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situations. Substitute teachers must
decisions made stressful
time pressure. A second
dance can descend a sub's
into chaos.
comsimple actions become
The rock climber struggles to move his foot six inches
up; the substitute struggles to find the stapler.
uuoo1u1v

As in rock climbing-a pastime that
I certainly enjoy-substitutes find
themselves faced with difficult and
possibly dangerous situations.
I overheard a teacher talking about an incoming sub:
"The kids will eat him alive." Kids are almost expected to
behave poorly with a substitute in the classroom. Many
substitute teachers have stood at the front of the class and
wondered (or perhaps said aloud): "Why? Why are they so
mean to me?" In searching for an answer to this question, I
explored the unique, and often strained, dynamic between
the substitute teacher and the student, and between the
substitute and the educational system.

The Work Solution for the Non-Worker
Showing a remarkable lack of foresight, I did not pursue the education side of my English degree, so I returned
home with few career prospects. I did, however, have one
avenue still open to me: substitute teaching.
Though, at si.x o'clock in the morning, it took a great
deal of willpower to say "yes" to the vaguely threatening
voice of the substitute caller-the possibility of saying "no"
always hovered right on the horizon, somewhere near goback to sleep.
The "work when you feel like it" aspect of substitute
me into the fold. Sure, there are those
who when asked at six in the morning, "Do you love your
mother?" will reflexively blurt out a barely discernible,
"No." Substitute teaching, for them, will not be a good fit.
The ideal substitute is self motivated and has no desire for
or concrete scheduling.

Study the Ephemeral?
Substitute teaching does not dovetail into rigorous academic
Substitute
its very
nature, is unreliable and
of the

It took weeks to process

New

my
to
that
call. basic
tenant of substitute
is as follows: if you refuse the
first few calls, then you are forever labeled as the slacker
that you probably are anyway, and you will never be called
I was keen to say
I found my substitute
quite
because my dry
occurred in the latter
of a particularly harsh flu season. According to Ediger, "Approximately eight school days on the average are missed by
teachers each year due to illness" (3). If these teachers were
certainly were not calling me.
Throughout the course of the semester, I received only
one call. I subbed for a fifth grade computer class in District A. How was I to write this paper on substitute teaching ifI could not get into a school as a substitute? Luckily,
I met 21-year-old English education major and career
sub Eric Blazerson (not his real name). Eric is considered
the "super sub" at District X, as they can count on him to
substitute for any grade and any subject.

At Least They Aren't Throwing Their Desks
It seems almost self-evident that behavior problems
run hand in hand with substitute teaching. Many in the
realm of education attest to the hazards of subbing. AbdalHagg joked that "substitutes should receive combat pay
rather than the modest compensation typically meted out
to them" (2).
Efficient and controlled classroom management
can make the sub's day almost enjoyable; although, the
substitute's day is more likely to swing the other direction,
toward disorder and chaos. Inserting a substitute into the
classroom tends to destabilize the relationship between
the student and the teacher. This imbalance affects student
behavior in the same way a fire drill would: the unexpected
or foreign occurrence throws the day out of whack. If a
disruption of school routine occurs while substituting, the
chances for poor behavior increase. \Vhen he is substituting, Eric dreads fire drills, CAT testing, assemblies, and
anything that might validate the following statement: "If
the day is altered in any degree, then they will be wild."
Poor behavior stems from disruption. Abdul-Hagg
"classroom management as the
challenge
faced
a substitute" (2). This was certainly the case in
a second grade class I observed in District X. This class
had all of the trappings inherent to a second grade class:
colorful wall art, desks in groups, and a 1-,ruinea pig named
Petunia. In the first two hours of Eric's
ment, I wrote in my notes:
so
attendance had not been sent down
able to work the an-enaa;rzce Tu1un•nn

of Education

Eric picks a kid to send the attendance down to the
efface, but everyone yells, 'Ross is the messenger, R oss
is the messenger.' E ric amends his statement to send
R oss to the office- in the meantime, six students
have gotten up and most are near their book bags
and backp acks. One student throws his bag on the
floor and yells. Total time f rom quiet reading to the
throwing efthe bag: about 30 seconds.

I observed a ninth grade class taught by a seasoned
teacher that serves as an interesting control to the disruptions in a class taught by a substitute. Peter Arndt has
been teaching Area Studies for over 20 years, and his class
functions like an efficient machine. No disruptions were
evident. The kids sat in quiet repose the entire time.

