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Introduction

In many schools, the lessons of classroom management have become part of a “hidden curriculum.” They’re not discussed at curriculum meetings. They don’t show up anywhere in the teacher’s daily lesson plan, yet they require as much, if not more, of the teacher’s time and energy as any other academic subject. We can’t teach our academic subjects effectively until we can establish an effective environment for learning. Classroom management provides the foundation for all instruction.

We wouldn’t consider teaching reading, math, science, or any other academic subject with outdated or ineffective methods, but when it comes to teaching our rules for acceptable behavior and the lessons of classroom management, our guidance practices are all over the map. When guidance practices vary from teacher to teacher, inconsistency is the rule. Students receive a series of mixed messages about rules and expectations and mixed lessons about acceptable behavior in the classroom. The inconsistency creates confusion and sets everyone up for conflict. The result—more instructional time spent with testing and disruption, less time for teaching and learning, and costly drains on administrative time and financial resources. The office becomes a dumping ground for inappropriate referrals.

To complicate things, most of the packaged guidance and discipline programs available to schools are outdated, simplistic, production-line approaches that ignore differences in children’s temperaments and established principles of child development and learning theory. These approaches work fine with compliant students who permit us a wide margin for ineffectiveness. But who are the students who cause 90 percent of school discipline problems? They’re not the compliant students. Teachers and administrators know them as the “frequent flyers” who repeatedly end up in the office. We call them “aggressive researchers” because they are always testing the limits to see how far they can go. Call them difficult, challenging, spirited, or strong-willed, they are the same 10 percent on every campus who cause 90 percent of the problems. You have to be at the top of your game when you work with this group. They permit no margin for ineffectiveness.

What sets our program apart from other approaches? The Setting Limits Program is a proven, research-based system of classroom management that works with the full range of students—compliant students, fence-sitters, the strong-willed 10 percent, and all those in between. The methods have been tested and used successfully by tens of thousands of teachers. They work. You should find them a refreshing alternative to the ineffective extremes of punishment and permissiveness that wear teachers down and get them nowhere.

Our bias is clear. Classroom management is simply too important to be neglected or handled ineffectively. The cost to teaching and learning, to our schools, and to our culture is too great. Guidance and discipline should be taught like any other subject with a sound curriculum, proven state-of-the-art methods, and consistency across grade levels and throughout the school.

As educational consultants and staff development trainers, we see thousands of students each year who are not stopping at the signals they confront in the classroom. They don’t respect rules or authority, and many lack the basic social skills required to be successful students. Some are suspected of having emotional or learning problems, and a few do, but the vast majority are not suffering from any problem at all. They are simply exercising their willpower in the hope they can wear adults down and do what they want. Often, they’re successful.

Their teachers have tried a variety of methods to stop the misbehavior. They’ve tried lecturing, threatening, reasoning, explaining, bribing, cajoling, writing names on the board, taking away recesses, and making students write apology letters. They’ve tried making them stand in the corner, sending them to the office, issuing citations, sending home daily behavior reports, and asking parents to spend a day in the classroom—all without success.

These teachers’ discipline methods range from extreme permissiveness to harsh punishment and all points in between, but most share at least one thing in common. They’re having trouble setting limits in their classrooms. They’re doing the best they can with the tools they have, but the tools aren’t working, and they don’t know what else to do. They need to upgrade the tools in their toolboxes.

Setting Limits in the Classroom provides you with a complete program for effective classroom management as well as a school-wide discipline plan. You can say goodbye to all the ineffective methods that wear you down and get you nowhere. No more reasoning, explaining, lecturing, or threats. No more drawn-out consequences or exhaustive attempts at persuasion. And you can say goodbye to all the power struggles, too. Your students will know what you mean when you set clear, firm limits and support your words with effective consequences. Finally, all staff on your campus will have the tools they need to operate as a team working from the same plan.

In the chapters that follow, you’ll learn an approach to classroom management that is clear, systematic, and developmentally appropriate for your students, one that has been tested and used successfully by thousands of teachers and parents. The methods work, and you can use them with the full range of primary and elementary school students, and of regular education and special education students.

An effective classroom is like a table supported by four important legs: effective structure, positive relationships, engaging instruction, and effective limit-setting practices. Not only do the legs support the table, they also support one another. All four are important. They provide balance for the table. When one or more of the first three legs are weak, you will have to rely more heavily on limit setting to support the weaker legs. This is not the goal of our program. Our goal is to help you build a strong and balanced table.
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Chapters 1 through 4 of the book will help you develop the first three legs of your table. You’ll learn how to structure your classroom for success, how to build positive relationships with your students, and how to use effective engagement strategies to hook students in to your lessons and keep them hooked throughout the lesson. The strategies should be fun for you and your students.

Chapters 5 through 8 will attempt to do what most books on classroom management leave out—that is, to help you recognize how students really learn rules and why the teaching-and-learning process breaks down. Our goal is to help you recognize the things that aren’t working for you. Without this awareness, it will be difficult, if not impossible, to avoid repeating old mistakes, because most of these mistakes are made unconsciously. You’ll discover your approach to limit setting, how children really learn your rules, the types of limits you’re using, and the type of “classroom dance” you might be doing to get your students to cooperate.

