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Introduction

If you graduated from college with a degree in English, the first thing you should know is that there’s no need to panic. Have a seat, take a deep breath, and read on, Macduff.

People typically choose to major in English because they love literature, reading, and writing. Then, when they enter the workforce, they discover they also love eating, preferably something other than cold baked beans out of a can.

Not to worry.

This book offers information and guidance to English majors who wish to translate their skills into a job in their field—even if they don’t exactly know what that field will be. This book also dispels common fears about the major in English, primarily:

• that English majors’ career options are severely limited 

• that English majors will never make good money 

• that English majors’ skills have no currency outside of academics 

This book addresses common questions among English majors, including:

• Do I need to go to journalism school?

• Should I get my MFA in creative writing, and when?

• How do I begin a freelance career in editing or writing?

This book will also refute misconceptions held by English majors, such as:

• the fatalistic belief that all you will be able to do in the world is teach English 

• the idealistic belief that you can make a reasonable postgraduate living from writing the kinds of poems and novels you read as requirements for your major 

The latter belief, if not more common, surely runs deeper. Some undergraduate English majors I talk to refer to their future of writing plays as if there were an office building somewhere in midtown Manhattan crammed with scribbling playwrights working against deadline; and at least one young person has shared with me his crafty strategy of taking an entry-level job in book publishing to advance his chances of getting his own (yet unwritten) novel published. Suffice to say that you are ill-served by your college or university if you walk out of its gates (as I did) thinking that one day, as you are filling out a form, you will enter Literary Novelist or Poet under Occupation.

As for teaching, we’ll address that noble occupation—and others—in the pages to come, which feature interviews with English majors who have gone on to establish themselves in a variety of occupations.

A disclaimer: My opinions do not necessarily reflect those of the professionals I have interviewed, nor should their willingness to participate in this book be interpreted as a tacit endorsement of my views. The information in this book is based on my own experience: If what I write does not sound kosher to readers’ ears, I encourage them to talk to more people, research, investigate, and put my information to the test.

Or, as is said more succinctly in journalism: If your mother says she loves you, check it out.



CHAPTER 1 I’m an English Major 

English, huh? Well.

Good for you. So … 

What are you going to do with that?

After all, physics majors become physicists; psychology majors become psychologists; and even history majors become historians. What do English majors become?

Englishists? Englishologists?

Waiters?

To be sure, majoring in studio art or medieval philosophy or medieval studio art prompts a stronger parental spit-take than the declaration of a major in English: for, surely, Mom and Dad have some acquaintance with the English language and can imagine, vaguely, that English may prove useful in a white-collar office environment where you can earn a good salary and get a decent dental plan. The English major involves a lot of reading and writing, and people do do that, don’t they—I mean, in real jobs?

Indeed they do.

This fact alone should encourage you and give you hope for gainful employment. The jobs are there, as is happiness and success—provided you know who you are, what you can do, what you want, and where to look.

So, What Can English Majors Do?

Before we examine specific jobs, let’s break down the major in English into its fundamental skills. Obviously, each of the colleges and universities across America has a different set of requirements for the major in English, but it’s fair to say that, to earn a degree in English, you must be able (at a bare minimum) to read two three-hundred-page novels and write a five-page paper about them. If you can do this, you can:

• assimilate and synthesize large amounts of information 

• identify and summarize important points 

• translate large concepts into succinct language 

• do all of the above against a deadline 

Writing papers requires you to develop skills in:

• research 

• information management 

• argumentative or persuasive writing 

• proper grammar and usage 

• acting as your own editor when revising and correcting your work 

Taking on a variety of writing assignments trains you to:

• customize your style and voice for particular audiences 

• develop a versatility in planning, thinking about, and executing assignments 

• develop skills in multitasking and project management 

Luckily, these skills are wanted in more than just the teaching profession. So where are they? Where are the jobs to which such skills could be applied?

Where the Jobs Are 

In my own teaching days, I told my students that where there are words—in newspapers and magazines; in magazine ads; on cereal boxes; in the instructions to your MP3 player; in books, brochures, and on billboards and in junk mail—there are people who write the words. There are people who check for factual accuracy, correct spelling, and proper grammar. There are people who then rewrite the words, and there are people who incorporate graphics and visuals with the words. There are people who see to it that the words are printed and published and delivered into your hands. There are people who write words in order to market and sell the products that have words on them.

