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Introduction


Although Session 9 only required us to interview one teacher regarding classroom management, I decided to interview two – Ms. S and Ms. H, both high school English teachers.  I felt that classroom management is such an important issue that I wanted as much input as possible from experienced teachers.  I asked the following questions via email:

1.  How do you organize your classroom to prevent management problems?

2.  What are your classroom rules and procedures?  This would include "standing" R&P's as well as R&P's for particular activities – for example, are there different R&P's for group work than for whole-class discussion?

3.  How did you arrive at these rules and procedures?

4.  What aspects of classroom management impact your teaching the most, and why?  For example, you might say the classroom management procedure that most impacts your day-to-day teaching is that students may only talk if they've first raised a hand and been called upon.

5.  What impacts your teaching the least, and why?

Ms. S


The first issue Ms. S raised is also the first addressed in Chapter 9 – a large class in a small room.  Since she nearly always has 35 students per class, she has tables and chairs instead of desks.  This allows her to move about the room.  If she were to have desks, she wouldn’t be able to move.  She makes a seating chart which keeps the talkers away from each other and helps the sub.  This works pretty well for her.  She constantly moves about the room, both while teaching and monitoring assignments.


This classroom setup probably lends itself well to cooperative learning activities.  Students are already grouped, which helps develop a sense of belonging and cuts down on transition time when it’s time to do group work.  It also lends itself to a more learner-centered, rather than teacher-centered, environment. 

She tries to use humor because the kids are inundated with rules from the first day.  Her classroom rules, therefore, are called, "Surviving the Isle of S. [her last name]"  One rule reads, "Ask not for whom the bell tolls: it tolls for thee."  (Be in class on time).   "Bring supplies every day.  Where would Columbus be without his ship?"  Her rules are pretty simple and basic: be on time, bring supplies, do not touch what is not yours, no food or drink in the academic wing.  

Ms. S’s rules are consistent with what our book suggests: there aren’t too many of them, they are stated clearly and positively, and there is a good rationale behind each one.  The one thing she didn’t mention is student input, so I might go back and ask her about that sometime.

For group work, she has several very sensible rules to keep the noise level manageable during group work.  The “ruler rule”: do not raise your voice over the length of a ruler.  Only one person in the group may talk at a time.  One person reports at a time.  One person is allowed to get up for supplies.  They can't ask teacher a question unless all group members can't answer the question.

Again, this is a short, clear list of rules.  It allows for adequate student interaction in group work, but it helps manage the noise level so all groups have the opportunity to work productively.  It also helps the teacher maintain control of the situation so she doesn’t have chaos in the classroom.

     Ms. S has developed these rules over the course of 31 years of experience, trial and error.  Her most important rules are the ruler rule and no talking when she is talking.  When I asked her what impacted her teaching least, she said she couldn’t think of anything that doesn't.  However, she does note that she is very laid back and patient.

Ms. H


Ms. H first cautioned me to keep in mind that classroom management is different for each individual teacher.  She believes it is a very personal thing, and no “one way” is the right answer.

Unlike Ms. S, Ms. H organizes her room in rows of desks.  She said, “Some of our teachers prefer tables, but many who have tried this went back to desks due to discipline problems.”  She also meets her students at the door each and every class period.  For her, this sets the tone as they walk in.  She greets them with a smile, but they also know that this is her classroom that they are entering.

I thought this difference between Ms. S and Ms. H was interesting.  I would like to talk to other English teachers to see whether they prefer tables or individual desks, and why.  I can see pros and cons for both arrangements depending on the type of students in a particular class.  

Ms. H’s practice of meeting her students at the door shows involvement and interaction.  I imagine she also greets them in the hallway at other times.  She notes in this interview that meeting them at the door helps reinforce “whose” class this is, but I think it also helps develop a caring, interested relationship between teacher and student.

Her posted rules are: be on time, be prepared, be courteous, be positive, and be proud to be a Warrior.  She said these are very generic but easy for them to learn.  The other little rules are things they go over on the first day (no food or drink, etc.)  She tries to reinforce these in a positive way as she and the students get better acquainted.  Once she has trained them in the way she wants them to behave, she has very few problems.  

Ms. H notes that it is easier to ease up than pull in the reins.  Her theory has always been to start off a little harder and see how they handle it.  If they are good, then she can be a little more relaxed.  On the other hand, if she were to start out easy, it would be very difficult to go back and get tough.

She told me she arrived at these rules through trial and error.  She taught middle school for ten years and high school for fifteen.  She used to ban gum in her middle school classes, but her high schoolers have been able to handle it.  She used to require her middle schoolers to raise their hands before getting out of their seats, but it isn’t usually a problem with her high schoolers.  She said the bottom line is that you have to choose your battles.  If gum were prohibited in her room, she would be so busy being the “gum police” and sitting in detentions that she would go crazy.  Gum doesn’t really bother her, so it isn’t a battle she’s willing to fight.  However, talking when she is talking is a biggie for her.  She can’t be effective if someone else is talking when she is trying to teach.

Like Ms. S, Ms. H’s rules match up with the book’s suggestions: a short, clear, logical list of rules and procedures.  She also notes that she tries to reinforce the rules in a positive way, which is another effective management strategy in the book.  She picks her battles and focuses on the things that are really important.

Conclusion


If I get the opportunity, I would like to observe a class or two with each of these teachers to see their rules and procedures in action.  Both are veteran teachers and seem to have their classes well in hand.  Both emphasized classroom layout and consistent application of the rules as vital to smooth classroom function.  I will definitely try to emulate these management strategies when I begin teaching.

