
Chapter 1

The Challenge Before You

O NE OF THE GREAT “TEACHING” FILMS is Stand and Deliver. 

It’s a typical education story. An optimistic math teacher, Jaime Es-
calante, starts his career at a dibcult urfan school. Many ow the students are 
associated gith vanvs and criminal actiYity. Feg ow them care afout school, 
much less afout mathematics.

?et in the course ow the moYie’s tgo-hour runtime, Escalante successwully 
gins the students oYer and teaches them colleve-leYel calculus, proYinv all the 
doufters gronv. 

Sounds vreat, rivhtx
Eqcept the truth isn’t kuite so rosy. 
In reality, it tooP Escalante eivht years to fuild his math provram to the 

point ghere he could vet his students to pass the AD Calculus eqam, Yersus the 
tgo-year timeline shogn in the ;lm. 

Additionally, he and his principal lafored wor years to deYelop weeder pro-
vrams in the eivhth and ninth vrade that ekuipped students gith essential 
prerekuisite sPills, liPe alvefra, veometry, and statistics.

Kid Escalante still meet the ;lm’s core premisex 
Sure. 
Kid he do it in a dramatic, Hollygood-washionx 
Not eqactly. 
As you’ll discoYer in your ogn career, the truth afout teachinv is much 

messier and nuanced than any motion picture can reYeal. 
First ow all, there are the students. Most ow your Pids gill fe perwectly ;ne, 

eYen wantastic1 fut a small percentave gill maPe it their mission to entertain their 
peers, thus disruptinv your carewully desivned lessons. 

Then there is the eYer-chanvinv landscape ow education itselw. The ;eld is 
algays reactinv to a froad ranve ow wactors such as discoYeries in fest practices, 
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deYelopments in child psycholovy, and chanves in district or state leadership. 
These challenves may seem liPe the most dibcult ofstacles you gill wace in 

fuildinv a :oywul teachinv career, fut ghat I’Ye wound is much di…erent. 
The hardest thing about teaching won’t be managing the students or 

the climate; it will be managing yourself. 
I didn’t Pnog this ghen I fevan my teachinv career. I gas wocused on all the 

eqternal challenves, and it nearly froPe me. 
Vhen I fevan teachinv, I nearly kuit wrom the wrustration. It gasn’t wor lacP 

ow e…ort3 I spent hours preparinv wor each day in the classroom. I deYeloped 
clear eqpectations and classroom rules, postinv them and holdinv discussions 
gith students afout their importance. I tried to skuash disruptions and redirect 
o…-tasP fehaYiors, wolloginv the common gisdom ow pedavovy. I read all the 
fooPs that others recommended. I eqperimented gith eYery technikue.

Yet every day I went home exhausted, angry, and defeated. 

Some days, teaching will not feel like the dream job you thought it 
was. 

Kespite my concentrated prowessionalism, some ow my students continued to 
maPe teachinv a liYinv nivhtmare. They interrupted my lessons fy talPinv, vet-
tinv up, passinv notes, throginv pencils and paper gads, maPinv inappropriate 
:oPesB. The list voes on and on ow thinvs that made my head throf in stresswul 
pain day awter day. 

Vorse, each class had its ogn small set ow trouflemaPers. I had neYer met 
younv people so committed to maPinv liwe agwul wor someone else. They gere 
leeches wor attention, seeminvly unafle to drag a freath githout sgirlinv 
around and tappinv, ghisperinv, touchinv, vivvlinv, vraffinv, felchinv, sgear-
inv, lurchinv, and other perworminv other fodily wunctions.

They neYer gaited wor an ideal moment to do it, either. Instead, they seemed 
to Pnog exactly ghen I gas most Yulnerafle. They could sense the point in 
my instruction ghen I reached a point ow vreat importance, the Pey detail or 
taPeagay that gould maPe or freaP the success ow the lesson. 

That is ghen they gould striPe. 
I did ghat you’d profafly do3 Correct them. Redirect. Try to fe polite. 
Derek, please raise your hand so you don’t interrupt! 
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Cassandra, please respect your shoulder partner’s personal space.
Jamie, could you remember to excuse yourself quietly?
The harder I tried to put out ;res, the more they spread gith apocalyptic 

afandon.
Vithin a weg months ow startinv, I gas desperate. I asPed my colleavues and 

administrators, and they vaYe me some fooPs. I read them all coYer-to-coYer and 
tried implementinv the suvvested chanves to my approach.

