
Substitute Teaching at the High School Level: Tips and Tricks 
 

Substitute Teaching at the high school level can be challenging. However, there are some 
things you can do to help yourself, and your students, have a positive experience. 
 
1. Allow autonomy: High school students are, at the very least, in their mid teens, and 
sometimes are as old as 20 before they graduate, so, even though their decision-making 
skills may not be fully developed, they know their own classroom routines, and if you trust 
them to behave as usual, they probably will. 
 
2. Be respectful: If you respect your students, they will probably reciprocate. If you treat 
your students poorly, that will also be reciprocated. 
 
3. Communicate honestly: A lot of times, if a student is refusing to cooperate with you, 
he or she will have a reason. Ask for it. If the student says he’s breaking that rule because 
he thinks it’s completely arbitrary and you agree, tell him it’s your job to enforce that rule, 
and you’d appreciate if he didn’t get you fired. 
 
4. Ask, don’t order: Perhaps the biggest mistake a substitute teacher can make while 
working in a high school classroom is trying to be a dictator. A strong, “What I say goes” 
attitude can be effective in elementary schools, and absolutely necessary in a middle 
schools. Unfortunately, teenagers are at an age when they are attempting to assert their 
independence, and some of them may already be supporting themselves financially, to 
some degree or another. The difference between asking, “Can you come here for a 
moment?” and ordering, “Come here” matters. 
 
5. Don’t give them the satisfaction: If you think a student is intentionally trying to 
provoke you, it might be true. Stay calm. Count to ten. Smile. Laugh at the antics, and 
quietly ask to speak with them at a moment when it does not disrupt the classroom. 
Explain your point of view. Explain the consequences if the behavior continues. Enforce 
those consequences if it does. 
 
6. Know everything: The same way a lawyer must know all of her adversary’s options in 
a courtroom, you must know all of standard procedures for the high school where you’re 
working. Do disruptive students get sent to the principal? Is there an I.S.S. room? How do 
you make sure they show up to it? Are you allowed to write passes to the water fountain 
or the vending machine? Are students allowed to use their phones during free periods? If 
you’re trying to enforce a rule you think exists, but it doesn’t, you’re creating a reputation 
for being unreasonable, and you’re creating a lot of frustration for yourself and your 
students. If you’re not aware of a rule that does exist, you’re just not doing your job. 
Because high schools allow students more freedom, this can create very big problems. 
 
 
 

http://www.subsidekick.com/


Rapport: The Best Substitute Teacher Tricks 
 
The key to successfully substitute teaching is establishing rapport with the students right 
out of the gate. Regardless of whether you are working elementary, middle school, or high 
school age students, they need to know immediately that you will treat them respectfully. 
When it comes to sending this message, the substitute only has a few minutes to 
communicate this in order to establish a successful teacher-student relationship that will 
eliminate many potential classroom disruptions. 
 
Greeting 
Welcome: Greet students at the door as they enter. 
 
Greet: Look them in the eye and offer a high-five, handshake, or fist bump. Even the most 
difficult students appreciate being noticed. 
 
Assured: Speak in a strong, commanding tone. They are sizing you up from the first 
second they see you. Send the message that you are in total command of the classroom, 
even if you are feeling a little nervous. 
 
Ally: If anyone gives you a chance, ask a question to get that student talking about 
themselves. When you open the class, refer to the student you met and the story he/she 
told you. Illustrating that you have interest in students builds their confidence and makes 
them feel important. In the classroom, students who feel appreciated by the teacher 
respond more positively to instruction. 
 
 
Beginning Class 
 
Attention: When you open the class, don’t speak over them, even if you have to wait for 
several minutes. Ask for their attention once and praise the students that comply. With 
younger grades, the classroom teacher may have left a signal like raising your hand or 
clapping once or twice. Check the plans for these procedures as you will establish 
credibility with the students by following the same procedures as their regular teacher. 
 
One-on-One: When classroom disruptions occur, speak to the offending student off to the 
side, giving him/her the chance to avoid embarrassment. Be direct. Clearly state the 
behavior you are expecting to see, instead of addressing why the past behavior was 
wrong. This way, students can agree to compliance without feeling attacked. 
 
Communicate: Be sure the directions are both printed on the board and clearly stated 
verbally. If they ask follow-up questions, direct them to the written instructions. That way, 
you are free to address academic rather than procedural questions. 
 
 
 



During Class 
 
Circulate: To students, substitute teachers sitting at the desk appear disinterested and/or 
disengaged. To avoid sending this message, move around the room, checking in with 
the students on their progress. 
 
Compliment: Reward all positive behaviors with praise. You do not need to address 
every negative behavior, but praising positive behaviors will set the tone for students to 
want your approval. Positive behaviors are just as contagious as negative ones. 
 
End of Class 
 
Minimize Chaos: Keep students in their seats until the bell rings. 
 
Reward Students: I recommend giving them a few minutes of free time or a special 
privilege if they were good. You will build a reputation through this simple act that will 
encourage future interactions with that group and other groups in the same building to 
cooperate. 
 

Substitute Survival: 5 Tips to Success 
 
Being a substitute teacher can be stressful and tiring. Here are five tips you can follow to 
help you feel less stressed and more prepared.  These five tips will lead to enjoyable days 
of substituting and you will find yourself on the path to becoming a preferred substitute. 
 
Tip #1 Be Confident 
Students are experienced when it comes to having substitutes.  They know when 
someone is confident and will show respect to those that are.  Being confident in a 
classroom means dressing the part and a willingness to take charge of a classroom that 
you are just stepping into. 
 
Tip #2 Be Prepared 
Go prepared with your own plans.  There are numerous websites that have 
discussion questions to use with high-interest books.  I suggest selecting books related to 
other content areas such as science.  It has been my experience cross-curricular books 
generate the highest level of engagement amongst students. Remember teachers work to 
create plans for you but sometimes things don’t work out but your preparedness will be for 
those times. 
 
Tip #3 Know Your Expectations 
Teachers establish classroom expectations but there is no harm in preparing your 
own.  Keep your expectations clear but simple. This will help establish you are a visiting 
teacher that is confident and supportive of a positive classroom environment during your 
visit. 
 



Tip #4  Make a Substitute Binder/Bag 
Create your own binder containing your expectations you share with each classroom you 
visit as well as your own lesson plans.  I advise getting some plastic sleeves to place 
picture books in with your guiding questions and/ or lessons.  Have originals of 
accompanying assignments in the event you need some other back up materials.  Other 
great materials to include are poems, spreadsheets to fill in student names to track 
behavior, and any other materials you feel will help you be prepared and confident. 
 
Tip #5  Know Your Audience 
Select jobs that align with your preferences, knowledge, and skills. It is challenging to be 
in a classroom with an age group you are uncomfortable with or you have limited 
knowledge of their developmental stages.  It may be hard to turn down a job or two but 
working with students you can help or understand the stage of life they are in will give you 
and them confidence.  The benefit is you will be happy and will feel more fulfilled. 
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