Where there are words, there are jobs for the English major.

But don’t think the only jobs for English majors involve words.

Because the preferred mode of communication nowadays is not semaphore or smoke signals but language, it may be said that where there is lingual communication—speeches, presentations, commercials, ads, podcasts, and broadcasts—there are jobs for the English major.

Consider that many people, despite being graduates of the finest institutions of learning this country has to offer, cannot always use words to communicate effectively—or even correctly. Sometimes they themselves admit it: They say they don’t have a way with words or a command of the English language (as if language were a dog to be brought to heel, to do one’s bidding).

When I was a teacher, foreign-born students would come to me at the start of the semester to apologize because, they said, being new to America, they were still struggling with the English language. I always reassured them: Don’t worry. You’ll fit right in.

Where there are people who need help using words to communicate, there are jobs for the English major. Those jobs may be found in corporate America just as easily as in schools.

But don’t think the only jobs for English majors involve communication.

When health care or social agencies need to translate valuable information about policies or procedures for their non-English-speaking audiences, they depend on someone who not only knows Spanish or Chinese, but also knows English. Book publishers translate English-language novels, nonfiction, and textbooks into other languages, and this requires a knowledge of English, as does teaching English as a second language.

Consider, too, how bursts of technological innovation have introduced to people of all ages not only new gadgets, new hardware, and new software, but also an attendant avalanche of new words, terms, and phrases to learn, adopt, and use.

When the government publishes an eight-hundred-page white paper or a federal court hands down a ruling that is recondite and complex, the media consult with someone who can put into plain language what is anything but plain.

Where there is English, there are jobs for the English major.

And there’s more.

Jobs Beyond the Obvious 

This is where you come in. Your own interests, strengths, abilities, hobbies, and obsessions play an even greater role in determining where you will find—or make—a job. Here are some quick examples from actual English majors.

A woman told me she wanted to write for magazines, but she didn’t know which ones. I asked her what her areas of expertise were. (I think the notion of having expertise threw her a bit, since we commonly associate expertise with a formal degree or professional certification.) She said she knew a lot about wine. She also told me she was bilingual, as fluent in Spanish as in English. I suggested to her that Hispanic people drink wine, too, and probably wanted to read about it: She could research wine magazines and newsletters, write columns or features, and market herself in two languages—to both English and Spanish publications. She was very excited to hear this; the idea seemed never to have occurred to her.

A young man told me he wanted to be a writer, but he didn’t know what to write about. I asked him what he did in his spare time: snowboarding, it turned out. “Can you tell me the top ten places in America to snowboard?” I asked. “Oh sure,” he told me. He had snowboarded all across the country. “Well,” I told him, “go online or use Writer’s Market to research publications geared to snow-boarders, write a short feature on where the best snowboarding is, and query their interest in it—if one little magazine bites, there’s the first line on your publication résumé.” The young man looked at me hopefully and asked, as if seeking permission, “Can I do that?”


Most Important Skills 

Throughout this book, I will identify the most important skills you need to succeed in the profession under discussion. Because this chapter doesn’t address any one profession in particular, let’s look at some skills you’ll need for a successful job search.

Cold-Calling. English majors (or at least stereotypical ones) tend to be bookish, reticent types—not the kind of people who are comfortable telephoning strangers out of the blue to ask for information. The good news is, no one is comfortable doing this—not right off the bat, anyway. In time and with practice, you will get used to pursuing job leads, setting up informational or formal interviews, and just following up with contacts by using Mr. Bell’s great invention. And remember: One thing a person can give you that a job listing cannot is a new lead.

Presentation. Four years of wearing sweatpants and backward-facing baseball caps to class doesn’t exactly prime you for what is de rigueur in the job marketplace: a clean, professional presentation in your clothing, your hair, your speech, your résumé and portfolio, and your follow-up and thank-you communications. If you want to know how businesspeople dress, it’s as easy as getting yourself downtown to where all the office buildings are, waiting for the lunch whistle, and taking notes as people walk by.