I was amazed by the decibel level. How can
12 kids, all with developing vocal cords,
make such a powerful noise?
A few weeks later, Eric accepted a week-long assignment for a sixth grade math class. The students were
assig ned group work about modes (the number occurring
most frequently in a set of numbers) . On this first day,
Eric followed the teacher's instructions specifically: first
the students were to be put into groups, next the students
were to list things in which they are interested (i.e. animals,
music groups, etc. ), and finally the students were to poll
everyone in the class as to their own person al interests.
From the beginning of the lesson, classroom management
broke down . Students wandered about aimlessly, while Eric
tried to corral the group by repeating directions over and

over. No one was listening. The last element of the lesson,
the polling, presented an educational stumbling block. I
was amazed by the decibel level. H ow can 12 kids, all with
developing vocal cords, make such a powerful noise?
The noise in the classroom reached incredible proportions, so much so that the next-door teacher came into
Eric's class. She walked straight to Eric and asked "Does
Mrs. X want you to be doing this?"
Eric gasped: "Yes she does," and showed her the
lesso n plan .
M aybe it was her simple presence or maybe it was
the harsh tone in her voice, but upon seeing the seasoned
teacher, the students instantly became quiet. They stayed
quiet fo r about five minutes after she left, at which point,
the noise began to crescendo again. The presence of a credible teacher in the classroom brought the students back
under control-that is, until she left.
Eric was to teach the same noise- enhancing lesson
again the next day, to a different group of sixth graders.
Aware of the possible tinderbox of volume, Eric skewed
the teacher's instructi ons. In this class, the students did not
change groups. M ost importantly, the students passed their
surveys from one group to another, with no student getting
out of his seat. These changes in the lesson brought about
amazing results: whereas the loud class did not finish the
activity, this class fini shed with 25 minutes to spare.
During these two days, Eric showed that a substitute
must be able to improvise when the current situation is not
working. In the case of the first math lesson, Eric followed
the lesson plans exactly and chaos resulted. Eric had the
confi dence and the wherewithal to change the lesson plans.
A less-established substitute might have stuck with the
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louder activity. Eric knew he had the ready support of M rs.
X and other teachers in District X . He knew his decisions carried the same weight as those of a regular teacher.
The confidence Eric drew upon to change the plans was
bolstered by his positive relationship with the faculty. He
explained that, "As a substitute, you need teachers to back
you up. For me, more teachers do than don't."
Unlike Eric, I lacked these reinforcements during my
subbing day at District A- and the differences are quite
telling. The lesson plans left for me could be best described
as cryptic, and I continually had to ask for help from others
in the building (who were somewhat less than helpful). I
felt distinctly alone, and out on an educational limb.
The lesson plans were rife with undefined words
and phrases such as "TTL" and "Pass out Spring Illus
infolder-open MS Paint incorporate illustration (sloppy)
onto paint."
That day I wrote: "I am navigating without the compass of a readable lesson plan, going any way that allows me
to progress, any way without an insurmountable obstacle.
I know that I am not forwarding the lesson plans-but I
hope I am not going backward."
Of course, the students during my substitute teaching assignment behaved poorly. They sensed my confusion
and my lack of support. And why would they treat me like
a normal teacher? Since I did not know what the class
was supposed to do, I certainly wasn't acting like one. So,
poor student behavior permeates the world of the substitute. This behavior stems from classroom disruptions, and
inadequate support-both in the form of inadequate lesson
plans, and the throw-him-to-the-wolves mentality among
the faculty.

The lack of respect afforded a substitute is no secret.
Abdal-Hagg illustrates the predominant attitude among
those in education regarding substitutes: "problems [for
substitutes J include .. . the perception by students, parents,
and colleagues that substitutes are merely babysitters or
pinch hitters" (2).
I asked Bill Lander, superintendent for the Belmont
Schools: "are substitutes viewed as 'fill-ins' or as credible
teachers?"
He replied: "I shamefully say that most are viewed as
'fill-ins ."'
So, faculty tends to undervalue substitutes, yet respect
is fundamental to a substitute's effectiveness in the classroom. If those in the school respect you, they will be more
willing to help you. Unfortunately, teachers and administrators dole out support on an inconsistent basis. Lander
explained that respect, "depends on the sub and the involvement that the person has in the school." Eric, by virtue
of his solid relationship with those at District X, tends to
receive more respect and therefore more support. Substitutes who only fill in for one day, such as I did at District
A , are less likely to garner this kind of support.
Finally, how do the students view the substitute in the
school hierarchy? The teacher next to Eric's classroom, before her intervention into the loud math class, said "Good
morning Eric, how are you?" Perhaps it was an unconscious
slip, but by addressing Eric by his first name, she reinforced
the notion that the substitute does not hold as much clout
as a teacher. Because the substitute is less likely to be
treated like a real teacher, his assertions are less likely to be
interpreted as being from a real teacher.

The Power Inversion
What, You Are the Teacher?
At District A, I experienced a stark example of the
substitute's place in the school hierarchy. I wrote in my notes:
The paraprefessional in the class did not treat me like
a real teacher-she went into 10 minutes ofclassroom
procedures and then asked 'by the way, what is your
name?' Interestingly, the paid custodian came in and
warmly introduced himse!fto me with an unprompted
show of respect and understanding.

In terms of status, substitutes rank somewhat below an
aide, but somewhat above the custodian. Certainly the substitute does not reach the level of a teacher. Indeed, when
I strolled the halls during my day as a sub, my friendly
glances to the teachers only elicited blank, slightly acidic
stares. While most teachers acknowledge the difficulty
embodied in subbing, they do so with an up-turned nose:
"I could never sub. I don't know how they do it." Some
paraprofessionals also harbor negative feelings toward
substitutes. An aide in Eric's sixth grade class described her
experience with other substitutes: "Some subs are so bad
that I do not subject my [special ed.] kids to it. They do the
same work but somewhere else."

