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Even in the best classrooms in the best schools, with the
best teachers and the best students, now and then things go
wrong. In the last chapter, we looked at the power of expecta-
tions. Now we turn our attention to what one assistant princi-
pal jokingly refers to as “the dark side of the force.” What do
the great teachers do when a student misbehaves? What prin-
ciples guide their behavior in difficult situations? How do
they respond when things go wrong?

When a Student Misbehaves

When a student misbehaves, the great teacher has one
goal: to keep that behavior from happening again. The least
offective teacher often has a different goal: revenge. Effective
teachers are motivated to prevent misbehavior; ineffective
teachers are motivated after a student misbehaves, to punish
the student. If a child does not bring a pencil to class, they
want that child to feel badly about it and choose to behave
better as a result. They focus on the penalty, the punish-
ment—the past.

Think about the parents we work with. Some parents con-
sistently look to the future. They wonder what we can do dif-
ferently so that their child will be more successful. Other par-
ents consistently focus on the past. They talk about last year’s
teacher, or an experience the child’s older sibling went
through in another setting. Some parents even harp on what
happened when they themselves were in school! Which par-
ents would you rather work with?

As educators, we must focus on what we have the ability
to influence. We all know we can’t change what has already
happened; what’s the point of directing our energy there?
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his buddies ask, “What happened when you got sent to the of-
fice?” The culprit replied, “Nuthin’,” and hopped on the bus.

That won me a glare from the teacher—but as we talked
about it later, it also gave us both an important insight. Of
course he said, “Nuthin’ happened.” What was he supposed
to say? “They broke me like a horse. I've been bawling like a
baby for an hour! I'll never do anything wrong again!”

Effective teachers understand that what matters is not
whether a student leaves the office mad, and not what the stu-
dent reports to his peers, but how the student behaves in the
future. Effective teachers don’t need the principal to wield the
sword of revenge on their behalf. They do need the principal to
reinforce their expectations for student behavior and to sup-
port their responses to misbehavior. In fact, they welcome all
the help they can get!

A Teacher's Bag of Tricks

While the support of the administrator is always helpful,
here are some questions that the excellent educator asks him-
self /herself.

¢ “What can teachers do when a student misbe-
haves?”

List all the options—not just what you would do,
but what any teacher, good or bad, rookie or vet-
eran, might do.

I've done this with many groups, and the lists look re-
markably similar: eye contact, proximity, redirect the student,
send them to the office, put them in timeout, argue with the
student, send them to sit in the hall, yell, ignore, praise an-
other student for positive behavior, embarrass them, and so
on.

(Now, most of you probably flinch at some of these behav-
tors and nod in agreement with others. However, the point
here is quantity. After we generate a list, we can shift to qual-
Ky.)

Now answer this question:

+ “Which of these approaches always work?”
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The answer is clear: “None of them.” Of course there is no
one approach that always works. If there were, we would use
it every time.

These options are a teacher’s bag of tricks. Ask yourself
this:

¢ “Does every teacher have the same options?”

The answer is yes. Every teacher has the same tools in
their bag of tricks. Every teacher can use eye contact or prox-
imity, send a student to the office, praise, argue, or yell. Not
every teacher does, but any teacher could do everything on
your list and any other lists teachers can generate.

What, then, is the difference between good classroom
managers and poor classroom managers? It’s not what is in
our bag of tricks; they are all the same. What are the variables?

One variable, of course, is how often the teachers reach
into their bag of tricks. A great teacher reaches in once or twice
a day. A poor teacher grabs away several times an hour, and if
we reach into our bag of tricks often enough, we’re going to
pull out some ugly ones.

This brings us to another, more important variable—the
question of quality. Some options that often appear on the
list—yelling, arguing, and humiliating (sarcasm)—deserve
special attention. Ask yourself the following questions:

¢ “When is sarcasm appropriate in the classroom?”

You know the answer: Never. Then let’s never use it in our
classrooms.