With an understanding of what hasn’t worked for you, you’ll be ready to learn new skills. Chapters 9 through 18 form the core of the skills-training program. In these chapters, you’ll learn how to give clear messages about your rules, stop power struggles before they begin, support your rules with instructive consequences, use parents and the office for backup support, manage crises and extreme behavior, and support students with ADD/ADHD and special needs who require more than effective classroom management to be successful in the classroom.

The final chapter is intended to provide relief for administrators and help them improve the efficiency and effectiveness of their school’s discipline program. Whether your program requires a tune-up or a major overhaul, this chapter will help you put the parts back together so they work in an efficient and cost-effective manner. You’ll learn how to develop a Setting Limits School-Wide Discipline Plan for your school. Everything you need is provided, even a sample plan.

This book is designed to be a curriculum material for staff development training. Suggestions for getting started are provided in appendix 3. A guide for beginning a teacher study group at your school, as well as teacher study group questions and discussion topics, is included in appendix 4.

Learning the methods in this book will be the easiest part of your skills training. Most are fairly straightforward. For many of you, the hardest part will be to resist the temptation to revert to old habits and do the things that haven’t worked. Changing old habits is not easy, particularly when old habits become established on a school-wide basis.

Resistance to change is a normal and expected part of the change process. You may recognize intellectually that the management system you learn in this book will lead to the type of change you desire, but the changes they bring may not feel comfortable to you or your students in the beginning. You will likely encounter pressure and resistance to change, not only from your students but also from within yourself. Don’t give up. The more you practice, the more comfortable you will feel, and the positive results will increase your confidence.

You should also expect to make mistakes and to have lapses when you begin practicing your new skills. That’s okay. Mistakes are a normal part of learning. Your goal should be improvement, and you will improve the more you practice. If you have difficulty remembering what logical consequences to use in specific situations, make it easy on yourself. Refer to the Setting Limits Companion Guide in appendix 1 for assistance. Make a copy and keep it on your desk. If you encounter unexpected problems with any of the methods or procedures, refer back to the pertinent chapters for assistance. Take special note of the specific language used to carry out the techniques in the various examples.

Finally, many of the examples in this book reflect actual cases from counseling sessions and consulting work with teachers. In all cases, the names have been changed to protect the privacy of those involved.

The methods in this book have helped tens of thousands of teachers regain control of their classrooms and enjoy more satisfying and cooperative relationships with students. If you are willing to invest the time and energy needed to learn the skills, you too can share the rewards. Enjoy Setting Limits in the Classroom.
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Creating Structure
That Works

Structure is the organizational foundation of the classroom. It sets the stage for cooperation and learning by clarifying your rules and expectations and by defining how you want your students to behave. In a well-structured classroom, most conflicts and behavior problems are prevented because children know what is expected. Rules, procedures, and daily routines are clear. There is less need for testing and less need for discipline.

Because structure is so basic, many teachers devote too little attention to it at the beginning of the year or overlook it entirely. They believe they can’t afford to take valuable time away from academic instruction, or they assume children should already know what is expected or that they will pick it up along the way. The result is more time spent on testing and disruptions and less time on teaching and learning. Everybody loses. Teachers end up exhausted as they struggle to maintain order in their classrooms, and students lose valuable time for instruction.

This chapter will show you how to prevent the problems that accompany ineffective structure. You’ll learn proven techniques for teaching classroom rules and procedures, defining basic student responsibilities, enlisting parent support and cooperation, and solving problems early, before they get bigger. By the time you’re done, you’ll know how to create structure that will work for you throughout the year.
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The Cost of Ineffective Structure

The lesson of structure begins the moment your students enter the classroom. There is no way to avoid it. Sooner or later—usually sooner—someone will do something he or she is not supposed to do, and all the students will watch for your reaction. What you do, or fail to do, will define a rule.

Imagine, for example, that you’re a sixth-grade teacher, and it’s the first day of school. One of your students arrives to class wearing a headset and rocking out to one of his favorite songs. You don’t like it, but you decide to ignore it. “He’ll probably put it away by the time I begin teaching,” you say to yourself.

He might, but what is the rule you just taught? Of course, it’s okay to arrive in class wearing a headset. What do you think this student and possibly others are likely to do in the future?

The issue is not whether the lesson of structure should be taught. It will be taught, one way or another. The real issue is who controls the lesson—the teacher or the students? When students control the lesson, the costs to learning, cooperation, and achievement are much greater. Consider the following.

It’s the first week of school in Mr. Johnson’s fourth-grade class. The bell just rang, and the kids have filed back into class. Mr. Johnson stands at the front of the classroom and waits for the kids to settle down.

His lesson has been carefully planned and organized. He scheduled ten minutes for instruction and thirty minutes for seatwork. He’s ready to get started, but the kids are not. Two minutes have passed since the bell rang, and the noise level is high.

“Let’s settle down a little,” he says, directing his comments to several boys who are laughing and talking loudly. His words have little impact. The boys continue to laugh. Others are talking, too. Mr. Johnson waits patiently. Another minute passes.

“What’s going on?” he thinks to himself. “I announced my rules the first day of class. They should know better.” He tries again.

“Okay, class, I’m ready to start,” he says in an annoyed tone. He waits a little more. Everyone settles down except two boys.

“Craig, Terry! Are you ready to join us?” Mr. Johnson asks. The boys exchange mischievous smiles, but they stop talking for the moment. Four minutes have passed. Finally, Mr. Johnson begins his lesson.