Detective Work. As good a resource as the Internet is, don’t limit yourself to online job listings. Look in trade magazines and newspapers and read up on the state of the industry you’re interested in. (You might find, for instance, that layoffs are leading to a spike in contract work.) Investigate your state’s career center in addition to your college career center, and most of all, talk to people. Talk, ask questions, and pursue leads. It’s called a job hunt, and a hunter doesn’t go after his prey sitting in a chair looking at a computer screen.




One young woman I spoke to was not only an English major, but premed as well. She spoke as if she had to choose between the two concentrations. “Why not combine them?” I asked. “Hospitals have communication departments. Look into being an editor at a medical journal or a member of a medical center’s marketing or communication team.” The young woman looked surprised at the notion—and happy!

To your fundamental skills, you add your own strengths and interests and the areas about which you wish to learn more. It’s a constant process of evaluating yourself, gaining experience, and learning new skills.

What an English Major Is Not 

It’s an English major, not a super major.

When people praise the major in English, one word that always comes up is versatility; the major in English is a great major because it’s so versatile, so flexible. I agree. I would add, however, that you could call versatile or flexible any program of study that doesn’t prepare or train you for any particular vocation. The major in English is one such program (and the book’s final chapter will address the ramifications of the fact that a major in English does not include any type of professional training).

Suffice to say for now that the versatility of a major in English—while genuine—is easily exaggerated and romanticized, as when you encounter the belief that four years spent analyzing literature gives English majors some kind of mystical insight into the human condition, which is somehow applicable in the marketplace. Good luck applying for a job in social work with the argument Believe me, I know people. I read Bleak House three times.

While a major in English does not prepare you for any specific occupation, it does provide training in critical thinking. But although English majors may exhibit skills in critical thinking, they don’t own the copyright; some critical thinking comes into play in the sciences, as well. English majors know how to write, but there is a variety of written forms in which students of English get no classroom training whatsoever: financial grants, technical writing, and corporate communications, to name a few.

This book contains interviews of English majors who are now working professionals, and among those English majors, several referred to the major in English as a good foundation. One individual, who today interviews young people for jobs, put it more frankly: “Great, you majored in English—but what else you got?” That is, what other experience, skills, and abilities do you bring to the table?

You can answer this question better than any book can, and seeing how other people have answered it will inspire and motivate you.

Happiness in a Real Job 

The subtitle of this book, as you have no doubt already noticed, suggests that I know how English majors can achieve happiness and success in life, in addition to finding a real job.

Here’s the thing: I would call a real job any job that pays you a livable wage for doing something that you would do even if you weren’t paid to do it. It’s the job that is a natural extension of who you are and what you want to become. It’s the job that draws on and develops the skills and knowledge that help define you as an individual.

Some people talk about this kind of job as if it were a far-flung fantasy, but I believe and trust that there is a job like that for everyone, and that if it is not out there, you can create it.

Now, as for happiness and success …

(Pardon me a moment while I strike my gong.)

Happiness is both a condition and a philosophy—an attitude, a perspective, or a way of thinking. Success, while quantifiable by any number of material measurements, is more meaningful in terms of the degree to which you find happiness. And of course, happiness and success are not necessarily the byproducts of having that real job.

But having that real job sure as hell helps you attain happiness and success.

You want happiness, success, and a real job? Let’s start with the real job, and see how closely the other two come on its heels, okay?

Let me close this chapter by telling you that it was only when I entered the workforce that I realized what was the biggest mistake I ever made in my education. My biggest mistake was believing that everything I needed to know, I would learn in school, and that what I learned in school was everything I needed to know. I stuck to the assigned reading list, and I studied to the test. I waited for assignments, and, like a good boy, I did them—on time, in full, and as requested. Unfortunately, I didn’t develop the initiative to make and find my own challenges and thus take charge of my own education. I was passive.

Surely, I thought, school would not take me in and then send me out into the world without telling me or teaching me what I needed to know. As befits a school being alma mater (“fostering mother”) or in loco parentis (“in the place of a parent”), I trusted school like I trusted my own mom and dad; I had no reason to do otherwise.

