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FOCUS NURTURING NEW TEACHERS

Each August, Greece Central 
School District, in northern 
New York, hosts a new 
teacher induction program 
for all new hires, designed by 

the director of professional learning and 
a large, diverse committee. The district’s 
longstanding new teacher induction 
model suddenly changed when the 
COVID-19 pandemic forced schools to 
close abruptly in March 2020. 

Initially, we faced questions about 
how to prepare a remote program if 
we weren’t able to meet in person and 
how to support new teachers as they 
navigated a hybrid teaching model. 
When schools reopened, these challenges 
shifted, and new ones emerged. 

The national teacher shortage that 
had been predicted for years began 
to impact our students directly, and 
experienced teachers began retiring or 

leaving in increasing numbers. We had 
a pronounced need for new teachers 
and faced the challenge of scaling our 
support to larger numbers. 

As a result of these shifts, we rapidly 
transformed the way we support our 
new and novice teachers. Positive 
changes in how our district supports, 
develops expertise in, and retains highly 
qualified and satisfied new teachers are 
here to stay.

COVID-19 
reshaped 
new teacher 
induction — 
FOR THE BETTER

BY ELIZABETH SIMONS, SHEILA B. ROBINSON, AND MARGUERITE DIMGBA
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UNDERSTANDING OUR TEACHERS
The first step in adapting our 

support was understanding the teachers 
we are serving and how that has 
changed. “New teachers” is a bit of 
a misnomer. Our new hires come to 
Greece CSD with a wide variety and 
level of experiences, especially now. 

Some are new to teaching, having 
just completed their college degrees. 
Since the pandemic, even this group has 
diverse needs because some have had 
in-person student teaching experiences, 
while others engaged in virtual 
classroom student teaching, and still 
others were unable to serve as student 
teachers at all. 

Even if they have had student 
teaching experience, some new teachers 
are hired so late in the summer that 
they miss new teacher induction, 
teach an entire school year with us, 
and attend new teacher induction the 
following summer.

Other new teachers have had 
experience as long-term substitutes who 
have taught from a few weeks to nearly a 
full school year. We also hire experienced 
teachers from other districts, other 
states, and sometimes other countries, 
and these teachers have a wide range of 
teaching experiences, too. 

COVID created another 
group of new teachers. New York 
State implemented an Emergency 
COVID-19 Certificate, which allows 
teacher candidates seeking certain 
certifications and extensions of existing 
certificates to work in the state’s public 
schools for two years while taking and 
passing the required exam(s) for the 
certificate or extension sought. 

It is challenging to address all of 
these diverse experiences and needs. 
Making matters more challenging, 
the bulk of our new teacher induction 
program planning occurs before the 
end of the school year in June, while 
hiring continues right up through 

(and often past) the first day of school 
in September. Therefore, we don’t 
necessarily know about all of the 
individuals who will attend new teacher 
induction while we are organizing 
it. We factored all of these situations 
and needs into our planning as we 
considered how to modify our support 
going forward. 

RECONSIDERING THE STRUCTURE 
The need for virtual and hybrid 

models during the height of the 
pandemic spurred us to get creative 
about how we support new teachers, 
and that creativity has opened up new 
possibilities. At the same time, what 
is clear is that the most important 
thing is to be intentional about 
planning participants’ experiences so 
that, regardless of the method, our 
presenters are modeling best practices 
for instruction. 

In August 2020, we hosted new 
teacher induction as a three-day hybrid 

professional learning program for 58 
new teachers. We were in-person, 
socially distanced, and masked for the 
first two days, and we flipped Day Three 
and had everyone log in from home. 

We started the day with a live 
synchronous streaming session, 
followed by a series of short 
asynchronous prerecorded sessions 
representing a mix of required and 
choice sessions. This hybrid model 
allowed us to be in person while 
limiting contact and following health 
guidelines. 

The process of planning a hybrid 
model helped us to see that some 
content is more amenable to virtual 
than others. For example, for new 
teacher induction 2020, we abruptly 
shifted the content of Day Three that 
was appropriate for asynchronous 
instruction to become just that. 

Much of this content was 
technology-related anyway, including 
familiarizing new teachers with 

HOW WE DESIGN THE NEW TEACHER INDUCTION PROGRAM 
In an effort to be inclusive and provide a rich experience for new teachers 

(along with counselors, psychologists, and social workers who are new to 
our district), planning for new teacher induction has long been a highly 
collaborative undertaking that takes advantage of multiple sources of input 
to inform each year’s program. 

We engage a large, diverse planning team that includes the director of 
professional learning, administrators, curriculum leaders, mentor teachers, 
an instructional technology teacher, and staff and community members of 
the professional learning committee. 

To shape the program’s content and structure, we look to program 
evaluation data from previous years’ programs and pay close attention to 
best practices for professional learning based on published literature and 
ongoing learning during monthly committee meetings.  

