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Beyond Content Expertise 
 
Posey (2019) relates a story of an attorney who taught high school civics after 20 
years as a Washington, D.C. lawyer and was exhausted before the end of the year 
and did not return to complete the year. I knew a man who was a college basket-
ball center, had a degree in education, became a sheriff, and taught high school 
social studies for just one year after 20 years as a sheriff.  
 
People think that they know about the role of a teacher because they have been 
students and observed many teachers. Some people have expertise in a subject 
but do not stay in education for five years. Teaching is not only about content 
expertise. It also is about the emotional work (Posey, p. 3).  
 
Recently, medical technology has been used to help us understand the working of 
the human brain. More is known about the interaction of learning and emotions 
than was known before. Emotion affects our understanding, focus, decisions, and 
memory (Posey, p.3).  
 
Positive learning 
Each lesson needs an objective, outcome, goal, or “I can” statement. This state-
ment needs to be explicit for the student. This statement written on the board in-
dicates to the student what to focus on for the next 30 minutes or more. This 
statement will guide the thinking of the student. In the ideal situation, the student 
will make predictions about what will come, will know where to pay attention, 
will plan action, and will take the desired action steps.  
 
Students respond more positively when they have choices (Posey, p. 14). In 
mathematics, teachers may choose five easy problems, five moderate problems, 
and five more difficult problems. Students may be required to choose four from 
the easy, three from the moderate, and two from the difficult. They may be al-
lowed to trade two easy for one difficult. The culminating project for lessons on 
PowerPoint presentations may be to prepare a five slide PowerPoint. The teacher 
may break a recent book read for ELA into 15 sections. Partners may sign-up to 
portray one of the sections in their PowerPoint. The teacher may develop guide-
lines for what needs to be on the five slides. 
 
If students are experiencing stress, the stress may release hormones that interfere 
with learning. For some students a high stress situation may be taking a test, read-
ing aloud, speaking in front of the class, or where they sit for lunch. Scientists 
have been able to measure the amount of stress hormones in the body of students 
during different situations. The teacher is challenged to balance learning in favor 
of a good challenge for the student but not to the point of stress and anxiety that 
impedes learning. The other end is not to make tasks so easy that students are 
apathetic and bored. Well designed instructional software aligned to New York 
State standards and capable of adjusting to the each student’s learning curve can 
be helpful in keeping students engaged with appropriate content.  
 
The emotional climate of a classroom will be influenced by how wrong answers 
are handled by the teachers and by classmates. It may be more difficult for a 
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teacher to build a supportive safe classroom environment with some groups of students than others. Each 
student brings their prior experience into the classroom as well as the teacher building the classroom 
environment. Students will be motivated to take risks in the future, if they have felt supported in the 
past. If the mistake is ridiculed or criticized by the teacher or classmates, the student may withdraw from 
future participation.  
 
The teacher of reading may need to distinguish between comprehension skills and decoding skills. The 
teacher may discover that a student has very good comprehension skills  when text to speech software is  
used to teach comprehension. The student may need to work from a lower level to develop decoding 
skills. Other students may be able to decode very well but not comprehend what the text is about. For 
other students the teacher may need to change the font size or the contrast of the text on the page.  
 
One popular notion is that students are left-brain or right-brain dominant. Recent brain research has 
shown the “plasticity of the brain or its ability to change based on use” (Posey, p.52). When one part of 
the brain becomes damaged, another part of the brain can take over the functions of the damaged part. 
Multiple parts of the brain are interconnected and intertwined in a learning task. Students use auditory, 
visual, phonologic, memory, and emotion networks at the same time in the classroom. The brain does 
have a structure. But the brain can change based on interactions with the environment. Carol Dweck’s 
growth mindset theory emphasizes the importance of hard work, experience, and practice rather than 
innate ability ( p. 66). Lev Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development theory emphasizes that guidance, 
scaffolds, and encouragement can increase a student’s level of optimal learning (p.68). 
 
Emotional energy 
Summer may be a time to reflect on the successes, weaknesses, and frustrations of the previous year of 
teaching. It may be the time not only to think about the content of instruction but also about the presen-
tation style of instruction. It is the presentation style that affects the emotions of the students and can set 
the emotional tone of the classroom. Is the teacher in a constant state of stress? Is the teacher making 
students’ feel stressful rather than engaged with an appropriate challenge? “Teaching is emotional 
work” (p.145). The teacher needs to develop a classroom environment that focuses on student growth 
and perseverance. Computer programs are effective at delivering content. It is the interaction between 
the student and the learning environment that drives the engagement of the student for learning (p.148). 
Summer is the time for teachers to rebuild the emotional energy needed throughout the school year for 
effective teaching and to plan for a positive learning environment in their classrooms.   
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