As it happened, school did teach me many things I needed to know—and a few things I initially didn’t want to accept. I’m grateful for that. But nearly twenty years of sitting quietly, taking notes, raising my hand when I had an answer more often than when I had a question, and learning as I was told may have gotten me As, but the As did not stand me in good stead once the last class of the last day of school was over.

TRY THIS 

At one career night event, an English major told me he didn’t know what he wanted to do for a living, but he did know what he liked: He liked animals—all sorts of animals! And he liked helping people. He liked to write, too. And he liked that experience you get when you’re in a restaurant and the service is really good? And they just make the whole evening memorable? He liked that.

As he’s talking, my brain is spinning, thinking he could get a job writing menus at exotic restaurants where they serve crocodile, buffalo, and shark.

Kidding aside, this young man was on the right track, and I told him so: He was thinking in terms of skills, abilities, likes, dislikes, strengths, and weaknesses. I suggested to him that zoos have education and communication departments; perhaps there he could satisfy his love of writing and his love of animals. Perhaps he could explore the travel industry, to see if writing and customer satisfaction and animals could somehow combine in that area. Ultimately, I suggested to him the exercise below.

Strong-Suit Brainstorming 

• What You Need: index cards, markers, a hat (or something) to put the cards in, a big table, and supportive friends and family. (And it won’t kill you to make hors d’oeuvres.)

• What You Don’t Need: The parent who will say “You want a job? Take over the family creosote business. There’s your job, smart guy.”

• What You Do: Give each person a bunch of index cards and a marker. Ask everyone to write down four or five things he thinks you’re good at (one item per card): It could be writing, or fixing things, or working well with children— anything. No ability, skill, or talent is too small. And do the same for yourself.

Ask each person to write three of your strongest suits (again, one on each card), e.g., kindness, generosity, intelligence, a giving nature, sympathy, organization. Also do this for yourself.

Put all the cards in a hat, and stand or sit around the big table.Take out the cards one at a time, and place each card on the table. Ask who wrote each card, and ask that person to explain why he wrote what he did.

You may be surprised at what people think your strong suits are and what they think you’re good at. Listen to their explanations, and try to see how other people see you.

Start to arrange the cards into patterns of your own choosing, and brainstorm with your guests about what jobs place a high priority on your strong suits (generosity and organization, for example) and would allow you to do what you do well (such as fixing things).

Your family and friends have experience and perspective worth seeking out and listening to. When you think in terms of skills and abilities, you’re free to mix and match and brainstorm.

Have fun. Put the pieces together like a jigsaw puzzle and see what picture they make.



CHAPTER 2 Perchance to Teach 

Ah, the obvious question: Oh, an English major—planning on teaching, are you?

When friends or family ask this of English majors, they ask it not so much with genuine curiosity as with an automatic expectation that the answer will be yes—teaching being the assumed normal, natural next step for anyone who graduates from college with a BA in English.

Perhaps this shouldn’t come as a surprise. English majors spend their college years reading novels, poems, and plays and writing papers about same, and no job outside of teaching requires you to punch the clock, plant yourself behind a desk, and get right down to work analyzing symbolism in The Great Gatsby or “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.”1

Of course, there is nothing wrong with English majors becoming English teachers: we need as many capable teachers as we can get. If, however, you are thinking about teaching as a career, you must answer two crucial questions right off the bat:

• Has the undergraduate English major curriculum adequately prepared you for a career in teaching?

• Are you considering teaching because you’ve heard that teaching is what English majors do, and, quite frankly, you can’t think of anything else to do?

This chapter, in its discussion of teaching responsibilities and challenges, mainly focuses on teaching kindergarten through high school. English majors interested in teaching on the college level should refer to the chapter on higher education, since full-time tenured teaching positions on the college or university level require a post-graduate degree.

Undergraduates, Underprepared 

The answer to the first question above is no, and not just because requirements for the English major do not include teacher training.

The answer is no because the skills necessary to craft a lesson plan; generate assignments and discussion topics; administer tests; grade papers; and deal with the daily disciplinary, interpersonal, and political challenges of teaching are not abilities easily extrapolated from four years of reading novels and writing papers about them. (Some people would argue that the aforementioned skills are not easily extrapolated from a major in education, either, but that’s a whole other debate.)