Based on these sources of information and input, we engage in a cycle 
of collaborative input and feedback with departments in the district. To 
start the new teacher induction planning process, the professional learning 
committee reviews evaluation data and drafts a plan. 

This draft moves on to district leaders who oversee student and staff 
learning and support for review and input. The updated draft then goes 
to the superintendent’s cabinet for additional feedback and review. This 
strategy ensures representation from the majority of district instructional 
leaders. The draft then comes back to the professional learning committee 
for further refinement and finalization.
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the district’s learning management 
system and navigating the district 
website to find curriculum resources 
and everyday teacher applications 
(attendance, IEPs, communications, 
etc.). A data-based decision-making 
process that included feedback from 
previous attendees, stakeholders, and 
the planning committee helped inform 
such decisions. 

INTEGRATING TECHNOLOGY 
While planning virtual and hybrid 

components, we reached out to experts 
in technology integration. We learned 
a lot about the opportunities and 
challenges of educational technology 
and how to — and how not to — apply 
technological solutions. 

For example, our technology 
integration teacher, Lynn Girolamo, 
taught us to think differently about 
how remote professional learning is 
different from our usual approaches. 
She said, “Technology provides an 
opportunity beyond the traditional 
sit-and-get workshop that crosses over, 
allowing more choice around pace, 
place, path, content. It really offers the 
opportunity for more differentiation 
than what we have traditionally been 
able to provide. So use technology 
to leverage opportunities for the 
choice and differentiation around 
asynchronous as well as synchronous 
opportunities.”

She also reminded us to always 
start with the learning goal instead 
of starting with the technology. She 
recommended asking ourselves: What 
problem can technology help us solve? 

Moving forward, we see new 
teacher induction as a way to help 
teachers learn about the tools that are 
accessible and available to them and 
an opportunity to model how to use 
those tools in their classrooms. We also 
recognize that it is important to use 
only the technology that is available in 
the school district, even if these tools 
are not the latest and greatest. The new 
teachers need to grow savvy with the 
tools provided to ensure consistency 
across the system. 

TEACHER CHOICE
Another important lesson we’ve 

learned during the pandemic is that 
teachers want and appreciate choice in 
professional learning. During the hybrid 
model we implemented in 2020, we 
created small-group options and choices 
among multiple asynchronous activities. 
Teachers responded positively, and we 
came to realize that teachers want choice 
not only in content, but also in time, 
place, and pace. 

With this recognition, we are now 
able to meet the needs of a diverse new 
teacher cohort by offering them more 
choice options and effectively meeting 
them where they are, while at the same 
time preserving the required content we 
know they will need for success in our 
district. 

For example, in the past, we 
brought in multiple speakers to share 
important regulations and initiatives 
with the new teachers. Instead, we 
invited these stakeholders to create 
videos and leverage technology in a way 
that provides the critical content while 
allowing for more choice in when and 
where this is accessed. New teachers 
found this more engaging and relevant, 
making these sessions meaningful 
learning experiences. 

EXPECTING THE UNEXPECTED 
We have also learned how to be 

nimble and flexible, preparing as much 
as we can but pivoting when necessary. 
As one might expect, our hybrid plan 
incorporated a tremendous amount 
of technology, and with that came the 
inevitable glitches. But all the work we 
had done to be flexible paid off. 

In one case, at the last minute, one 
of our speakers scheduled for a live 
presentation was forced to switch to a 
streaming presentation from her home 
due to health protocols that required 
family members of infected persons to 
quarantine. Since we were already set 
up for the hybrid presentation, we fairly 
seamlessly switched gears without losing 
much time. 

Another incident did not work 
out as smoothly. We had to operate a 

session using a backup generator due to 
an emergency in the area. During the 
power outage, the scheduled session 
topic was culturally responsive teaching, 
and the heaviness of the atmosphere 
was exacerbated by the dimmed 
emergency lights and poor audio 
quality. This didn’t feel ideal. 

Participant feedback indicated that 
this part of our program was important 
but that they had difficulty staying 
focused due to the audio and video 
problems associated with being on 
emergency power. 

From this, we learned that we need 
to consider how particular content 
might make new teachers feel and make 
decisions about logistics accordingly. 
We already knew which topics were 
important to include in our new teacher 
induction agenda, but we learned to 
think differently about how to share 
these topics with people new to our 
organization and how to structure the 
environment to prepare for this. 

We also learned to anticipate how 
to handle it when things go wrong, 
especially when working with a sensitive 
topic area. This thinking led us back to 
reflect on the purpose for every lesson 
and how to present it intentionally and 
supportively. 

MOVING FORWARD 
By August 2021, we had learned a 

lot from a year of dealing with COVID. 
With those lessons, and with updated 
pandemic restrictions and guidelines, 
we were able to create an intentional 
and effective approach to new teacher 
induction.  