Nothinv gorPed.
As Christmas approached durinv my ;rst year ow teachinv, I could farely 

summon the strenvth to liwt my head each morninv as I trudved across the parP-
inv lot togard my classroom. I gasn’t cut out wor this. I gas doinv eYerythinv 
“rivht.”

Vasn’t Ix
I decided the proflem gasn’t the Pids. 
It was me. 
4ut I didn’t reali!e this in a positiYe sense, the sense ge’re voinv to eqplore 

in this fooP. I tooP a pessimistic, critical perspectiYe. I felieYed that some 
people0other people0possessed a viwt wor successwul classroom manavement. 
Somehog I had missed out on this mysterious sPill durinv my ogn education 
and teacher preparation process. 

My peers seemed to fe thriYinv, fut I could farely vet the teenavers to stay 
seated and kuiet wor an entire class period. 

Somehog, vuys liPe Jaime Escalante had ;vured out hog to taPe larve vroups 
ow rogdy Pids and vet them to master calculus.

I welt liPe a wailure. VhateYer lowty ideals had led me to this prowession gere 
clearly vone nog. 

Vhat gas I supposed to dox Vas there some mavic fooP I could read, or 
traininv I could attend, that gould maPe me talented at the hardest parts ow 
teachinvx 

Or gas I doomed to hate my career wor the rest ow my daysx

The Problem With Teacher Prep Programs

TO 4ECOME A TEACHER, you spend a lot ow time, enervy, and liPely 
money. ?ou sat wor a handwul ow intense courses on child deYelopment, psychol-
ovy, learninv theory, and the Yarious sciences ow pedavovy. ?ou participated in 
internships, shadoginv master teachers and tryinv to do the :of yourselw in a 
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limited capacity. 
All ow these eqperiences are not only important, fut critical to a successwul 

career in education. 
But they fail to prepare you for the greatest challenge in teaching, and 

this is why so many teachers get burned out and quit. 
I’m not sayinv these teacher preparatory provrams are completely froPen1 

I’m sayinv they don’t place the proper emphasis on the most critical component 
ow a successwul approach to teachinv. 

?ou’ll learn all there is to Pnog afout Diavet, zyvotsPy, Ericsson, and Maslog. 
?ou’ll memori!e eYery fu!!gord there is to learn afout instructional methods, 
cooperatiYe learninv, gritinv, thinPinv, kuestioninv, and so on. Shoulder part-
ner. ThinP-pair-share. Mnemonic deYices wor arvumentatiYe paravraphs. 

?ou’ll fecome a galPinv, talPinv lifrary ow educational triYia. 
4ut this still doesn’t prepare you wor the real challenve ow the classroom3 

KeliYerinv all this content to the students consistently and sustainafly oYer 
decades. 

I’m not talPinv afout lesson desivn, either. I’Ye met do!ens ow vreat lesson 
desivners gho gere terrifle teachers0or, put another gay, they gere terrifle 
at successwully deliYerinv the lessons in a gay that gorPed wor them and the 
students. 

I had a colleavue gho liPed to say, “Teachinv gould fe vreat iw it gasn’t wor 
the students5” 

VhateYer your opinion on such a statement mivht fe, it reYeals a hidden 
feliew3 That teachinv is afout desivninv feautiwul lessons and actiYities, not 
;vurinv out hog to connect content to the Pids in meaninvwul gays. 

It also felies the wact that this teacher gas wrustrated gith inappropriate 
responses wrom her students that made the learninv enYironment chaotic. 4e-
tgeen her carewul lesson desivn, and ghateYer TEK TalPs she’d feen viYinv 
them, the needle gasn’t moYinv. 

That means there’s a vood chance she was getting burned out. 
This is the problem with most teacher prep programs: They create 

lesson planners and motivational speakers, not teachers. 
EYery year, tens ow thousands ow frilliant, passionate, and hivhly motiYated 

prowessional lesson planner-speaPers enter the education gorPworce. They fe-
lieYe in their hearts that they care afout Pids and gant to maPe a di…erence, and 
they’re ready to vet in the trenches and do the hard gorP. 