As he gives directions for the next assignment, Mr. Johnson notices that a number of students are not paying attention. “I don’t want to explain this again,” he says. His warning has little effect. He finishes his directions and passes out the worksheets. “You have twenty-five minutes to complete the assignment,” he announces.

“I don’t understand,” blurts one student. “Yeah, what are we supposed to do?” chimes in another. Several others look confused. There isn’t time for individual instructions. Mr. Johnson is frustrated.

“If you guys had been paying attention, you would know what to do,” he says. “Now, listen up.” He repeats the directions for the benefit of those who had not listened, eating up another five minutes. Twenty minutes left.

Finally, everyone is working. As they do, Mr. Johnson roves around the room to help those with raised hands and to intervene with disruptions. As he helps one student, he notices Craig and Terry laughing and fooling around again.

“Excuse me, Brenda,” says Mr. Johnson. He approaches Craig and Terry. “Guys, would you save it for recess, please?” They smile at each other again but stop for the moment.

Mr. Johnson returns to Brenda, but by this time other hands are in the air. One kid is blurting out in an attempt to get Mr. Johnson’s attention. Other kids are disrupting. He deals with the disruptions first, then the blurter, then the raised hands, and so it goes for the rest of the lesson. Hands are still in the air as the bell rings. Many don’t finish.

What happened? Mr. Johnson was prepared to teach his academic lesson but not the lesson of classroom management. His class lacks structure. As a result, he spent more than a third of his time dealing with blurting and disruptions.

What did his students learn? They learned the same lessons they had been learning all week. It’s okay to enter the classroom noisily. Take your time to settle down. If you don’t pay attention the first time, you will get a second set of directions. It’s okay to blurt out. Worst of all, they learned that blurting out and disruptions are tolerated. Mr. Johnson is in for a long year. If he continues on this course, he’s a good candidate for burnout.

Defining Basic Terms

Before we move forward with our task of helping you build better structure into your classroom, we need to discuss the “nuts and bolts” of the job. It’s time to define some basic terms so you understand how these parts operate and fit together. Let’s begin with structure.


Structure is a broad and inclusive term that describes how the various parts of the classroom fit together. Rules, procedures, routines, desk configurations, equipment, people, activities, and time schedules are all components of structure. When we use the term structure in this book, we are referring primarily to rules, procedures, and routines.

Classroom management is a very broad and inclusive term that refers to the full range of things teachers do to organize people, materials, space, and time for the purpose of teaching and learning. Classroom discipline, relationship building, community building, engagement strategies, and all the components of structure are included within the general term classroom management.

Classroom rules come in four basic varieties: general rules, specific rules, rules in theory, and the rules we practice, that is to say, those we’re willing to consistently enforce.

Classroom procedures inform students how things are supposed to be done in the classroom. It’s the teacher’s job to clearly communicate what they want done and how they want students to do it.

Classroom routines develop when students carry out classroom procedures automatically. Smooth, efficient routines are a defining characteristic of a well-structured classroom. Developing classroom routines is a central goal of any effective classroom management program.

Discipline is defined by Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary as training expected to produce a specific type or pattern of behavior. The key word in this definition is training. Does this sound like teaching and learning to you? Discipline in the classroom refers to the training methods that teachers use to gain cooperation from their students. Discipline is how we enforce our rules and procedures.

Limit setting refers to the methods we use to teach and enforce our rules and procedures in the classroom. The terms limit setting and discipline are used interchangeably throughout the book. Effective limit setting is an essential component of any effective classroom management plan.

Reinforcement refers to the things we do to increase a desirable behavior or decrease an undesirable behavior. Often, when we think of reinforcement, we think of punishment or the application of aversive or punitive consequences. Punishment is only one form of reinforcement, and it has limited training value.

Reinforcement errors occur when we encourage, support, or reward unacceptable behavior.

Reinforcement schedule refers to the frequency of reinforcement.

Logical consequences are another form of reinforcement that work effectively in classroom settings. Logical consequences are structured learning opportunities that are arranged by the teacher, experienced by the child, and logically related to the child’s unacceptable behavior. Logical consequences stop misbehavior, but they’re designed to teach, not hurt.



Plan Structure Before Students Arrive

If you wait until the first day of school to plan your classroom rules and procedures and get organized, then you’ve already missed the train because it has arrived and has left the station. This simple act of omission has put your students, not you, in charge of the lesson of structure.

When it comes to developing structure, your mantra should be “Be Prepared, Be Organized, Be Ready.” Your plan should be in place well before your students arrive. Let’s begin with classroom rules.

DEVELOPING CLASSROOM RULES

Classroom rules come in four basic varieties: general rules, specific rules, rules in theory, and the rules you actually practice. General rules specify the teacher’s expectations for work habits and acceptable behavior in the classroom. Some typical examples: “Cooperate with your teacher and classmates,” “Respect the rights and property of others,” and “Carry out your student responsibilities.”

Specific rules, as the term implies, provide more precise information for students about how they are expected to behave. Typical examples: “Raise your hand and wait to be recognized if you want to ask a question or make a comment” or “Use an indoor voice in the classroom.”

Rules in theory can be general or specific but they really amount to nothing more than words that signal our hopes and expectations for how students should behave. As the name implies, rules in theory operate on the hypothetical level. How do they work? They are usually announced, but they may take the form of requests or directives.

Some teachers set themselves up for testing and conflict by confusing their rules in theory with the rules they actually practice. In reality, the two may be very different depending on what happens when our announced rules are tested or violated. Consider the following example.

