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SESSION 10 FIELD EXPERIENCE REPORT

Introduction

For this week’s field experience report, I interviewed two teachers via the Teachers.net “Classroom Discipline” chatboard.  Sara and Donna both teach elementary school.  I found some interesting similarities and differences in their responses.  In this report, I have quoted their responses verbatim and added my comments after each response.

Sara

1. How do you typically handle management incidents? Would you offer two specific examples? 

“With controlled and well planned lessons. Tomorrow is Barter Day - they bring in things to trade with each other and I bring in some things to spice it up - everyone pays attention on barter day. Then we have Rome-Not Rome Day and we focus on questions highlighting the difference between ancient Rome and modern Rome. They love it and wouldn't miss it for the world.”

Sara’s focus seems to be on prevention through well-planned, engaging lessons.  This speaks primarily to the focus of Chapter 9.  However, reading between the lines, it seems Sara might possibly use the “special lessons” (Barter Day and Rome-Not Rome Day) as some kind of incentive for good behavior: she said, “They love it and wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 
 
2. What do you feel are your most chronic problems? 

“Hmm - too large class size and too heterogeneously mixed.”

The large class size would seem to be a behavioral difficulty because it is tougher to catch kids breaking rules and give each offense the proper attention described in Chapter 10.  The heterogeneous mixture (I am presuming she means academic ability, here) probably contributes to difficulty in effective lesson planning.  If she is unable at the same time to challenge her gifted students and make sure her slower students are keeping up, she will have more of what Chapter 10 describes as “teacher-caused” behavioral problems.
 
3. Is this class harder or easier to manage than your other classes (or last year's class)?  Why is this class harder or easier to manage? 

“Easier - they're good kids with lots of ability and don't feel frustrated in school or by school.”

Sara seems to indicate that higher-ability students have fewer behavioral problems.  I would imagine that their ability to learn quickly makes lessons less of a chore for them and makes them less likely to act out for “teacher-caused” reasons.  On the other hand, these same students might be more likely to act out in a less-challenging class.
 
4. Have you ever had a serious incident, such as an attack on you or a fight between two students? What did you do in response to the incident? 

“I intervene. Our fights if caught early aren't serious.”

This response seems to indicate that early intervention prevents serious management problems.  I don’t think this is universally true, but the textbook does state that violence and aggression are statistically rare overall.  In the case of inner-city or similar schools in which violence is a frequent problem, I have read of a few cases in which a rigorous behaviorist system has turned around even some very serious situations.  After correcting the immediate problems with behaviorism, the way was then opened for cognitive reinforcements.
 
5. What do you feel are the differences between effective and ineffective managers? 

“Ineffective managers don't manage kids - they don't have the ability to really communicate with students so they try to prop themselves up with one of these 'management strategies' or little red lights and green cards or flipping cards or something. People manage people and you have to treat students like people - not lab rats - to manage them.”

Here, Sara is advocating the cognitive approach to management.  She finds behaviorist approaches condescending and inappropriate.  I would disagree to the extent that I have seen behaviorist approaches that worked very well.  I think a mixture of the two is ideal.
 
6. Do you ever take points away from a student's average for misbehavior? If so, how effective is this practice? 


“NEVER. That's a confusion of goals. Learning subject matter is a different thing and teachers should NOT arbitrarily take points away on any behavioral whim - they'll end with HUGE management problems if they do - don't make students mad if you can help it. Anger is a difficult emotion to control and it poisons a classroom.”

Sara resists the idea of linking behavior with academic grades.  I agree with Sara when she says this will create more management problems, but more importantly to my mind is the effective “double-dipping”, as Donna describes in her response.  Behavioral problems should have behavioral (not academic) consequences.
 
7. Do you call parents about behavior problems with your students? 

“Rarely. If a student seems unhappy, then yes.”

If you do, how effective do you believe it is in intervention? 

“It's my job to manage students - not parents. I don't pass that buck back on to parents. The buck stops with me.”

I like this attitude.  If the teacher must “pass the buck” to the parents, I think that reduces the teacher’s authority and effectiveness in the student’s eyes, to some extent.  That isn’t to say there is never a time to contact the parents for back-up, but the teacher needs to have an attitude and plan for self-sufficiency – particularly for those children whose parents will not be involved, either constructively or at all.
 
8. Do you ever give students extra points on their averages for desirable behavior? 

“NO.”

If so, how effective is this practice? 

“It wouldn't be effective.”