We offered three days of 
professional learning in person for 42 
new teachers.  For the first two days, 
things looked fairly normal (teachers 
sitting in table groups, working in 
pairs, live presenters), much the way 
new teacher induction had looked for 
years. 

Everyone wore masks, but we were 
able to provide more opportunities 
for socializing than we did in 2020 
because we now had the safety 
equipment to do so (plastic shields on 
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tables, cleaning supplies readily available, 
and increased knowledge of COVID-19 
protocols). 

Day Three, however, was where we 
leaned into our new learning from the 
previous school year’s hybrid experience 
and featured both asynchronous and 
synchronous  opportunities. Where 
possible, we made sections more flexible 
and incorporated choice. We created 
a type of choice board for participants 
to complete throughout their remote 
day. We designed it in a way that a 
participant would engage with some 
required topics and also have some 

measure of choice. (See figure above.) 
Content that was not conducive to 

asynchronous learning was preserved 
as synchronous sessions. For example, 
we offered a synchronous session on 
how to be a traveling teacher assigned 
to multiple schools that was specifically 
offered to new teachers in those 
positions. This session was offered in two 
places at times throughout the day that 
would not conflict with any required 
sessions on the choice board. 

The result of these adaptations 
was increased engagement among new 
teachers. The first year using the choice 

board, new teachers worked well beyond 
their summer academy day, digging into 
the plethora of materials and resources 
provided. This was unexpected and 
completely by teacher choice. The 
second year, similar results ensued. 
Evidence suggested that new teachers 
were able to access and dive deeper into 
the materials provided because we took 
away the limits of time, place, and pace.

Our program worked so well that, in 
one instance, a new teacher was COVID 
positive and at home but well enough 
to log in virtually on a district-issued 
device. A mentor teacher carried this 

A HYBRID MODEL FOR NEW TEACHER INDUCTION
Participants in Greece Central School District’s new teacher induction program select learning options from a choice board that 

looks like the one below. Activities above the line (larger buttons) are required, while participants have the option of choosing 
topics below the line. Each button links to a video, screencast, or other directions for participants to follow. 
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new teacher around on their device 
throughout the day so that the new 
teacher would be able to participate and 
complete the new teacher induction 
program, a contractual requirement for 
employment in our district.

DOUBLING DOWN ON SUPPORT 
As the 2021-22 school year came 

to a close, a core new teacher induction 
planning team continued the work to 
flesh out the content and logistics of the 
program for fall 2022, drawing on the 
lessons we’ve learned over the past two 
school years. 

This includes more tailored support. 
For example, when we discovered that 
the district had hired five new speech 
language pathologist teachers, we 
collaborated with the special education 
director to implement tailored learning 
opportunities for those new staff 
members during the three-day new 
teacher induction along with follow-up 

support during the school year. 
This kind of collaboration with 

colleagues outside our department, 
both within and outside the district, 
is a high-leverage change that has 
come about because of the pandemic. 
Incorporating virtual meetings into our 
new normal has increased opportunities 
for collaboration between departments 
that traditionally have not had an 
opportunity to meet. 

Never before had a problem of 
this magnitude rallied all members 
of our system in a way that forced 
collaboration and forged new 
connections. We were all learning new 
ways to meet people’s needs and found 
ourselves enthusiastic about sharing 
understandings.

 These and other adaptations 
have helped our teacher retention 
rate continue to rise year over year, 
cumulatively by over 16% in the last 
five years — no small feat, given the 

wide range of experiences our new 
teachers bring and the major stresses 
they, and all teachers, have been facing. 

At a time when many districts 
dropped their new teacher induction 
plans amid chaos and confusion, we 
were able to double down on our 
commitment to supporting new 
teachers. As we move forward, the 
lessons we have learned from the 
pandemic are preparing us to tackle 
future challenges, whatever they may be. 

•
Elizabeth Simons (elizabeth.

simons@greececsd.org) is 
instructional mentor teacher in 
Greece Central School District 
in New York. Sheila B. Robinson 
(sheilabethrobinson@gmail.com) 
is owner of Custom Professional 
Learning. Marguerite Dimgba 
(marguerite.dimgba@greececsd.org) 
is director of professional learning in 
Greece Central School District. ■

For more information, contact Sharron Helmke, vice president, professional services, at sharron.helmke@learningforward.org. | services.learningforward.org

Standards 
Implementation 
support

P R O F E S S I O N A L
S E R V I C E S

Research and evidence show a link between Standards 
for Professional Learning, effective professional 
development, strengthened educator practice, and 
results for students. 

Learning Forward works with system leadership to 
develop and execute a vision for effective professional 
learning aligned to the Standards for Professional 
Learning. 

We help systems analyze current professional learning 
policies and practices, and design and implement a 
learning plan based on evidence-based logic models 
and district priorities. 




