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Ch. 10: “Classroom Management: Intervention”

I have eagerly anticipated this chapter on intervention because I think this will be my area of greatest challenge as a new teacher.  I feel confident enough in my academic abilities that I think I will make it through okay with the lesson plans and so forth.  Handling behavioral disturbances, however, is not exactly my area of expertise.  Oh, the odd whispering or note-passing, I think I could handle – but deliberate disrespect?  Fighting?  What happens when my interventions fail?  As a former K-12 student myself, I am fully aware that it just takes one mishandled incident for a teacher to lose authority and credibility with his or her students.  My algebra teacher once wrongfully accused two of my friends of cheating on a test and sent them to the office.  The entire class was angry because we knew it was unjust.  On top of that, he seemed to know he’d made a mistake, and he ended up bursting into tears and leaving the room.  Looking back, I feel very sorry for him; however, at the time, it almost ruined his image with us, even though he never lost his cool in front of us again.  I want to do everything I can to avoid a similar loss of face with my students.  

Chapter 10 deals with both cognitive and behaviorist approaches to interventions.  The cognitive approaches focus on helping the child understand the rules and develop self-discipline over time.  The behaviorist approaches focus largely on changing the behavior, whether the child demonstrates understanding or not.  Behaviorist methods are generally considered most appropriate for younger students and as the first step in rectifying chaotic behavioral situations.  Cognitive methods are best used when reasoning with a student is practicable. 

Perhaps the key to this chapter is the statement, “Understanding the source of misbehavior is important because it allows you to make better decisions about intervening” (p. 284).  This reminds me of something Dr. Dobson of Focus on the Family says.  He differentiates between childish irresponsibility and willful disobedience.  Childish irresponsibility is simply that behavior which one would expect from a child of a certain age.  For example, a three-year-old isn’t suited to sitting quietly for long periods of time.  Young children will forget things and spill things and generally do stuff that gets on our nerves; however, that is simply due to their age.  Willful disobedience, however, is when the child knows better than to do something, but does it anyway – on purpose.  It can be difficult sometimes to determine whether the child truly did disobey on purpose or whether he or she simply got carried away in the moment or forgot the rule.  This can be a real problem with gifted children: since they tend to act much more mature than their chronological age, parents and teachers may fall into the trap of expecting behavior more appropriate to an older child.  Dr. Dobson is very careful in his books on child discipline to advocate different parental responses depending on the source of the behavior.  The same concept applies in the classroom.  A simple childish mistake calls for a different kind of intervention than does willful disrespect of the rules.

Effective classroom managers know what is going on in their classes.  The book describes this as “withitness.”  I really appreciated how Cheryl Poulos, in the case study from Chapter 9, was careful only to catch “the right one” in the case of Scott tapping Veronica’s leg with his foot.  Too often I have seen both children called down or punished equally, regardless of “who started it” or who the main culprit was.  This may not always be feasible, since things can happen when we aren’t looking; however, we should strive to be as fair as possible and avoid punishing the innocent.  This requires that we know what is going on in all parts of our classroom at all times.

Another important thing is to follow through on interventions until the undesired behavior has ceased.  This is linked to congruent communication in that the teacher’s words, nonverbal communication, and actions are consistent.  If a teacher reminds two students to stop talking, then ignores further talking by those students, the teacher has communicated to the class that she is not truly serious about enforcing the rule.  Students will be much more likely to break that rule and test the teacher on the other ones.  Instead, the teacher must monitor the situation and apply further interventions as needed.

I had to laugh a bit when I read the section on brevity.  The book reads, “Long interventions disrupt the flow of the lesson and detract from time devoted to instruction” (p. 287).  This made me picture the cartoon “Peanuts,” in which parents and teachers just sound like, “Blah, blah, blah.”  Ironically, I have read case studies in this book and others which are held up as good examples, but in which the teacher intervenes with many words (see page 290, with teacher Matt Papuga).  I invariably think, “That’s going in one ear and out the other.  His eyes are probably glazing over.”  Not that I’m never guilty of wordy interventions.  Goodness knows I’ve lectured my own son to no good effect any number of times.  The thing is, I don’t think those instances should be held up as good examples.  So, as the book says (in this section, at least), be brief.

I have a bit of a problem with the way “I” messages are presented in the book.  Look, for example, at the case study on page 290 with teacher Joanne Bass.  I’m okay with it as far as, “Ron, when you don’t bring your materials, I have to stop the discussion, the class is disrupted . . .”  They lose me, however, when they advocate saying things like, “. . . and I get frustrated.”  Number one, particularly in high school, half the kids are going to say, “So what?”  Why should they care if they’ve frustrated me or made me upset?  Number two, I think this will take away from a teacher’s credibility.  Allowing the students to see you as human is one thing, but admitting that they’ve gotten to you is quite another.  Like with my Algebra teacher, that’s like blood in shark-infested waters.  I’d be interested to see what my colleagues think of this issue.

I found the section on assertive discipline to be very interesting.  I’d want to learn more about the system before deciding whether I like it or not, but there are certainly some useful concepts.  For instance, I liked the distinction between passive, hostile, and assertive responses.  I think people who respond passively are unsure of how to deal with a problem and therefore try to avoid facing it directly.  Hostile responses come from people who attempt a form of intervention and fail, then get angry and try to force compliance anyways.  To avoid either of these extremes, I think it is important for teachers to figure out their rules and consequences ahead of time AND make sure they have contingency plans.  If we know what we’ll do if a student refuses to comply with a request or lashes out violently, we’ll be less likely to respond poorly when we’re on the spot.

Speaking of violence, I liked what the book has to say, as far as it goes.  I was disappointed in the shortness of the section, however.  I would have liked to have more practical suggestions like the ones proposed under “Immediate actions”: “a loud noise, such as shouting, clapping, or slamming a chair against the floor will often surprise the students enough so they’ll stop.  At that point, you can begin to talk to them . . .”  But what if the loud noise doesn’t stop them?  What do you say to them if they do stop?  I suppose the authors expect individual school districts to fill in the gaps according to their own policies, but I’d feel a little better with more case studies and examples of effective interventions.

I liked many of the concepts presented in this chapter, but overall, I feel I will need to read a book devoted to discipline before entering the classroom.  I will probably be the kind of beginning teacher that needs to use a behaviorist approach in the beginning before graduating to better things, so I need to find methods that will be appropriate for my high school English classroom.