It’s also one thing to have studied English; it’s an entirely different matter to teach English.

Knowledge of a subject—even expertise in a subject—does not, alone, qualify you to be a teacher: excellent, good, or mediocre. And just because you enjoy reading and writing does not mean you’re going to enjoy teaching it or be any good teaching it. Surely you’ve had a teacher who knew the subject through and through, but who was hopeless when it came to teaching that subject: disorganized, disengaged, uninspiring, uninspired, too lax in discipline or too draconian, digressive in lectures, unhelpful in answering questions or giving one-on-one guidance, or just dull as dishwater.

If you are considering teaching because you can’t think of anything else to do (regardless of whether teaching is a career you plan to stick with your whole life or a job you intend to try for only a year or two), stop. You should not enter the teaching profession by default or with a sense of resignation. Doing so will make you a lousy teacher, and lousy teachers produce worse students—and, in case you haven’t heard, we have quite enough of those already.

What Makes Teaching Unique 

More than any other profession addressed in this book, teaching is a confluence of opposites. Teaching draws on instinct, and it draws on acquired skills. Teaching involves routine, and it involves improvisation. Teaching is prose surprised by moments of poetry. Teaching is applied pedagogy, tested by trial and error. There is no better way to learn something than to teach it, and teaching itself is a continual learning process—a methodology that changes every time new students walk in the door and sit down at their desks.

In every job, a barrier exists between you and the end user of your good or service. Newspaper reporters and magazine editors don’t see people reacting to their work, and although they hear from some of their readers (often in the form of complaints), they seldom hear from all their readers; book editors work for a year or more on a single title, but it’s not easy to tell if students are learning from the textbook or if adults are enjoying the novel; and writers and editors who work in business communications aren’t there to see people open the letters or brochures they developed. 





Most Important Skills 

The four most important skills for any teacher to develop are:

• Organization. Your effectiveness as a teacher is greatly influenced—some might argue, totally dependent on—your ability to plan your lessons, manage your time, pace yourself and your work, and maintain order (if not in your classroom, then at least in your day planner).

• Focus. It’s all too easy, in evaluating your students and their needs, to become overwhelmed by what they appear not to know. It is then that the job feels unmanageable. Each student is different: Not all are at the same ability level, and not all have the same desire to learn. Meanwhile, the clock is ticking for the class, the semester, and the year. The effective teacher can focus, simplify, and move from one student’s needs to the class’s needs and back again.

• Detachment. Teachers share something in common with emergency room doctors: They do their work on a stranger, stay with that person for a while, then release that person from their care. How well that person is going to do from now on, who knows? As a teacher, your job is to care about your students, and yet, within a year or a few months, those young people will have moved on. You may never hear from them again, you have no way of knowing if what you taught them sank in or meant the least bit of difference in their lives. A measure of detachment, cultivated over time and with experience, is a necessary thing.

• Patience. This is the big one. Even if you think you are, by nature, a patient person, I guarantee that your patience has never been tested like it is tested teacher-style. On a daily basis, your patience is tested with your students, with their parents, with the other students in the school, with your colleagues, with your administrators, with your state government and the federal government, with the people who make the books and with the people who develop the tests. Of course, your patience with yourself is tested, too.

Depending on where and what you teach, your students come to you for a relatively brief amount of time: You have only so many months in which to administer the lesson. Frankly, sometimes you just hope that something sticks and they walk away having learned something. Where they walk to is anybody’s guess; whether you made a difference is also often anybody’s guess. You do what you can, while you can, with what resources you have.

You surely have, in your mind, memories and a mental picture of the best teacher you ever had; you may want to become just like that teacher. What you didn’t see is how long it took for your favorite teacher to get that good. It took long hours, hard work, a lot of frustration, trial and error, and a long series of little steps.

And patience, patience, patience.




Teaching provides greater immediacy and interplay between you and the person you’re trying to reach. You are right there with your students, facing them, looking over their shoulders and taking them by the hand to help them learn (in some cases, literally). If you find satisfaction in that immediacy, in seeing the effects of your work, and if you feel comfortable standing up in front of a group, then rack up a few points in favor of teaching.

