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A must-read for classroom teachers, for teacher leaders/mentors, for teachers—in-
training, and for teachers’ instructors. All great teachers know that there are five
essential things that they need to know and do to create a dynamic classroom. This
book answers the five “big questions.” In our current environment, teachers are
asking for help creating a dynamic classroom. There isn’t another book on the
market like it. This book is the answer to how to create a dynamic classroom that is
student-centered, engaging, relationship-building, goal-oriented, and lively.

—Edward DeRoche
Director, Character Education Resource Center
Department of Learning & Teaching, University of San Diego

Serena Pariser and Victoria Lentfer offer us exemplary classroom practices, teacher

wisdom, and a healthy dose of optimism. They encourage us to “take a deep breath”
and intentionally choose our next small step. The answers in this book can minimize

stress, help teachers avoid burnout, and improve teacher retention.

—Carol Pelletier Radford
Author of Teaching With Light, Mentoring in Action, and The First Years Matter

Serena Pariser and Victoria Lentfer’'s Answers to Your Biggest Questions About
Creating a Dynamic Classroom provides newer teachers with answers to common
questions that linger in the brain of a newer teacher. As a newer teacher myself, |
wish a book like this existed when | started out. This book is engaging, informative,
and so much more. If you know a new teacher, work with a new teacher, or are a
new teacher, this book is absolutely for you and will make the perfect gift for a new
teacher in your life. Each section includes helpful tips and is easily organized and
accessible. This book is truly an amazing guide for newer teachers, and | highly
recommend it as it will form the perfect basis for that exciting and powerful start of a
new journey. Teaching can be many things, but this book is truly a game changer for
anyone starting out.

—Susan Jachymiak
Teacher, Leader, and Author

Answers to Your Biggest Questions About Creating a Dynamic Classroom embraces
the need for engagement of both the student and the teacher. It's a book that not
only helps a student to thrive as a learner but also helps a teacher to thrive as a
coach, a guide, and a facilitator. Each chapter launches with an “Imagine This”
scenario, and then breaks down and deconstructs what makes that moment in the
classroom engaging and successful. The suggestions nod to what we all feel in

the moment of classroom stress and give alternate solutions that are efficient and
doable. This is a book that shares strategies for Monday, not someday.

—Heather Wolpert-Gawron
(aka “tweenteacher”)
Author of Just Ask Us: Kids Speak Out on Student Engagement
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ANSWERS ¢ Your
BIGGEST QUESTIONS Asbout




This book is dedicated to those who have chosen to enter this beautiful profession.
May your journey be one filled with immense gratitude.
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Imagine your class of 33 students entering the classroom. They immediately
know where to get their notebooks and other materials for class. They sit down
without disrupting their peers and begin to work on their question prompt.
They know this is the beginning-of-class routine and do it seamlessly without
any verbal reminder from you. They know how to do this because they have
had an opportunity to practice it and you have consistently done it every day
since the first week of school.

The bell rings; you come in from monitoring the hallway between classes
and observe all your students focused on their work. You proceed to take
attendance, then talk with Sam regarding his missing assignments, all while
students are quietly working on the question prompt you posted at the front of
the classroom. The co-teacher in your classroom walks around the room and
checks for completion of last night’s homework. The classroom vibe is happy;
students feel relaxed, comfortable, and valued. It’s a place both you and your
students want to be every day.

You begin the lesson with an anticipatory set that captures students’ attention,
a quick, five-minute introduction to the lesson topic. It engages the students
with an interactive role-play, images, and possibly manipulatives to consider—
not to answer questions but to lead them into thinking about the concepts. This
helps students start to predict what may be around the corner for the lesson. It
leaves them with a grand sense of anticipation because they hang on the edge
of their seats with more questions than answers. It leads them with curiosity
and prepares them for a journey of discovery.