This is related to question #6.  Behavioral issues should have behavioral rewards or consequences.  To the extent that behavior benefits or detracts the student’s own academic performance, the grades will already reflect the results of that behavior.  To the extent that a student’s behavior detracts from other students’ learning, it should be dealt with by attempting to extinguish the behavior in one fashion or another.

Donna

1. How do you typically handle management incidents? Would you offer two specific examples? 

“I try and respond to both the severity of the incident AND the student(s) involved. Adjust the response if it's not working and keep trying to help the kids learn how to control their behavior. Make the consequences fit the crime type of thing. The one thing I try and remember is that there is no one-size-fits-all answer to student behavior. Each child reacts differently. For example: I have one student who has no self-control and who constantly acts out in inappropriate ways. We began the year with redirection, that didn't work long. Then we moved on to more severe consequences, which also didn't work as the student's parent was not supportive, and continues to claim that the child does nothing wrong. So, we are now working with a program for the child where the child is NOT 
allowed to participate in certain activities UNLESS the child is behaving appropriately in other areas. Basically I sat down with the child and stated that given the behavior, and the fact that I could not trust that behavior in my presence, I could not trust that child in these other situations. I made it clear that if the child wanted to participate in the other activities, he would have to demonstrate that he could be trusted. This seems to be 
working - we'll have to wait and see. Second example: Consequences have to fit the act. If you cannot speak politely, then you won't be allowed to speak. Group of students who were horrific to the cafeteria staff lost their lunchroom privilege and had to have a silent lunch with me for a significant period of time.”

The book makes a similar case for needing to adjust your strategy according to what works for a particular student.  It is clear from this response that Donna is a believer in logical consequences.  I would be interested to know more details about her first example, however.  What behaviors did the student exhibit?  In what way did Donna use redirection?  What were the “severe consequences”?  What were the “activities” she used as an incentive for good behavior?  I could see this situation going either way.  Where it might go wrong, for example, is if the child’s misbehavior is simply due to high spirits and restlessness.  If Donna were to take away the child’s recess privileges as a punishment for those transgressions, the punishment may well aggravate the problem in that, without recess, the child would have no outlet during the day for his energy.

2. What do you feel are your most chronic problems? 

“Disrespect for school staff and other students. This seems to stem from parent attitudes.”

I have heard a lot of teachers complain about this issue.  I think it is sad when parents poison their children’s educational experience by teaching them to be disrespectful and anti-intellectual.  However, I do believe it is possible to insist that, regardless of how the students are allowed to act outside of school, they will act respectfully and work diligently at school (or at least, in my class).  Disrespect for authority can be very hard to correct, however, particularly in the current climate of parents who are ready to sue at the slightest provocation (real or imagined).
 
3. Is this class harder or easier to manage than your other classes (or last year's class)?  Why is this class harder or easier to manage? 


”I don't think classes are harder or easier. I think they are just different. I think that each year the hardest part is learning what works with THIS group of students.”

This again refers pragmatically to finding the method that works with a particular group of students, as discussed above.
 
4. Have you ever had a serious incident, such as an attack on you or a fight between two students? What did you do in response to the incident? 

“Yes, I have had serious incidents: Several times I have had to break up fights between students. I teach in elementary school and luckily it is a small school so I know the 
kids. So, I was able to get the kids apart and calmed down. I also called for back up so that we could escort the kids to separate rooms afterwards. HOWEVER, I will say 
that in the fights that I have broken up, I did know the kids and I did know that I had a good relationship with them and they would respond to me. Given my size, I would NOT try and break up a fight between kids I didn't know, or a fight that involved a kid or kids who did not respect me. I also had one student who really worried me as she was very big, very strong and very angry. She was known for throwing things at teachers (once she threw a desk). She generally worked well with me, but there were times when I would not even try to deal with her, I just called for security to assist and have her removed. To me, the key in these situations is to know your limitations and make sure that you are protecting the students and yourself from serious injury.”

This can be a serious legal issue.  I have read that in Texas, the teacher is legally obligated to intervene when things get violent; otherwise, parents can sue him or her for negligence.  However, it is my understanding that teachers are NOT obligated by law to intervene physically by restraining or physically separating students.  Notifying the administration and calling for backup are the main recourses if verbal intervention doesn’t work.  In fact, I would imagine that it is legally problematic for a teacher to intervene physically because he or she could then be accused of assault or other improper touching, regardless of whether the actions were inappropriate or not.  It can become a he-said, she-said argument, even when witnesses are available.  If the witnesses are friends of the accuser(s), they may lie to support their friends (or to stay on the good side of the school bully).  