Most of all, if you yourself like to learn—if you love that feeling, that intellectual and emotional sensation, when something complex suddenly becomes simple or when something unfamiliar becomes familiar—and you like the idea of sharing that experience with someone else, then you score another point.

With teaching, you become involved with your students intellectually, psychologically, and emotionally. You see them every day and think about them on the weekends. Depending on their age, you literally may be drawn into their confrontations with each other and into their troubles at home. You’re part of the picture. Even when I taught college, I had students come into my office to discuss their essay assignments only to have them burst into tears and tell me about their personal lives. (Note to self: Always make sure your office has a tissue box. Either you or your students will be using it.) You worry about the students who fall behind, and you worry about the students who excel.

This attachment and proximity to your students can have its benefits, and these, I find, are often what people talk about when they talk about the rewards of teaching. You become involved with your students and their development, so when you see them succeed and learn and surprise even themselves, that payoff makes up for all the other stuff—the stress, the anxiety, the taxing of your patience.

Teaching is arguably far more collaborative than any of the other professions discussed in this book. You are exchanging information, skills, pedagogy, and practices with your colleagues and with great minds of the past and present. Your daily work with your students is a collaborative effort.

In most of the various jobs I have held, I could walk out at five o’clock and check out mentally. I could leave the newsroom in the newsroom and the office at the office. Teaching was hard to leave behind when the time came to punch out. In the shower, in bed at night, driving to the supermarket, watching TV, mowing the lawn, eating dinner: I found myself thinking about my kids, about lesson plans, about papers that needed to be graded. Sometimes it was thrilling to know that I cared so much about something that it had become such a large part of my life; other times, I was desperate to turn it off and stop thinking about it.

And yet, part of me didn’t want to stop thinking about it.

Why? Because after journalism, teaching was the job in which I most felt like I made a difference in people’s lives. You cannot know the gratification and emotional impact of that until you experience it firsthand, as a teacher. The smallest victory with one student can make your week.

Other characteristics common among capable teachers are strong organizational skills combined with an ability to improvise; a facility for multitasking; patience and forbearance; and a tolerance for, if not an appetite for, politics.

What about a love of young people? All the really great teachers in the movies and on TV really seem to love kids. Do you need to love kids in order to teach?

Teach First, Love Later 

First of all, not all teachers teach kids. Adults need to learn, too: a new skill; a new language; or the subjects they didn’t have the time, opportunity, or money to learn in their youth. Adults in every type of profession need to be trained and are interested in furthering their education; they all need to be taught.

Second, even if you do teach children or young people, you don’t have to love them to be a good teacher, though it certainly would help the development of your patience, flexibility, and understanding. It may not even be necessary to like children, either in general or as individuals.

You might say that you need to love teaching more than you need to love your students.

One teacher I spoke to for this book reflected that if all she had was a love of young people, she might have become a social worker or a pediatrician. But although she loves the company of children and interacting with children, she loves, above all, teaching children and helping them learn. That’s why she teaches fourth grade.

Like many of her colleagues, this teacher is motivated by a desire to help— and not just to help in an abstract sense, but to really sit down with a student or students and work through a problem, an assignment, a challenge.

You need, then, not so much a love of children as a sense of responsibility toward your students—perhaps even a sense of duty, if you care to think of it in those terms—manifested in an eagerness to work with them; a willingness to make sacrifices for them; a tolerance for their mistakes; and a fundamental belief in the importance of learning and the value of what you’re doing every day.

If you believe there is some correspondence between your personality and what makes for a good teacher, you’re probably wondering what teaching is like.

Caveat Instructor 

If you have never taught before, your perception of teaching is largely defined (or, let’s say, skewed) by your experiences as a student: You think about teachers you have known or have had—and have either loved or hated—and from that, you imagine what teaching is like. This may be only natural, but it’s not the way to determine whether you want to teach.

For example, I’ve known people who say they don’t want to teach high school because they didn’t like high school—as if every high school in America is like the one they went to fifteen or twenty years ago and, as a teacher, they would face the same problems they faced as a teenage student. Similarly, people who attended public schools assume that teaching at a private school or a charter school or a community college would be pretty much the same thing.