Mr. Larson, a fifth-grade teacher, notices that some of his students have been bringing toys and trading cards to class and playing with them during instruction. He decides to put a stop to it.

“If you bring toys or cards to school, you need to keep them in your desk or backpack,” he says. “If you have them out during class, I will take them away and return them to your parents at our next teacher-parent conference.” Mr. Larson has established his rule in theory.

Later in the afternoon, Mr. Larson notices one of his students passing a troll doll to another girl in her table group.

“Mia, what did I say about playing with toys in class?” he asks. “Now put it away, please.” He lets it pass with just a warning. The lesson isn’t lost on others.

The next day, he catches Dale and Patrick playing with baseball cards. “Guys, do you want to lose them?” Mr. Larson asks. “If not, put them away.” Again, he lets it pass with just a warning.

Before the week is over, there are several more incidents and several more warnings. In one case, Mr. Larson actually confiscates some cards but returns them after school with instructions not to bring them back.

What is the rule Mr. Larson actually practices? Of course, it’s okay to play with toys in class. All you get is warnings. Why should anyone take Mr. Larson’s rule very seriously? Rules in theory that are not supported with effective action are invitations for testing and noncompliance.

Rules in practice are defined by our actions or what students actually experience when all the talking is over. These rules represent our “bottom line,” or our actual standards for acceptable behavior. The behavior we are willing to tolerate defines our actual classroom rules.

How do students know our rules in practice? They test, and then watch what we do. Our actions, or lack of them, will clarify what we really expect. When we support our announced rules with effective action, we earn credibility and students learn to take us seriously. Consider the following.

It’s time for morning circle, a daily sharing activity in Mrs. Atkins’s preschool class. The kids are all seated on the carpet near the blackboard. As the activity begins, Matthew, age four, presses his foot against the back of the girl in front of him and pulls on her sweater.

“Matthew, we don’t put our hands or feet on others when we’re in morning circle,” says Mrs. Atkins. “We sit crisscross applesauce like this.” She models the correct way to sit. Matthew cooperates for a few minutes, then decides to test. He gives Sara another nudge with his foot and tugs the back of her sweater.

“Matthew, you need to sit by yourself for the rest of circle time,” says Mrs. Atkins matter-of-factly. She gets out a carpet strip for Matthew to sit on and places it about five feet away from the others.

Did Matthew’s teacher practice the rule she announced? You bet. Her words said, “Stop,” and that’s what Matthew experienced when he decided to test. Her message was clear, and so was her rule. She may need to repeat this lesson many times with Matthew before he is convinced, but if she does, Matthew will surely learn the rule and take her words seriously. The rules we practice and are willing to support with consistent discipline are the rules kids respect and take seriously.

GUIDELINES FOR INTRODUCING RULES


	Keep your list of general rules brief.

	State your rules in positive or neutral language.


	State your rules in simple, clear terms.


	Post your rules in a visible area.


	Only state rules you’re willing to enforce.




On the first day, you should be prepared to introduce your general rules or rules in theory. Keep them broad and inclusive, and avoid extensive lists that invite limit testing. Most teachers find that the following poster we use in the Setting Limits Program summarizes everything your students need to know about your general rules.


FIGURE 1.1: Classroom Rules


	Cooperate with your teacher and classmates.

	Respect the rights and property of others.


	Carry out your basic student responsibilities.






Sharing Expectations for Good Work Habits

One of the most important lessons children learn in the course of growing up is the lesson of good work habits, or how to be responsible for beginning a task, staying with it even when it’s difficult, and completing it in a timely manner. Children who learn good work habits become successful students and successful people. Children who fail to master good work habits face increased risk of failure. For many students, good work habits can mean the difference between success and failure.

How do children learn good work habits? They acquire work habits the same way they acquire other skills—through a teaching-and-learning process. They need instruction, practice, corrective feedback, more practice, and repeated opportunities to experience the consequences of their efforts, both positive and negative. In an ideal world, the process should begin in the home then be reinforced in the classroom. Parents should be the first teachers of these important lessons. In the real world, however, many children receive little or no training in good work habits prior to arriving at school. The job, by necessity, falls on the teacher. The lesson must be taught. Teachers can help students develop good work habits by being clear about their expectations, by helping students plan out a study schedule, by acknowledging and rewarding compliance, and by holding students accountable when they do less than their part. The following guidelines should help you get started.

GUIDELINES FOR SHARING EXPECTATIONS FOR WORK HABITS


	State your expectations and describe procedures for completing assignments.

	State the consequences for compliance and noncompliance.


	Post a list of basic student responsibilities in a visible area.





FIGURE 1.2: Basic Student Responsibilities


	Keep track of your own books and assignments.

	Start your work on time and allow time to finish.


	Ask for help when you need it.


	Do your own work.


	Turn your work in on time.


	Accept responsibility for grades and other consequences.






ACCOUNTABILITY PROCEDURES

The lesson of responsibility is difficult to learn without accountability. Your students need to know from the beginning that they are expected to do their part and that there will be consequences, positive and negative, associated with their performance. The following accountability procedures will help your students learn responsibility and good work habits by holding them accountable for doing their part.

Makeup Sessions for Incomplete Work

There are ten minutes left until recess, and Jamie, a very capable nine-year-old, has fifteen problems remaining on her math worksheet. She’s hoping to dawdle the time away and avoid finishing the assignment. Her suspicious teacher intervenes.