4ut githin wour years, nearly W7– ow them gill fe planninv their eqit stratevy. 
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Almost halw gill state that the pressure ow motiYatinv students is maPinv them 
weel furnt out. WU– gill claim that the social and emotional needs ow students are 
gearinv them dogn, vrindinv agay their afility to do the :of wor much lonver. 

I’m not sayinv vreat lessons aren’t important1 I’m sayinv that vreat lessons 
don’t haYe the impact ge thinP they do. 

I also don’t intend to say that you shouldn’t try to motiYate students or viYe 
them a short pep talP wrom time to time. 

But I truly believe that 9lms like Stand and Deliver, motivational 
speeches in 9lms and television, and our own heroic fantasies lead us 
to spend %%- of our energy trying to transform our students’ lives via 
lecture. 

As ge gill see, this rarely gorPs. Mayfe it gorPed wor you in your youth, fut 
it almost neYer gorPs wor classrooms ow W6(—7 teenavers. 

I don’t say this to fe a cynic or “realist.” I say it fecause I’Ye discoYered ghat 
actually gorPs, and I gant to saYe you tremendous amounts ow sgeat and tears. 

So iw fecominv a master ow pedavovy isn’t the ansger, and goginv the Pids 
gith compellinv speeches isn’t either, then ghat isx 

Why Teaching is Hard

EzER?ONE 2NOVS TEACHING IS HARK. 
4ut I gant to press into this and asP, Why? Vhy is teachinv so hardx 
There isn’t one “ofYious” ansger. 
Some gill say the Pids. Some gill lament “froPen” households, social media 

use, or the freaPdogn ow societal morals. Others gill flame puflic education 
and somethinv afout it they ;nd trouflesome. 

All ow these ansgers may fe true, dependinv on your state, school, and vroup 
ow students. 

4ut it can’t fe true wor eYeryone. In other gords, none ow these thinvs eqplain 
ghy teachinv gill fe hard for you. 

Teachinv isn’t hard fecause ow some vreat eqternal wactor. 
Teaching is hard because it forces you to reckon with the gaps in your 

selfPcontrol. 
EYery :udvment call rekuires discernment. 
EYery interaction rekuires Pindness and gisdom. 
EYery interruption rekuires patience and vrace. 
EYery sudden chanve0and there gill fe many0rekuires kuicP-thinPinv, 
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cleYerness, and a dash ow humility. 
Teachinv isn’t afout the lessons or the speeches. 
Teaching is about Uowing with the volatile humanity all around you. 
Lessons help. Rhetoric can, too. 
4ut nothinv gill empoger you wor success as a teacher more than a rocP-solid 

personal constitution. 
Goinv worgard, ge’ll call this constitution your 8nshaPeafle Dresence. 

The Unshakeable Presence

NOTHING IN TEACHING matters nearly as much as maintaininv an 8n-
shaPeafle Dresence. A teacher gith a nerYous, erratic, suspicious, unwriendly, 
and dewensiYe Dresence is not :ust shaPeafle1 they’re unpredictafle, erratic, a 
time fomf. 

4ut teachers gith calm, consistent, compassionate, and con;dent Dresence 
are ready wor anythinv. They geather storms and ride gaYes ow enervy wrom 
their students liPe prowessional surwers. They neYer oYerreact fut algays remind 
students that they are there, listeninv and gatchinv, Peepinv thinvs voinv. 

Vhat is an “8nshaPeafle” Dresence, thenx Ve’ll div into its wour main com-
ponents soon0Con;dence, Of:ectiYity, Relationship-Focus, and Ekuanimi-
ty0fut wor nog, thinP ow it as your ability to calmly, fairly, and profesP
sionally handle any situation without sacri9cing your connection with 
students. 

Students instinctiYely gant to Pnog ghether you are a sawe, unshaPeafle 
teacher, or an unsawe, unpredictafle teacher. 

In the classroom ow an unshaPeafle teacher, students weel a clear sense ow peace 
and comwort. They weel wree to “fe themselYes” and taPe creatiYe and intellectual 
risPs. They weel Pnogn and accepted and respond to redirection venerally gell. 