I think Donna shows good judgment in her choice of interventions when things get violent.  For the immediate intervention needs, she attempts to calm things down based on what she knows about the parties involved.  This suggests a cognitive approach.  I would be interested to know what she does or suggests for a long-term solution for the offenders.
 
5. What do you feel are the differences between effective and ineffective managers? 

“Respect. In my experience the kids are better behaved for teachers and adults that they respect. That doesn't mean that they have to like me, they just have to respect me. I work on the principle that I mean what I say and I say what I mean. The kids know that and therefore KNOW how to respond to me. The second part is trust. The kids know that if I make a promise, it will be kept, OR I will explain why. So, I make sure that I don't make promises that I can't keep.”

Donna’s comments on respect seem to match up with what the book says about following through, whatever the approach may be.  The students respect her because they know she means what she says – if she says, “This is a warning; the next time you do it, you’ll have detention,” they know that’s exactly what will happen.  She will not ignore the next instance of the behavior for any reason.  Her comments about trust are closely related.  Again, the students know that she will do what she promises.  This gives her credibility and makes them take her words seriously.
 
6. Do you ever take points away from a student's average for misbehavior? If so, how effective is this practice? 

“No, the failure to behave in and of itself ends up in lowered learning and therefore a lower grade. Why add to the problem by lowering it even further? IF part of the activity involves grading behavior (such as gym class, or oral presentations where listening skills are being graded) then the student is already aware that points are lost for not meeting the standard.”

As I mentioned in response to Sara’s interview, I believe this is the right way to go.  Behavioral problems should have behavioral consequences.


 
7. Do you call parents about behavior problems with your students? If you do, how effective do you believe it is in intervention? 

“Yes and no. IF the parents care and will work with me, I will talk to them as often as needed, both to give positive and negative comments. I think that IF you report both 
sides to the parents it is more effective than if you only comment on the negative aspects of the behavior. On the other hand, there are parents who are the problem - in that case, I don't contact them unless I absolutely have to. I try and find other ways to motivate and work with the kids if the parents are not supportive. I also have worked with other close relatives, when the parents are unable or unwilling to assist the child. In one case it was an aunt who was living in the home, and who the child respected (parent gave permission for her to be involved as she was having no success on her own) and in a few others it was the grandparents. In one really unique case it was the next-door neighbor who stepped in to help a parent who was struggling to get a kid back on track.”

Donna’s response seems very similar to Sara’s.  Her strategy of communicating the positive as well as the negative to the parents fits in with both Chapters 9 and 10.  After all, praise is very important and is often underused.  If all the student hears about are his bad points, he will not be positively motivated to make good choices.
 
8. Do you ever give students extra points on their averages for desirable behavior? If so, how effective is this practice? 

“No, again, learning is learning. When the kids settle down and do the work without disrupting the class, the grades go up on their own. The kids see that and make that 
connection on their own. To artificially increase a grade just for good behavior is to tell the child that learning is not the issue, grades are (at least in my opinion). Example, this year I have a young man who just goofed off and fooled around the entire first quarter. I had several meetings with parents and student and nothing changed. Finally I insisted that he stay for an after-school program two days a week to do the work and parents agreed as the alternative was the threat of retention (I pointed out that if there was no work, there was no way I could give grades). The kid didn't like this at first, but once he started seeing his grades go up, he became quite cooperative. After winter break he started to slack off, the grades started to drop, and he got upset, got himself back on track and the grades are back up. HE earned the grades.  That lesson was important to him. If I had "given him" the grades, it would have been meaningless.”

I love this story about the young man.  This shows how his affective attitude towards homework moved from disregard all the way up to valuing.  Rather than giving the boy a meaningless grade increase for good behavior, she connected his academic grades to his academic behaviors (i.e., diligent work).  In this way, he saw the direct correlation between his academic behaviors and his academic grades, and by watching his efforts pay off, the grades themselves became his motivators.  He became more self-correcting and self-disciplined as a result.

Conclusion

Yet again, these interviews with experienced teachers have really helped me gain some insight into the realities of the classroom.  In particular, Sara and Donna’s descriptions of difficulties with parents and individual students have helped illustrate how flexible we must be as teachers.  We can’t go into the classroom with just one way of doing things: we have to be prepared to adjust our strategies according to what actually works – the pragmatic realities.  I think it is when we are not prepared to adjust that we risk becoming either passive or hostile, rather than assertive – we either don’t know how to handle the problem and just let it slide, or we become angry that the students won’t respond the way we want them to, and we try to force them the way we want them to go.  It’s important to have contingency plans, and when all else fails, ask for help.  I will look forward to learning what other teachers have to say about this topic.