“Jamie, you have ten minutes to finish your math sheet. If it’s not finished before recess, you’ll have to take a clipboard and finish on the bench during recess.”

“Rats!” Jamie says to herself. She hurries to finish before recess.

This accountability procedure has been a fixture in public school settings for generations. It works. The system is very simple. When capable students dawdle, avoid, procrastinate, or otherwise fail to complete assigned work during class time, they are required to make up that work during their time, in breaks or recess. In effect, the loss of their valued time becomes the logical consequence for not completing work in a timely manner. The procedure works great with capable but noncompliant students. The procedure is not recommended for students with ADD, learning disabilities, or other special needs who lack the skills or abilities to complete work in a timely manner.

Fun Friday

Fun Friday is a clever procedure used by elementary teachers to acknowledge and reward good work habits. Teachers set aside a block of time on Friday afternoons for preferred activities that students can do quietly at their seats. Teachers and students develop an “approved list” of educational activities that are placed in a cabinet or on a shelf in the classroom. Students become eligible for Fun Friday after they have completed all assigned work for the week. Students who are not eligible use the time to catch up on incomplete class work or homework. Consider the following example.

It’s two o’clock on Friday afternoon, and Mr. Hodges, a third-grade teacher, makes an announcement to the class.

“It’s time for Fun Friday. Everyone who has completed homework and class assignments for the week can select an activity from the approved list. I’ll meet with those who haven’t at the back table.” All but three students head to the cabinet to select an educational game or other approved activity. Others decide to use the time to read or draw. The three remaining students take their incomplete work and join Mr. Hodges at the back table.

Friday Work Folders

Friday work folders are a simple and effective method for holding students accountable and helping parents stay up-to-date on their child’s progress. The procedure is easy to carry out. Each Friday, the teacher sends home a packet of the work the student has completed and turned in that week. Attached to the packet is a note indicating whether all items were completed and which items remain incomplete. Parents review the packet, sign and date the entry on the back cover of the folder, make any comments they desire, and return the folder with their child on Monday. Teachers can help students remember to return Friday folders to school by offering group points or class points toward some reward.

Friday folders have many advantages. They keep parents informed and allow them to monitor the quality of their child’s class work and homework. They provide an ongoing communication channel between school and home, and they serve as an early-detection system so parents and teachers can deal with student problems before they become more serious.

The Classroom Rental Center

The classroom rental center is a clever way to help students learn responsibility and organizational skills and to arrive to class prepared. When students are forgetful or unprepared, the rental center helps them experience the consequence of their forgetfulness or lack of preparation. Consider the following.

Brad is a bright and capable fifth grader who has a habit of arriving to class unprepared. As his teacher asks the class to take out their books in preparation for a writing assignment, she notices Brad doesn’t have his book or notebook. He raises his hand.

“I forgot my book and notebook,” he says.

“Step over to my rental center and select the items you need,” says his teacher. “The rental cost will be erasing the whiteboards when recess begins.” His teacher keeps a table with extra books, pens, pencils, writing paper, and other supplies next to her desk at the front of the classroom.

Sure, Brad’s teacher could have given him the items he forgot, but what would that teach Brad about who is responsible for solving the problem? A trip to the rental center had the desired impact.

Ticket-In/Ticket-Out

Some students complete their homework but fail to turn it in on a regular basis. Ticket-in/ticket-out is an effective accountability procedure for helping students develop better and more responsible homework habits. The student’s parents must be willing to participate in the procedure and do their part for the required period of time for the procedure to be effective. Training habits takes time. We recommend you use the procedure for a full academic semester. Here’s how it works.

The student’s job is to write down all of his or her homework assignments and show them to the teacher, who initials them for accuracy before the student is released for lunch recess. This task is the student’s ticket out of the classroom. Each day, when the student arrives home, he or she reviews the assignments with his or her parents, then completes them.

The parents’ job is to review the daily homework assignments for completion and make sure the student places them in his or her backpack. Before the child leaves the house the next day, he or she shows that the completed homework assignments are in the backpack. This is the child’s ticket out the door.

The teacher’s job is to ask for the student’s completed homework assignment each morning when he or she enters the classroom. This is the student’s ticket in. When parents hold their children accountable, good habits develop. When parents don’t do their part, the procedure may break down, and you’ll have to rely on other logical consequences, which you’ll learn in chapter 11.

Teaching Classroom Procedures

The research evidence is clear. Teachers with the best-run classrooms spend most of the first two weeks teaching rules and procedures. They understand that the vast majority of classroom behavior problems can be resolved by improving procedures.

Classroom procedures are essential for providing students with the vital “how-to” information they need to carry out tasks and perform activities in an acceptable manner. When procedures are clear, students feel secure. They know what they’re expected to do, and they know how to do it. There is less need for testing and more time for learning.

What’s the alternative if we don’t take time to teach our classroom procedures? Chaos, confusion, conflict, and disruption. There is less time for teaching and less time for learning. Achievement suffers. Teachers become frustrated and stressed and end up devoting excessive amounts of time to discipline to correct the behavior they didn’t teach effectively in the beginning. Discipline, in the absence of effective structure, is simply damage control.