¢ “Who decides how many arguments you get into
in a week?”

The answer, of course, is that we do. We never win an argu-
ment with a student. As soon as it starts, we have lost. If their
peers are watching, they cannot afford to give in. We would
like to win the argument, but they have to win the argument.
(Plus, I have always felt that in all student—teacher interac-
tions, there needs to be at least one adult—and I would prefer
that it be the teacher.)



Prevention versus Revenge 27

¢ “Outside of a true emergency—Watch out for the
acid!—when is an appropriate time and place for
yelling?”

Again, we know the answer is never. The students we are
most tempted to yell at have been yelled at so much, why on
earth would we think this would be effective with them?
Therefore, we do not yell at students.

Effective teachers choose wisely from their bag of tricks.

Respect Your Students,
Their Parents—and Yourself

As educators, we know how important it is to treat stu-
dents with respect, no matter how they behave. We do this for
our students’ sake; otherwise, they won’t thrive in our class-
rooms. We also understand that we should extend the same
respect to their parents—again, no matter how they behave;
otherwise, we won't be able to work productively with them
to help their child. However, there’s another reason we should
treat students and their parents with respect: We do it for our
own sake. Think of how you feel when you know you have
treated a student or parent inappropriately. Knowing that you
have made them feel badly, you feel worse!

During a recent workshop on dealing with difficult par-
ents, one teacher described a typical problem—a teacher who
telephones a parent to discuss a child’s misbehavior is blasted
with a barrage of rudeness—and offered a simple solution:
Just hang up the phone. The rest of the group sympathized
with the situation; such harangues are enough to tax anyone’s
patience. But what happens if we choose a response like hang-
ing up on a parent? The issue shifts from the child’s behavior
to our behavior. We have actually given that parent the upper
hand. Especially during times of stress, it’s essential to remain
professional.
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Twenty-Four Students
on the Side of the Teacher

It is the first day of school, and we are invisible observers
in Mr. Johnson’s first period social studies class. Of the
twenty-five students in the room, twenty-four seem to be on
their best first-day-of-school behavior. But one—we’ll call him
#25—is not settling in quite as well. As a matter of fact, he is
downright uncooperative and rude.

At this point, assuming no other dynamics are yet estab-
lished, the other twenty-four students are on Mr. Johnson's
side. They want him to take steps so #25 will stop misbehav-
ing. However, since #25 is one of them, they have special ex-
pectations. They do want #25 to stop misbehaving, but they
want Mr. Johnson to deal with him in a professional and re-
spectful way. As long as he does, they will stay on his side.

However, the first time he treats #25 in a less than profes-
sional manner—regardless of #25’s behavior—the other stu-
dents will side with #25. Maybe not all of them will shift their
allegiance right away, but some will, and now Mr. Johnson has
several #25s on his hands. If this happens often, eventually the
class will consist of twenty-five #25s—and not one student on
Mr. Johnson'’s side.

In general, students know the difference between right
and wrong, and they want their teachers to deal with irre-
sponsible peers. If you always respond appropriately and pro-
fessionally, everyone else will be on your team. But the first
time you do not, you may lose some of your supportive stu-
dents—and you may never get them back. This makes main-
taining a high level of dignity, especially under pressure, a
critical skill. Effective teachers have this skill; others do not.

Restoring Trust

Conflict between a teacher and a student, or between a
teacher and a parent—especially if it is not resolved—often
leads to a loss of trust. The student or parent loses trust in the
teacher; perhaps the teacher loses trust as well.

In Chapter 6, we'll look at how the best teachers take re-
sponsibility for changing situations and behaviors that have
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led to problems. In Chapter 9, we’ll address the importance of
repairing relationships that have been damaged by past mis-
steps. Great teachers understand that any loss of trust is diffi-
cult to remedy. Even more crucially, they know that unless
they work to prevent a repetition of the conflict, the fragile
trust might never be restored. Our efforts to rebuild that trust
are often more productive if we focus on the future more than
on the past.