Being a student does not give you a sense of what it is like to be a teacher any more than being a hospital patient gives you insight into what it is like to be a doctor or a nurse.

Okay, then what else do you have to go on? Well, you’ve seen TV shows and movies about teachers: TV dramas such as Boston Public or movies such as Pay It Forward, Mr. Holland’s Opus, The Emperor’s Club, Stand and Deliver, Dead Poets Society, Mona Lisa Smile or (going back a little ways) To Sir, With Love. Funny how these movies always take place either in elite, leaf-strewn prep schools and colleges or savage inner-city high schools. Both have good scenery, I suppose, but movies tend to serve up the teaching profession with a heavy helping of schmaltz. In these charming set pieces, the hard-to-reach student is invariably reached; the cold and unfeeling administration is confronted with the errors of their ways; the kids who deserve As get them; the class is, finally, appreciative of all the teacher’s efforts; and all discover that somewhere between the assignments and the papers and the grades, they must remember the most important thing, love.

You may have already figured out that these movies are no more representative of real-life teaching than Rocky is of real-life boxing. Movies and television are often about wish fulfillment—confirming on-screen our hopes, our dreams, and other lies we like to tell ourselves—and the aforementioned teaching-themed movies comfort us with the assurance that the teacher really did care about us as people, and we did, in the end, learn something valuable and useful in school. If we are parents, the movies soothe our anxieties by having us think that teachers who care are alive and well.

But if you want to get a realistic look at what teaching is like, movies aren’t going to help. You could talk to working teachers, be they family, friends, strangers or your own teachers, but remember two things when talking to people about their job: First, as a general rule, it is easier for most people to express complaints about their job than to articulate its rewards and satisfactions. Second, when you talk to a teacher, her experience is specific to the school, district, city, and state in which she works, as well as to her own background, experience, credentials, and proximity to retirement.

You may hear that teachers are unappreciated and that teaching is a thankless job. (Psst: Almost everyone, in every profession, feels unappreciated. Everyone from the lowliest beat police officer to the president of the United States feels like she isn’t shown enough gratitude or respect.)

You may hear that teachers are criminally underpaid. (Psst: When was the last time you heard someone complain, You know, to be fair, they really do give me too much money in this job?)

You may hear that the teaching profession does not attract the best and the brightest. (Psst: Have you read Dilbert lately? Incompetence can be found in every profession, company, department, and office.)

So how do you know if teaching is right for you and if you are right for teaching?

Ultimately, there’s only one way to find out: teach. And depending on how seriously you wish to pursue the profession, you may want to consider giving it more than one semester. In her book Ms. Moffett’s First Year: Becoming a Teacher in America, author Abby Goodnough identifies a school of thought that suggests that it takes a person between three and five years to truly get to the top of the teaching game—problem is, most people drop out before they clock three to five years.

Why?

Teaching is one tough job. There may be tougher jobs than being a teacher— the job of an emergency room doctor leaps to mind—but these jobs (because they are so difficult) are likely to require lengthy and intensive training. ER doctors, for instance, have to go through medical school and internships, which prepare them for what they face every day. Not a few people come into teaching with little or no training, preparation, or mentoring, and the natural result is a speedy burnout.

And pay? Sure, the only teachers driving to school in Jaguars are the stuck-up ones in the movies, who get what they deserve when the football team douses their car with paint, but given the challenges of teaching, you could double the pay for some people, and they’d still drop out.



The Best Advice I Ever Got 

I could fill another whole book with advice from teachers for teachers, but I have selected the tips that follow because they were the most helpful to me in my classroom career.

• Gauge your discipline. It’s easier to start the semester as Hitler and get nicer than vice versa.

• Call on students. If you address a question to the entire class, no one will answer, so don’t ask questions that way: Call on students regardless of whether they have their hands raised. Tell your students at the outset that you will ask direct questions directly. If you say “Somebody better raise their hand or I’m just going to start calling on people,” you sound petulant and threatening.