How do we teach procedures to our students? The process is similar to teaching academics. Lessons must be taught, practiced, reviewed, and practiced some more. Most students will master our lessons quickly. Some will need to experience the consequences of their acceptable or unacceptable performance repeatedly before they decide to cooperate and carry out the procedure correctly. A few students, and you know who they are, will require even more practice opportunities on their own time apart from the class and may require help from their parents. In short, your students will learn your procedures “the easy way” or “the hard way,” but if you have the tools to teach the lesson however your students choose to learn it, you can’t fail.

One of the best resource materials on the subject is Harry and Rosemary Wong’s book, The First Days of School. The authors recommend a three-step procedure for teaching classroom procedures. Step one involves introducing, explaining, and demonstrating the procedure we want students to master. Step two involves practicing and rehearsing the procedure repeatedly so they get it right. Step three involves reinforcing their efforts, positive or negative, with consequences.

THE THREE-STEP MODEL FOR TEACHING PROCEDURES


Step One: Explain, model, and demonstrate the procedure. Preschoolers and elementary-school age children need procedures to be taught in very concrete terms. Break the procedure down into steps, and teach it step by step. Telling them what to do is important, but showing them how to do it increases the instructive value of the lesson. Posting lists of classroom procedures in visible areas can be very helpful for intermediate-level students.

Step Two: Practice the procedure, rehearse it, and practice some more. Students need repeated opportunities to practice the procedure, step by step, under your supervision. Provide corrective feedback at each step so students understand exactly how they are expected to carry out the procedure. The amount of practice your students will need depends upon their skill level, maturity, and temperaments. Remember, the goal is to practice the procedure until it becomes automatic and routine. We just practice until they get it right.

Step Three: Reinforce the procedure with consequences until it becomes automatic or routine. When students perform a procedure correctly, give them positive feedback in the form of “good job!” praise, pats, or smiles. Celebrate their successes. When students perform a procedure incorrectly, specify the correction needed and provide more opportunities for practice. You can practice some procedures on a whole-class basis, but a statute of limitations applies to this practice. Compliant students resent having to practice procedures they’ve already mastered. When only a few individuals need practice, it’s better to use separate, strategic practice sessions. In chapter 12, you’ll learn how to use Recess Academy to conduct these strategic practice sessions.



Now, let’s see how the three-step model helps one teacher to teach a very basic and important procedure—entering the classroom. Consider the following.

It’s the first day of school and Mr. Santin, a second-grade teacher, waits at the door to greet his new students. He asks his students to form a single line, then introduces his classroom entry procedure.

“In this class we always enter in a single line, walking, not running, with indoor voices, and we keep our hands and feet to ourselves. Keep an arm’s-length distance from the student in front of you while you walk.” He demonstrates what an arm’s-length distance looks like. “Okay, let’s go inside. When you arrive at your desks, take out your start-up activity.” Mr. Santin leads his kids inside. Things begin well, but the kids are excited and the line bunches up. Several kids start pushing. Several others dash for their desks when they make it through the door.

“Let’s try it again,” Mr. Santin announces, matter-of-factly. He asks everybody to go outside once again and form a line. “This time, keep one arm’s length apart.” He models how to establish an arm’s-length distance from the next student in line. “Okay, let’s walk slowly this time.” He leads the excited kids in again.

“Much better!” announces Mr. Santin. He knows there will be many more opportunities to practice this procedure in the days and weeks to come. He also knows that a few students will likely need individual practice sessions, but he has the tools to get the lesson accomplished. The classroom entry procedure will not waste a lot of valuable instructional time in Mr. Santin’s classroom. Effective teachers spend most of their time managing their classrooms with procedures, not discipline.

PRIORITIZING PROCEDURES

There are so many procedures to teach in a classroom, the kids can’t learn them all at once. Where do you begin? Which procedures should be taught first? The solution is to prioritize the procedures you need to teach in order of their necessity and importance. Some procedures you’ll have to teach right away. Others you can delay teaching until that activity arises in the natural course of the school day, week, month, or year. The following lists will help with your planning.

PROCEDURES TO TEACH DURING THE FIRST FEW DAYS AND WEEKS


	Entering the classroom

	Turning in papers


	Starting the day


	Homework procedures


	Asking questions


	What to do when you finish work early


	Coming to attention


	Keeping desks orderly


	Using an indoor voice


	Leaving your seat


	Cleanup procedures


	Using the bathroom


	Recess procedures


	Sharpening pencils


	Cafeteria procedures


	Asking for help


	Ending-the-day procedures


	Listening to directions


	Exiting the classroom


	Responding to questions


	Exiting the school grounds


	Silent signals


	Being a good listener


	Making up missed work


	Grading procedures


	Safety procedures


	Emergency procedures




PROCEDURES TO TEACH DURING THE FIRST FEW WEEKS AND MONTH


	What to do when the phone rings

	Fire drill procedures


	What to do when visitors arrive


	Emergency procedures


	What to do when there is a problem


	Being a good listener


	Organizing notebooks


	Organizing desk items


	Classroom rental center


	Checking out books


	Attending school assemblies


	Using the media center


	Using the library


	Using computers


	Fun Friday activities


	Bad-weather procedures


	What to do when the teacher is busy


	When the power goes out


	Substitute teacher procedures


	Field trip procedures


	Reporting bullying


	Reporting thefts


	Going to the library


	Lost-and-found procedures




Seating Arrangements and Desk Configurations

The overriding goals of an effective seating arrangement are to accomplish tasks, maximize learning and on-task time, and minimize disruptions and behavior problems. Many classroom management problems can be prevented by deciding in advance how and where to position students in the classroom.

