience.  They provide answers to any questions you may have.  I 
met with my mentor on daily basis during planning period for the first few 
weeks of school and collaborated with him.  For the rest of the year, I spoke 
with him once a week.  Fortunately for me, my mentor was in the same 
content area as what I teach. 

 
Katie: I do not have an official mentor.  Sought out help at first middle school I 

taught at and worked with older teacher who “held hand” all the way 
through. 
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Kendra: During my interview, I specifically asked my interviewees whether or not 
this school provided mentors for new teachers.  I really needed a mentor to 
make it through my first year, considering that I started halfway through 
September.  Highly suggests that you use the materials mentors give you.  
There are plenty of teachers available to help you as well around the school. 

 
John: I asked employers about having a mentor.  Slater offers a mentor, working 

with you on a three year basis. 
 

 
 
Q4) What was your most memorable teaching moment? Good and 

bad? 
 
Katie: Good: Watching the light bulb go off with your students who finally get 

something and seeing their enthusiasm run wild.  Throwing a student out 
of the class because you know it’s something that had to be done and it 
shows you are in control.  I use a four step warning system (friendly, 
friendly, detention/critical thinking center, out of class).   
Bad: First meltdown by student.  How can kids learn math if they aren’t 
getting enough to eat home; showing that you care for them is absolutely 
huge!! 

 
Kendra: Good: Light bulb moment; seeing a girl from her class win a writing contest 

and seeing the girl so happy for winning the award and the parents so 
proud.  Also, remembering something specific about each of your students. 
Bad: Something that’s really hard to let go of.  There are a lot of things 
going on in students’ lives outside of the classroom and you cannot hold 
that against them.  Start off each day fresh, let what happened in previous 
days go. Kids want to be cared for.  Don’t give up on them! 

 
John: Good: Second year honors night, ESL girl recited entire pledge of allegiance 

(came into school with no English).  Also, seeing part of student growth and 
maturity. 
Bad: First big meltdown by student. 

 
Peter: Good: Had one girl who transferred into the Barrington district with large 

disciplinary issues. Two weeks after school started, it was evident the girl 
was having trouble fitting in, and she also struggled academically.  Come 
April or May, I was giving her one-on-one help for an upcoming test in the 
unit they were doing.  The girl did really well on the test and I took one 
minute of my time to call her house and leave a message letting her parents 
know that she did great on the test and how proud I was of her.  The 
mother called me back in tears because no other teacher had ever done that 
before.  Very important to students and parents when teachers call letting 
them know of their successes!!  Phone calls don’t have to be for bad things. 

 
Dr. Niska: If interviewer asks you why you want to teach, one great answer is that you 

love seeing the “light bulb” go off in your students. 
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Q5) What methods have you found effective in connecting with your 
students?  Are there any particular strategies that work in your 
classroom/team that you’d like to share with us? 

 
Peter: Beginning of the year is a very crucial time to establish routines and 

everyday procedures for students. Must balance Classroom management; if 
you loosen up your guard, students will take advantage.  First day, I do 
interest survey to figure out what my students are interested in.  Then I try 
and connect their interests to lessons in class.  One kid loved paintball and 
for one lesson, I found a way to connect paintball to it and the kid’s eyes lit 
up like light bulbs. I also use sponge questions and surveys to get to know 
them; do it in a way to keep classroom discipline. 

 
Katie: Add humor to lessons.  Effective method to start class is using a warm-up 

every single day to start class.  It establishes a routine.   Can also help you 
red flag other teachers about certain students. 

 
Kendra: Humor is huge, humanize yourself, must throw in laughter.  Structure is 

huge, keep kids structured and organized.  Sets up binders with kids at 
beginning of year.  Teaming—stay connected with team.  Consistency in 
expectations between all the classes on your team will be very beneficial for 
students as there is only one code of conduct/expectations they need to 
learn and know.  Talk to other teachers on team about the students.  Work 
with team, lots can be accomplished when working together and when on 
same page.  Don’t trash talk kids. 

 
John: Connecting with student population in general has been very helpful.  Get 

involved either by coaching, attending school dances, car washes, or by 
participating with students in extracurricular activities.  You know students 
not just in classroom, but also through other things. 

 
 

 
Q6) Do you feel limited in your teaching on account of curriculum or 

contractual obligations?   
 
Katie: We just got a new math curriculum for this year that is very jam packed; 

insane.  I feel very stressed and pressured; feel like I always have to go, go, 
go!! You must get creative with hands on activities, which is a really tough 
thing to do when you only have so much time per topic.  A certain portion of 
the curriculum must be covered by quarter’s end.  Even if kids don’t get it 
the current material, you have to “move on” to next phase of curriculum.  
The new curriculum is new for everyone, so I can’t really turn to others for 
help.  Every student takes a formative assessment (every 15th of the month) 
called benchmarks to track progress.   

 
Kendra: Curriculum is very intense!  There are a lot of days where kids don’t 

understand, yet we have to push on.  Highly considers teachers as 
overworked and underpaid.  For this week alone, I have to create Personal 
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Learning Plans for sixty students as well as all the other teaching 
requirements.  So many restrictions, so much to do, so little time.  Use 
judgment depending on what students really will need in years to come and 
work lessons around that. 

 
John: Grade Span Expectations that need to be covered.  Determine if students 

really need to know this GSE, then focus lessons around it.  You need to 
map out your time; goes back to coming into the year with a plan.   