You have captured your students, and now they are focused and want to learn;
so you dive into the lesson. You teach a 10- to 20-minute whole-group lesson,
and the students are practicing the concept afterward collaboratively. Your
students work really well together, and you have done extensive work behind
the scenes to teach this skill. You then indicate the behavior expectations for
partner work. They follow your instructions. There’s a sense of mutual respect
between you and your students. Students raise their hands when they need to
answer or ask a question. You observe your students helping other students
during partner and small-group work. Students use appropriate voice levels.
You finish the lesson by having the students complete an exit ticket to show
they understood the material. The bell rings, and the students file out of the
classroom as you tell them thank you and wish them a wonderful day. They
wish you the same.
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Your students know you post their assignment on the left-hand side of the board.
Your students can also turn in their work and put away their materials in an efficient
and orderly fashion. Your students do not feel pressured not to make a mistake,
because you have established a safe and inclusive classroom. They know they are
welcome because they can see themselves represented on the walls. Your students
know they can engage in conversations in a respectful manner.

All your students feel safe and supported. Your classroom is dynamic.
Imagine this as your reality.

What are the biggest questions teachers ask about creating a dynamic classroom?
The five main questions that title the five chapters in this book will serve as a guiding
framework for creating a dynamic classroom:

How Do | Build an Affirming Classroom Community?

How Do | Keep Students at the Center?

How Can | Design Effective, Fun, and Engaging Learning for Students?
How Can | Make Assessments Work for Me and My Students?

What Are the Things | Need to Know . . . But Are Rarely Discussed in a
Teacher Training Program?

Often we overlook what actually makes the fabric of a dynamic classroom and
spend our days “getting by and settling for a classroom that is just good enough.”
The majority of teachers report loving their job. Let’s hold on to that—even on days
when you’re not feeling your most dynamic self. (And if you are in the 4 percent who
don’t love your job, let’s see if we can get you back to the other side.) Let this book
be your coach, shoulder, and safety net. We’re here to dissect the five most critical
things you can address to have this type of classroom and overall more happiness
every day doing what you love to do. Let us get you on the right foot, or maybe get
back on the right foot. The advice in this book is research based and tried and true
in the experiences of teachers. You and your students deserve to be thriving instead
of surviving.

Each chapter provides practical guidance on what you need to succeed, answering
sub-questions about things like building routines, providing equitable classroom
management, planning lessons that allow for differentiation, using technology
effectively, minimizing off-task behaviors, and much more. And the final chapter
covers important areas that are often overlooked in teacher prep programs but can
make or break a teacher in their early career, such as communicating with parents,
asking for administrator support, and maintaining a healthy work/life balance.

WHAT IS A DYNAMIC CLASSROOM?

By this, in the simplest form, we mean that your classroom is a place of positivity,
and more importantly, it is full of energy. This energy could look like students almost
jumping out of their seats to answer a question during a debate, or it could look like
students focusing intensely on writing a personal narrative that creatively expresses
an important moment in their life. It could also look like students in a group having a
heated discussion on whether George made the right decision for Lenny at the end
of Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men.

Answers to Your Biggest Questions About Creating a Dynamic Classroom
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Regardless of how this energy looks, it is in a form that is the opposite of apathy
or disengagement. Yes, your dynamic classroom might be a bit louder than your
neighbor’s classroom sometimes, but that’s because your students are excited to
learn! In your dynamic classroom, learning is a social activity. Students can work
together without conflict, they feel emotionally supported to share ideas and
challenge each other, and there’s a constant buzz of excitement and energy in the
air during the lessons. A dynamic classroom is affirming and puts students, instead
of just the curriculum, in the center. This type of classroom brings student voice
into the lessons, and brings effective, fun, and engaging learning to students. A
dynamic classroom has well-planned curriculum that constantly assesses student
learning in creative and effective ways. In a dynamic classroom, the teacher fosters
relationships with the students and they know their teacher cares about them both
as human beings and as students.

WHO IS THIS BOOK INTENDED FOR?