Ask yourself the following questions before deciding on the best seating arrangement or desk configuration: What classroom tasks do I want to accomplish? What is the general maturity level of my students? Should close friends sit close together? How many students do I have with special needs such as learning disabilities, physical disabilities, ADD, and emotional and behavioral problems?

If you have an immature group, many students with special needs, or both, you may want to abandon desk groupings or pods in favor of conventional vertical rows. Most students with special needs function best when placed near the front of the class, near the board and teacher’s desk; away from distractions such as the pencil sharpener, intercom, drinking fountain, hamster cage, and air-conditioning vent; and with their backs toward as many students as possible.

Desk groupings or pods are popular in many schools and work great for facilitating cooperative learning activities with compliant students. But not all kids are ready for this experience. You need to get to know your students first. Immature students are more likely to see desk groups as an opportunity to play around, seek negative attention, or disrupt. Desk groupings are absolutely the worst seating arrangement for students with ADD. This configuration surrounds them with distractions. What are the alternatives? ADD students do best in conventional vertical rows or unattached as “islands.”

If you use islands, and we recommend that you do when they are needed, it’s important to present this seating option as a “normal part” of your classroom seating plan. Students should not feel ostracized or stigmatized by the arrangement. When the option is presented in a positive manner to the whole class, most students who become islands are grateful for the opportunity. They do better, and they know it.

GUIDELINES FOR PLANNING SEATING OR DESK CONFIGURATIONS


	Assign students to their seats during the first day of school.

	Seat students facing the board and the teacher.


	Adjust your seating plan for easy access to all students and efficient movement through the classroom.


	Separate close friends and students prone to conflict.


	Strategically place students with special needs.


	Adjust your seating plan as students show more maturity.




Classroom Jobs or Chores

What a great concept! Here is an opportunity to enlist free help for literally dozens of jobs that need to be carried out in the classroom on a daily basis, and in most cases, the help is offered cheerfully, even proudly. Experienced teachers know that classroom chores are a wonderful tool for community building and for teaching responsibility and cooperation. The simple act of being a contributing member of the classroom helps students to feel needed, valued, and connected to their teacher, peers, and the classroom as a whole. When contributions are recognized and acknowledged publicly, students develop a sense of pride and belonging.

The list of potential classroom jobs is limited only by your imagination, but here is a list to help you get started.

POSSIBLE CLASSROOM JOBS





	Line leader                
	Flag salute leader



	Table group leader
	Ball and equipment manager



	Paper monitor
	Blackboard monitor



	Bookshelf monitor
	Supplies manager



	Office messenger
	Lighting director



	Classroom ambassador        
	Cleanup committee



	Buddy helper
	Conflict manager



	Class meeting leader
	Recycling manager








GUIDELINES FOR CLASSROOM JOBS


	Post list of classroom jobs in visible area.

	Rotate jobs weekly.


	Explain and model the job the first time it’s assigned.


	Acknowledge effort and contributions publicly.


	Offer constructive feedback when needed.


	Provide formal recognition at the end of the week.




Enlisting Parent Support and Cooperation

The focus thus far has been on helping students get acquainted with the structure of the classroom. We’ve discussed effective methods for teaching rules and procedures, organizing seating and classroom chores, and supporting or enforcing rules and procedures with discipline or limit-setting procedures. The final step in creating effective structure is to enlist the support and cooperation of parents as partners in our classroom management system.

How do we enlist parent support? There is no one right way, but some guidelines can help you get off to a good start. First, be proactive. Contact parents early before small problems develop into big ones. Second, give them all the information they need to back you up and be supportive. It is not enough simply to expect their support. Provide them with the specific information and skills they need to be supportive.

What’s the alternative if we don’t make early contact, or fail to provide parents with the information or skills they need? How will they know what we expect or how to support us? The chances are they won’t know, and will be ill-equipped to help when a problem has developed with their child. How are they likely to feel when our first point of contact is about a problem? Defensive? Angry? Embarrassed? Resentful? Sure. Is this any way to begin a cooperative working relationship?

Some teachers wait until their first set of teacher-parent conferences to share concerns they’re having about a student’s behavior. What parent likes to hear at their first conference with their child’s teacher that their child has been misbehaving for the last eight to ten weeks? When we allow problems to develop into patterns, we don’t inspire parent confidence in our classroom management skills. Teachers who wait too long to contact parents risk turning a potential supporter into an adversary.

The choices are clear: Either we share our rules and expectations early and start off on a positive note, or we keep parents in the dark and risk alienating them when the focus of our first contact is a discipline problem. Allies are always better than adversaries. Sending an introductory letter is an excellent way to get off to a good start.

One of the easiest ways to make a good impression is to send parents an introductory letter as early as possible (see Figure 1.3). This simple act sets a positive tone and conveys all the right messages to parents about your professionalism—“I’m prepared, I’m organized, and I’m ready.” Your introductory letter should include:


	Your classroom rules

	Basic student responsibilities


	Homework expectations and procedures


	Grading policy


	Your discipline procedures


	Suggestions for how parents can support you at home
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FIGURE 1.3:

Introductory Letter for Parents




Teacher’s name ______________________________________

Student’s name ________________________________________

Dear Parents,

I’m pleased that your child will be a student in my classroom for this next school year, and I look forward to meeting you personally during our back-to-school night. I’m sure you’re as committed as I am to seeing that your child gets off to a good start. For that reason, I am sending a copy of my classroom rules, my expectations for basic student responsibilities, my homework procedure, grading policy, and a description of my classroom management program.