• Set clear grade expectations. Give the students—preferably in writing— a clear and concise guideline as to what constitutes an A paper, a B paper, and so on. You could even try letting the students themselves determine how their written work will be judged. Spend a class discussing what makes good writing. Break the students into discussion groups and have each group reach a consensus on two or three basic qualities of good writing. Put responses on the board, discuss them, and agree on the three most important qualities. Tell the class that these three qualities—e.g., succinct expression, perfect spelling, persuasive argument—will be the basis for judging their written work.

• Keep your distance. Once, after a class, a few of my best students invited me to attend a festival of some kind the school was holding that weekend: They seemed really excited at the prospect of my coming and hanging with them. Politely, I declined. Other teachers may disagree, but the best policy (and safest one for all parties) is for you to see your kids in the classroom and in office hours—period. This is true whether you teach grades K–12 or college. Anything else risks a compromise to the teacher–student relationship, and down that path lies madness. And lawyers.

• Have some class. On tests and in papers, some of your students are going to give you answers and statements that are so absurd or laughable, you’ll be tempted to share them with your teaching colleagues under the heading Students Say the Darnedest Things. Teachers get e-mails like this: dopey responses or sentences that are a comedy of errors. Your students may laugh at you behind your back and talk to their friends about what a dork you are, but that doesn’t mean you should do the same to them. Don’t become known as the teacher who holds up her own students as objects of scorn and smug, superior laughter.

• Leave the door open. Never hold office hours with the door closed. There is nothing a student needs to tell you that she cannot tell you with the door open a crack. Better safe than sorry.




Most people, when they take a new job, expect to hit their stride within the first month—two months on the outside. When that doesn’t happen in a teaching job, some people bag it and say teaching’s not for them.

But teaching itself may not be the whole problem. It could be that they’re not teaching the right material at the right level to the right kind of student in the right kind of school supervised by the right administrators in the right city in the right state.

Teacher, Test Thyself 

Simply saying I want to teach isn’t specific enough.

Do you want to teach in the United States or abroad?

Do you want to teach in the city or in the suburbs?

Do you want to teach full time, part time, as a substitute, or as a tutor?

Are you interested in teaching elementary, secondary, or high school?

Do you want to teach in a public school, a private school, or a prep school?

Do you want to teach in an all-girl school or an all-boy school?

Do you want to teach in a parochial school, a magnet school, or a charter school?

Do you want to teach in a vocational school?

Do you want to teach children in an accelerated program, children in special education, or children with a mix of physical and mental abilities?

Do you want to teach children of wealthy families or children of middle-class or underprivileged families?

Are you willing to be assigned to teach subjects you know nothing about? (It happens: I know a Spanish teacher who was assigned to teach a class in Latin, and she literally kept one chapter ahead of her students.)

Are you willing to live in a dorm with your students, as part of your teaching responsibilities? Are you willing to coach a sport, as part of those responsibilities?

How willing are you to relocate to a different town, city, or state to continue your career?

Of course, there’s no correct answer to any of the above questions, but there is an incorrect answer to all of them: It doesn’t make any difference.

When I considered teaching as a career, I had a pretty good mental image of the kind of teacher I wanted to be, but what your guidance counselor and the want ads don’t tell you is that what you teach, how you teach, and whom you teach will change from assignment to assignment, school to school, and class to class.

Example: You may have grown up being taught spelling or phonetics or grammar in a certain way—a way that you liked and that you would like to use when you become a teacher. By the time you get in a classroom, you may not have the liberty to choose or use that method. Why? Because the method that you were taught under is twenty years old. It’s out-of-date, old-fashioned, not the current pedagogy. You will likely have other teachers and administrators telling you how you will teach: Teach this subject, teach these skills, teach in this way, and (perhaps) teach to this test. You may have to collaborate with other teachers, or you may teach at a school that has a certain mission or style of teaching.

What’s more, regardless of what kind of teacher you become, you may find that the job title teacher is slightly misleading because it suggests that all you will be doing is teaching: i.e., drawing up a lesson plan, writing on the chalkboard, asking questions of the class, handing out assignments, and grading papers and exams.

Would that the job was that elementary, but not even teaching elementary school is that elementary.

Who Is the Teacher?

You are also a disciplinarian. You are a referee. You are a counselor, psychiatrist, nurse, detective.

You are a field trip
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