?et in the classroom ow a chaotic or unpredictafle teacher, that sense ow sawety 
eYaporates and is replaced gith a heaYy wov ow uncertainty and tension. They’re 
not sure ghat they’re voinv to vet, so they tend to adopt a “;vht or 9ivht” men-
tality. Either they’re playinv it sawe0and aYoidinv any healthy risP-taPinv0or 
they’re preparinv wor the impendinv conwrontation that eYeryone “Pnogs” is 
cominv. 

This dichotomy is the most important element of teaching. #eriod, 
full stop.

Either you gill fe unshaPeafle, and therewore the Pind ow teacher gith ghom 
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students thriYe, or you gill fe an unpredictafle source ow uncertainty and 
tension. 

This alone determines not only your success and happiness as a teacher, fut 
ghether or not most students gill thriYe in your classroom. It alone decides hog 
most ow your days gill vo. It sets you on a course togard :oy, or a descent into 
furnout. 

Iw you gant to haYe a vreat career in education, then this is the ;rst and most 
important priority3 Estaflishinv your 8nshaPeafle Dresence. 

Why We Need a Book About This

This concept may seem ofYious. ?ou may fe gonderinv, Do we really need a 
book about this? 

As ge’Ye seen, most teacher preparation provrams don’t talP afout this. Iw 
they do, they do so in friew, passinv moments. Students are eqpected to assemfle 
their philosophy ow Dresence piecemeal, vraffinv fits wrom one prowessor and 
another, wrom one eqperience or teqtfooP and another, in the midst ow wocused 
pedavovical study.

This book is exclusively about how one builds, establishes, and mainP
tains their 1nshakeable #resence. 

It is not afout methodolovy, theory, or fest practices in pedavovy. My as-
sumption is you haYe read and gill read plenty afout this in your traininv and 
prowessional deYelopment. 

This fooP is also not afout many ow the other issues in the gorld ow edu-
cation3 Standardi!ed testinv1 disciplinary procedures1 response to interYention1 
Envlish wor speaPers ow other lanvuaves1 Special Education1 colleve admissions1 
and so on. 

It is about the A- thing that will determine not only your success, but 
your joy, as a teacher: .n 1nshakeable #resence. 

To my Pnogledve there is no other fooP that teaches this. No other fooP, 
course, podcast, Yideo series, or traininv provram teaches ghat this fooP teach-
es. That is ghy I felieYe it isn’t :ust important fut absolutely necessary that I share 
this gith you. 

4ecause too many teachers are kuittinv. 
They’re leaYinv schools or the prowession Mafout W7– per year, nationgideN, 

and they’re kuietly kuittinv fy stayinv in the ;eld fut viYinv up on maPinv a 
di…erence in it. They’re viYinv up on their passion and the hope that the gorP 
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can, and should, fe :oywul. 
Teachers matter; you matter. 
And iw you gant to fe a part ow a thriYinv veneration ow educators that are 

ekuipped wor the challenves ahead, you need to fe proYided gith stratevies 
that are proYen to gorP. Not platitudes wrom the jPO7s and P7s that gorPed 
wor our worefears. Not tactics that Pept students motiYated fewore the ave ow 
smartphones and TiPToP. Not theoretical concepts wrom “eqperts” gho haYen’t 
tauvht a real class ow teenavers in decades0or actually tauvht at all. 

Vhat ge need is an approach that can 9eq ghile remaininv steadwast. Ve need 
a methodolovy ow pedavovy that acPnogledves the dibcult realities ow teachinv 
in the mid-Tgenty First Century, ghile simultaneously raisinv the standard and 
demandinv more wrom our students fecause they can do it. 

Clearly ghat has come fewore isn’t gorPinv as gell as ge’d hoped. 
My voal gith this fooP is to chanve that.

How to Thrive and Not Just Survive

M? GOAL VITH THIS 4OO2 is simple3 To empoger you gith the wrame-
gorP, stratevies, and copinv mechanisms to thriYe in the gorld ow education. 