 
Peter: Lots of things involved that must be done.  PLPs, IEPs, takes data from 

different assessments, crunches it, and sends into the districts.  Dr. Tiskus 
says teaching in classroom is easiest time versus things that need to be 
done outside of classroom.  School will give you a curriculum and ask you 
to teach it. 

 
 

 
Q7)  What is the Advisory Program like at the school you teach at? 
 
Peter: Looping, no curriculum set in stone.  In advisory, we talk about things 

going on in community.  Best time to really connect with students and find 
out what is important to them.  Some days are activity-based while others 
are just conversations, with others bringing in food. 

 
Katie: Amazing experience with advisory.  Loves using the checking-in activity 

with her sixth grade students. 
 
Kendra: Was not prepared to do advisory.  Bad experience first year, all 7th grade 

boys.  Second year was better because of a mix of boys and girls.  Different 
levels of advisory, it is not a free for all time.  Put them in circle, relax, time 
to talk and get to know them; can work at a different level with them.  They 
won’t open up for a while, but need to work them up to that point. 

 
John:  One of biggest fears doing advisory.  No definite program in place. 
 

 
 

Question and Answer Session 
 

1) What are some of the positive methods you use to maintain 
discipline in the classroom? 

 
Peter: I use a reflection sheet that consists of asking the student to write four 

sentences describing what he/she did wrong, four sentences what to do 
better, and then sign and date it.  If behavior becomes repetitive, then they 
have to have it signed by parents.  Helps for parent teacher conferences 
because of written documentation.  Kids know about reflection sheets, and 
will admit their guilt when writing it out. 
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Katie: Critical thinking center consists of a desk in the corner of room where they 
reflect on what they are doing wrong. (Third warning in four step warning 
system). 

 
Kendra: If you define expectations and structure, it will set classroom climate for the 

year.   I hold a raffle the last Friday of every month.  Goodie bag with lots of 
prizes to win.  Uses raffle tickets technique where if students are doing 
something good, they get a raffle ticket during the month.  

 
John: Helps being on a team where all teachers have same classroom rules.  

Students have one set of rules/expectations to follow.  Win-Win discipline, 
similar to Peter’s reflection sheet idea. 

 
 
 
2) How were you able to get ready when hired after school had 

already started? 
 
Kendra: Got help from mentor, focused on learning their names, tried to find ways 

to kill time until getting to the weekend.  Tried to be the “nice guy” on first 
day, which failed miserably.  You’re there to teach, they are there to learn.  
Let them know up front you are there to prepare them for high school, 
that’s our job as teachers. 

 
Peter: Have a plan; you’re there to be a teacher, not to be their friend.  Be strategic 

with your humor. 
 
 
3) Are any of you teaching in a school different from student 

teaching? 
 
Kendra: Yes, I taught High school during student teaching and am now teaching 

middle school. High School is very different from middle school.  Structure 
is huge for middle school students.  You need to make sure they know what 
is expected of them everyday.  After first month of second year of teaching, I 
felt 100% better; felt a lot of growth!! Give it your all, you will do fine! 

 
Peter: Think of yourself as DJ while teaching middle school (need to tell them to 

actually write down notes; don’t assume ANYTHING). 
 
John: Taught in Toll Gate and Tolman, now teaching at Slater; totally different 

demographics.  I feel like I am most needed at Slater. 
 
 
4) How difficult was it to find a job following student teaching? 
 
Peter: Finished student teaching May 20, attended the Rice job fair in March 

during student teaching.  On this job fair, I did four interviews; it gave me 
lots of practice on how to interview.  Greg Knisley, here at RIC, offers a 
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class on interviewing and resume building.  After each interview for a job, I 
dropped a thank you note in the mailbox right away.  Shows that you are 
prompt and do care about getting a career.  I was hired at Cumberland for a 
summer school position.  Put out 15 applications and got my current 
position at Barrington in July.  You need to be aggressive (the squeaky-
wheel).  About one-two week into the school year, I got calls from eight or 
nine of the schools I applied to asking if I was still available to be hired.  A 
lot of shuffling happens in districts.  Some tips:  Write down the questions 
asked in each interview, then in a second column write down your answers, 
and in a third column write down how you can better answer the question 
the next time.  Subbing helps get your foot in the door.  You can sub from 
the end of your student teaching to the end of school year (May-June).  
Here’s your chance to work on skills while subbing.  Teaching summer 
school is huge; take advantage of all opportunities given to you. 

 
Kendra: Send out application to all districts you may want to teach in.  Prepare for 

interviews, know educational terminology, familiarize self with vocabulary.  
Walk in like you own the place, firm handshake, eye contact, go in with list 
of questions, show interest in job.  Questions such as How to get involved?  
Do they have a mentor program?  Do research on school district.  Must go 
into interview prepared!! I looked at my notes from CEP and SPED class.  
Don’t show them that you look scared, show confidence!!  Go to every 
district, review your school work, don’t be scared to asked questions. 

 
Katie: Need to have questions for them, don’t ask too many.  2-4 questions will be 

fine; you will have time to ask other questions as time goes on. 
 
John: Numbers game to get a job.  Hand delivered each application, asked if 

principal was there.  How you carry yourself in an interview goes a long 
way. 

 
 
5) Do schools still accept written applications? 
 
Katie: Lots of applications are only accepted online through 

www.schoolsprings.com.  Print out letters of recommendation, resume, etc. 
and hand out to each person during interview. 

 
Kendra: Recommends doing both forms of application, written and online if both 

available. 
 
Dr. Niska: Proof read all applications, check all spelling; make sure it is flawless.  Have 

friend look at your writing.  Your writing may be tested during interview. 


