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Introduction 

Substitute teachers have one of the toughest jobs in the world. They are often expected to cover a 

classroom full of unknown students on very short notice. Unfortunately, substitute teachers may 

find upon arriving at the school that no lesson plans have been left for them, forcing them to 

improvise on the spot. To make matters even more challenging, substitutes typically show up in 

the classroom with little knowledge of school-wide procedures for responding to events such as 

specials, fire drills, and student dismissal.  
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Strategies to Prepare Classrooms for 

Substitute Teachers 

Schools deal with the disciplinary fallout when substitute teachers do not have access to the 

information that they need to be effective instructors and classroom managers. Students can be 

quick to misbehave when they sense that a substitute teacher lacks confidence, is experiencing 

confusion, and does not know their names. Substitute instructors may be equally quick to react 

by sending those misbehaving students straight to the principal's office. No wonder so many 

school administrators and teachers dread having subs cover classrooms!  

Teachers can take proactive steps to prepare students to be on their best behavior when a 

substitute is in the classroom. This intervention (a) provides a group reward if the class as a 

whole behaves well and (b) provides individual consequences when a particular student 

misbehaves.  

Materials 

 Transparencies of Substitute Teacher Feedback Form and Sample Apology Letter to 

Substitute Teacher (Click on Links to Download Forms)  

 Overhead projector  

Preparation 

 The classroom teacher creates a short menu of feasible, appropriate classwide rewards 

Steps in Implementing This Intervention 

Step 1: Introduce the Substitute Teacher Intervention to the Class. Set aside 10-15 minutes 

of class time to present the intervention.  

 Open the discussion by asking students to share their thoughts about the difficulties of 

being a substitute teacher. List these ideas on the board.   

 Tell students that substitute teachers are an extension of the school's teaching staff and 

should be accorded the same respect as the classroom teacher. Emphasize that your 

expectations for student behavior are no different when a substitute is covering the room 

than when you are present.   

 Inform students that substitutes who cover your classroom will keep a close eye on 

student behavior and will deliver a report back to the teacher at the end of the day. If the 

substitute decides that the classroom behavior has been sufficiently positive, he or she 

can inform the teacher that the students have earned a classwide reward. If any student 

should misbehave in the presence of the substitute, that student will later need to write an 

apology letter to the substitute.   

o Using the overhead projector, take students through the sections of the Substitute 

Teacher Feedback Form. In particular, emphasize the substitute's power to decide 

(a) what individual students merit special mention for positive or negative 

behaviors and (b) whether the entire class deserves a collective reward for 

appropriate behavior.  

http://www.naset.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Practical_Teacher/subtchr1.pdf
http://www.naset.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Practical_Teacher/subtchr2.pdf
http://www.naset.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Practical_Teacher/subtchr2.pdf
http://www.naset.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Practical_Teacher/subtchr2.pdf


3 Strategies to Prepare Classrooms for Substitute Teachers | The Practical Teacher (NASET) 

 

o Show the transparency of the Sample Apology Letter to Substitute Teacher. Tell 

the class that any students singled out by the substitute for misbehavior will be 

expected to write a letter of apology to the substitute.   

o [Optional but recommended] Inform students that parents of anyone who 

misbehaves will also receive a call from the classroom teacher to discuss the 

child's problem behaviors. Furthermore, the parents will need to read through and 

sign the student's letter of apology to verify that they read through it and talked 

the situation over with the child.  

Step 2: Implement the Intervention: When a substitute is scheduled to cover your 

classroom: 

 If possible, take time just before the day that a substitute will be in the room to remind 

students that you expect them to behave appropriately. Briefly review the main points of 

the intervention (i.e., group reward for positive behavior, individual letter of apology and 

parent conference for misbehavior).   

 Leave a copy of the Substitute Teacher Feedback Form out for the substitute to complete 

at the end of the day.  

Step 3: Promptly Follow Through with Intervention Consequences: 

 As soon as you return to the classroom, be sure to read through the substitute teacher's 

feedback and respond accordingly.   

 If the class has earned a group reward, either select a privilege, prize, or activity from the 

reward menu yourself or have the class vote on a reward from the menu.   

 Praise any student noted by the substitute as having been especially helpful and well-

behaved. [Optional] Give these students small individual rewards.   

 Send any students reported by the substitute as having misbehaved to a quiet area (e.g., 

corner of the classroom, in-school detention room) to write out their letters of apology to 

the substitute. If necessary, help the students to address the envelopes and mail the 

letters.   

 [Optional but recommended] Follow up with a call to students' parents to discuss the 

students' misbehavior. Send a copy of the letter home with the student for parent 

signature.  

If the substitute requests on the feedback form that he or she would like to be contacted, call, 

write, or email him or her to find out more about how the substitute's day went in your 

classroom.  

 

Troubleshooting 

The substitute did not fill out the feedback form. With all of the demands on their time, substitute 

teachers may occasionally forget to leave the completed feedback form for you at the end of the 

day. Tell your students that reminding the substitute to complete the form might earn a child 

special mention as being helpful and help the entire class to earn a reward. If, however, the form 

is not filled out when you return to the room, see if you can get the substitute's phone number or 

email address to check in with him or her about how the day went.  
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If you cannot get in touch with the substitute, you might collect a little circumstantial evidence 

about how your class behaved while you were gone. The office, for example, could check 

whether any students were sent from your room to the principal with disciplinary referrals, while 

neighboring teachers in the same hallway could describe for you what they observed going on in 

the room. If this indirect evidence suggests that the class kept its behavior within appropriate 

bounds, give them the reward!  
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