Banner and Cannon illustrate how authority is
established in the classroom: "authority is acquired and
accumulated. It is rarely innate . .. Teachers gain authority in the classroom through practice and experience" (26) .
"Real" teachers have the opportunity to develop and define
their authority over the course of the year. The substitute
who coldly enters a foreign classroom lacks experience with
classroom minutiae, such as who takes attendance to the
office or what "TTL" means.
Without this knowledge, the substitute looks to those
who do have a working understanding of the classroom
environment: the students. Though the teacher might be
reluctant to admit that he has "power" over the students,
some students will certainly relish their newfound credibility, their newfound power. Therefore, the substitute teacher
finds himself on the wrong side of a power inversion. He is
supposed to have the authority of the teacher, yet does not
have knowledge of the classroom. The students have this
knowledge, knowledge that their teacher lacks.
Behavior issues result when the substitute tries to
impart a different classroom procedure. While Eric subbed
for the second grade class, the lesson plans called for

70
New Hampshire Journal of Education

song time. Eric expressed to me his dislike of song time. I
agreed. Yet when he tried to skip song time and move on
to their spelling assignment, a mass uproar resulted. The
second graders were not to be denied their song time: the
second graders held the power.
Students waste no time testing the new substitute. At
the beginning of the math lesson, a girl asked Eric: "Can
we use a calculator for the non-calculator problems?"
Eric said, almost reflexively, "No."
Walking back to her desk, she replied: "He's good."
Here the student was exploring the power differential
between herself and the substitute. Rather than hesitating,
Eric instantly said "no," thereby reinforcing his awareness
of the classroom procedures. Both Eric and the student
were aware of the possible implications of a "yes" answer:
Eric would loose his credibility. The power structure would
have inverted.
Classroom disruptions occur when the power structure
inverts. If a student believes that she has more power than
usual, she may use this newfound power to disrupt the
class. I do not mean to suggest that all students, when given
authority, will disrupt. The uneasy imbalance of power,
however, creates an environment in which disruptions are
more likely to occur.

What Can Be Done?
A substitute's job is a difficult one; however, steps
can be taken in order to decrease behavior problems and
brighten the subst!tute's often dim day. Behavior problems
flourish in instances where respect and support have been
lacking. Treating a substitute with the proper amount of respect will help ease the tensions inherent in the classroom.
Most importantly, a substitute needs support.
Support comes in many forms, but a substitute should,
first and foremost, have access to proper lesson plans. A
good lesson plan can be used as rudder, guiding the substitute through the tumultuous waters of a school day. The
more detailed the plan, the more authority available to the
substitute. While I was subbing, I relied on information
given to me from students because of the lackluster lesson
plans. I found the students, however, to be an unreliable
source, and I wrote in my notes: "When the kids are asked
where they have left off [in their reading books], I seem to
get five different answers from four different kids."
An adequate lesson plan should not assume that the
substitute has any prior knowledge of classroom proceedings: "Don't just tell the sub 'lunch duty,' but give directions
as to what they are looking for and who to go to if there is
a major problem" (Harland l). The substitute should have
access to the timeline of the class, and the goals of the day:
"It is necessary for the regular teacher to leave a listing of
what has been covered in class previously and what the
objectives are for the substitute teacher to pursue" (Ediger
3). It is critical for the sub to know the objectives, so he can

improvise a new path to the goal if classroom management
descends into chaos.
The substitute should also have the support of those
around him. He should not feel intimidated or belittled.
He should be able to enlist the help of other teachers, the
principal, and the vice principal. If the establishment builds
a relationship with the substitute, he will know that he is
not alone, that he has not been thrown to the wolves. Students will not respect the substitute teacher unless others
in the educational system respect the substitute teacher. A
cavalier attitude from teachers and administrators produces
a similar attitude in students.
Substitute teaching might rival rock climbing on a
certain thrill-and-danger level, but the rewards are not so
elevated. The rock climb ends at the summit. All of the toil
and struggle suddenly ceases, and the view commands all
attention. I have fond memories of setting weary, proud
eyes to a horizon that looks subtly different from the top
of a rock spire. The goal accomplished, a smile breaks out
across a dirty face.
Substitute teaching, on the other hand, rarely leads to
such a tangible conclusion, save for the bell at the end of the
school day. That day at District A, I did not effect change,
nor did I reach any students on a deep, meaningful level. No
student injured himself, so on the most basic level, I succeeded. Ifl was shown more respect, from both the teachers
and the students, my day might have been different.
Luckily though, I, like many other subs, am not defined by my job. How could one define oneself by saying, "I
fill in for someone else"? Leaving the school, I had the impression that I had not succeeded, that I had simply escaped.
I could feel the subtle glow of teaching responsibility fade.
That is, until the next subbing call tomorrow or the day
after tomorrow or the day after the day after tomorrow ...
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