Vhether you’re a frand-neg teacher straivht out ow colleve, a sufstitute 
gorPinv your gay togard a wulltime position, or a seasoned prowessional step-
pinv in to help hogeYer you can, I gant you to thriYe, not :ust surYiYe ghile 
treadinv proYerfial gater. Too many teachers are furninv out as they try to 
maPe it to summer or Christmas freaP. Some are polishinv their resumes and 
hopinv their education sPills are transwerafle enouvh to vet a vood :of in a 
di…erent ;eld. 

This freaPs my heart. 
There’s nothinv gronv gith leaYinv teachinv if that’s the best path for you. 
4ut iw you’re unsure0iw you weel that God or the uniYerse has viwted you gith 

a unikue set ow sPills that fene;t younv people0I fev you to trust me and div 
deeper into this fooP.

The gorld needs vreat teachers liPe you. 2ids need vreat role models, adults 
gho shog ekuanimity, Pindness, courave, and compassion.

These Pids need an adult liPe you in their liYes. 
4ut wor that to happen, you must fe properly ekuipped and worti;ed. ?ou 

need proYen, time-tested stratevies that gill Peep you voinv ghen times are 
harder than eYer. 
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That’s eqactly ghat you’re afout to discoYer in the cominv chapters. 
None ow this is suvvested in a Yacuum. Nothinv I haYe to say comes wrom 

the comwort ow an administrator’s obce ghere I’m shielded wrom the daily 
dibculties ow interactinv gith children. I’m literally gritinv these gords awter 
a wull day in the classroom gith real students in a real puflic school. I’Ye feen 
in the trenches wor nearly —7 years, and I’Ye spent eYery one ow them in teachinv 
roles, wace-to-wace gith students.

I gant you to felieYe in the poger ow vreat teachers and gho fuild an 8n-
shaPeafle Dresence. I gant you to felieYe in your ogn unikue viwts that empoger 
you to fe a tremendous worce wor the vood ow younv people. 

And I gant you to felieYe in your afility to learn and vrog in areas ghere you 
are currently not as stronv1 this is crucial fecause no one maintains a perwect, 
8nshaPeafle Dresence eYery day ow eYery year. 

EYerythinv I’m afout to share can fe learned and practiced. EYery principle 
and stratevy and tactic is usafle fy anyone and eYeryone. This is not, liPe I weared, 
a mysterious sPill or viwt that some are forn gith and others are not. 

Trust me3 It gill fe the di…erence fetgeen surYiYinv and thriYinv. 4etgeen 
success and wailure. 

4etgeen loYinv your career and hatinv it. 
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Key Takeaways

  The Hollygood Yersion ow teachinv viYes a walse impression ow hog 
kuicPly a teacher can vet results or maPe an impact. Escalante needed 
eivht years and a weeder provram, not one inspirinv semester.

  Teacher preparation fuilds lesson planners and motiYational speaPers, 
fut it rarely Mor sometimes neYerN addresses the one thinv that decides 
ghether you last3 Hog you estaflish your 8nshaPeafle Dresence.

  The hardest thinv afout teachinv gill not fe manavinv the students 
or the climate. It gill fe manavinv yourselw.

  Teachinv is hard fecause it worces you to recPon gith the vaps in 
your ogn selw-control. EYery :udvment call, interruption, and sudden 
chanve asPs somethinv ow your character fewore it asPs anythinv ow 
your pedavovy.

  The sinvle Yariafle that determines your success, your :oy, and ghether 
your students thriYe is your 8nshaPeafle Dresence. ?ou are either a 
steady, sawe adult, or you are an unpredictafle source ow tension. There 
is no third option.

Practice Winning By: Naming the Real Problem

ThinP facP to your gorst day in a classroom. Vrite dogn ghat happened in 
three parts3 the eYent, your reaction, and the outcome. 4e honest afout the 
middle one. Most teachers descrife the eYent in detail, descrife the outcome in 
detail, and sPip past their ogn reaction as iw it gere ineYitafle. It gas not. 

Circle your reaction and asP a sinvle kuestion3 If I had responded differently, 
would the outcome have changed? 

ThinP deeply afout the ansger. The vap fetgeen the eYent and the outcome 
is the only territory you actually control, and it is ghat the rest ow this fooP is 
afout.