If you are a new teacher, this book will set you up for success in the first few years,
when habits are formed. It’s really tough to unlearn bad teaching habits, and most
of us are guilty of forming at least one or two bad habits the first few years. Serena
recalls, for example, in her second year of teaching, a parent was so upset about her
daughter’s low grade in English class that the student’s mother, aunt, and friend all
came directly to her door while she was in the middle of teaching a class. Serena’s
entire class had to watch her get “told off” by these three adults. Serena feels that
if she’d had the answers that are in this book then, she would have known how to
diffuse an angry parent and how to collaborate with them to support the student
together. She also would have known to reach out earlier and what to say to the
parent before the situation escalated to such heated emotion. This is just one
example of how this book can help new teachers.

If you are an experienced teacher who wants support to create and sustain a more
dynamic classroom, the strategies in this book can get you there. Serena was lucky
enough to work with a mentor, who also happened to be her co-teacher, who helped
shape her from that teacher who was pretty good to a teacher who had a dynamic
classroom full of students excited and eager to learn. Just one example of this is in
Chapter 3, where highly engaging, fun, and collaborative learning strategies other
than direct instruction are explained. Including these types of strategies in Serena’s
lessons often was just one factor that had her students asking, “How do you make
teaching so fun, Ms. Pariser? We feel so happy while we are learning.”

If you are a mentor teacher, teacher leader, or teacher coach, this book can help
support you in leading newer teachers or teachers who need a little extra support

to create classrooms that are dynamic and where learning is brought to life. Serena
used to coach teachers and worked with a high school biology teacher who had a
strong mastery of science content but lacked the ability to form relationships with his
students because so many off-task behaviors were happening during the lesson. In
turn, the students didn’t appreciate his content mastery. It was a lose-lose situation.
The information in this book can help support teachers like this, who have student-
centered goals but aren’t sure how to achieve them. Perhaps, as a teacher leader,
you can use this book to support those teachers you are coaching, leading, and
mentoring. For example, in Chapter 2 you’ll find creative and effective ways teachers
can efficiently build relationships with their students with very little time or effort.

Introduction
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The teachers whom you work with also can learn that teachers who report having
strong relationships with their students report having 31 percent fewer behavioral
issues (Marzano et al., 2003).

If you are a teacher educator, this book is a visually appealing and engaging text
that can support preservice teachers in starting on the right foot. It can set them up
for success in being the teacher and having the classroom that so many visualize
when they enter education programs. For example, in Chapter 5, readers will learn
myriad solutions to issues that may arise that we don’t learn about in teacher prep
programs. For example, teacher prep programs rarely guide us on how to navigate
a difficult parent meeting; this is often an in-the-moment lesson learned through
trial and error, which can take an emotional toll on a teacher. Chapter 5, in just a few
pages, offers guidance and resources to help with parent communication and so
much more. How much better will our teachers of tomorrow be set up for success if
we can proactively prepare them for situations like this?

If you are changing professions into teaching, welcome! You have entered one of
the most noble professions. This book can help support you to create a dynamic
classroom right from the start to bring the content you know to a classroom of
students who are excited to learn. That takes a whole new set of skills. This could
range from knowing what students actually want in a lesson (which we cover in
Chapter 3) to knowing how to energize a sleepy class or calm down a wound-up
class (which we cover in Chapter 1).

“l know the best way to teach” . . . said no teacher ever. But there are aspects of
teaching that work over and over again to get that dynamic classroom. That’s what is
shared with you in this book.

We, along with all great teachers, know that there are five essential things you do
need to know about teaching to thrive and create a dynamic classroom. These
are things that might be missed in a teacher prep program, or even things we may
have overlooked as our workload piled up after year three or so and now we need
a gentle reminder, or just things we gloss over that are ever so important to our
effectiveness, well-being, and overall happiness as teachers.

Answers to Your Biggest Questions About Creating a Dynamic Classroom
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