I use the Setting Limits Classroom Management Program in my classroom. When concerns or problems arise, I make a complete effort to resolve the matter individually with the student. If we are unable to resolve the problem, then I may ask for your support or assistance. Together, we can usually resolve problems early and get students pointed in the right direction. When you visit our classroom, you’ll see guidance posters on the walls with our classroom rules, basic student responsibilities, and guidance and discipline procedures. If you’re curious about how our classroom procedures work, ask your child during the first several weeks for a more detailed description or call me.

Please support me by reviewing the attached lists of materials with your child. Attached you’ll find a copy of our classroom rules, student responsibilities, homework and grading policy, and guidance and discipline procedures. Please provide a telephone number where you can be reached during school hours. Thank you for your support and cooperation. I look forward to a great year of learning.

Sincerely,

Parent phone number during school hours _________________________

Email address ______________________________________________
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Preparing Your Discipline Plan

An effective classroom discipline plan is the most important tool in your classroom management tool kit. These procedures define your “bottom line,” the rules you really practice and the behavior you’re willing to tolerate. Students don’t miss this important lesson. Even in well-structured classrooms, some students are going to test your rules and procedures. When they do, you need to act decisively and support your rules with instructive consequences. Your credibility hangs in the balance. That’s what the rest of this book will show you how to do.

Setting Limits in the Classroom will be your credibility preserver. In chapters 9–18, where you’ll find the bulk of our skills-training program, you will learn the limit-setting tools you need to manage nearly every problem you encounter in the classroom, ranging from simple noncompliance with classroom rules and procedures to extreme acts of disruption, defiance, even crisis management. By the time you’ve finished this book, your classroom management tool kit should be complete. You’ll be ready for day one and the rest of the year.

Launching Your Classroom Management Plan

If we’ve done our job, the mantra “Be Prepared, Be Organized, Be Ready” is probably ringing in your ears. If you’ve checked off the items on your readiness checklist, then you’re about as ready as you can be. Let’s launch.

ON THE FIRST DAY


	Greet students at the door and lead them to their assigned seats.

	Introduce your general rules or rules in theory. Keep them broad and inclusive, and avoid extensive lists.


	Post your general classroom rules in a visible area for students.


	Describe your classroom procedures in order of their importance and necessity. Procedures for entering and exiting the classroom, asking for help, using the bathroom, handling transitions such as shifting from whole-class to independent seatwork, and getting ready for recess and lunch should be at the top of your list.


	Review your expectations for basic student responsibilities.


	Place a poster of basic student responsibilities in a visible area in the classroom.


	Share your expectations for homework and describe homework procedures. Be clear about when assignments are given, when assignments are due, and what happens when work is not completed.


	Introduce your accountability procedures and explain how they work.


	Be prepared to introduce the discipline procedures you’ll learn in chapters 11–15 early on the first day of class. You never know when this lesson is likely to take place. Be prepared to use your limit-setting tools the first time testing occurs. Others won’t miss the lesson. How do you teach discipline procedures? You teach them the same way you teach any other procedure. Explain them, demonstrate them, and practice them. Share your classroom posters on logical consequences and time-out. Explain and demonstrate each procedure. Walk your students through some hypothetical situations so they can see how these procedures are carried out. Introduce the following procedures first:





Makeup sessions for incomplete work

Fun Friday

Classroom rental center

Logical consequences

The Blurt Box (see chapters 11 and 12)

Recess Academy

Two-Stage Time-Out procedure

Parents as backup support

The office as backup support

Logical consequences on the playground

Logical consequences in the lunchroom




	Announce that you will send home a list of your classroom rules and discipline procedures and that you will review them with parents at the back-to-school night.



DURING THE FIRST TWO WEEKS


	Review your general classroom rules daily as well as any specific rules that have been tested or violated. Ask questions to be sure students understand what you expect.

	Review your list of basic student responsibilities daily.


	Review your accountability procedures daily.


	Set aside time each day to teach and practice classroom procedures. Add new procedures to work on each day and devote more time to procedures that students have difficulty mastering, such as sitting in morning circle, lining up for recess, or going to time-out. Present the lessons in a simple and concrete manner, particularly with preschool and elementary school students. Don’t assume that your words will be enough to convey your message. Show them what you mean by modeling the behavior you expect them to use. Walk them through hypothetical situations to make sure they understand what you expect.


	Expect testing and be prepared to follow through. There is only so much you can teach with verbal instruction, practice, and review. Most of your students will be convinced you mean business when they see how much time and energy you’re willing to devote to teaching your rules and procedures. They will accept your rules as stated and do their best to follow them. Some of your students, the hard-way learners, will have to experience the consequences of their poor choices many times before they will be convinced. These lessons won’t be planned or scheduled. They might take place at any time during the day. When they do, you will need to follow through and support your rules with logical consequences.


	Adjust your seating or desk configuration as needed. Position your ADD/ADHD students in appropriate areas, separate friends who talk, and strategically position your most disruptive students to minimize opportunities for disruption.


	Use the Blurt Box and Recess Academy, discussed in chapters 11 and 12, with a high level of consistency to minimize disruption and help your hard-way learners to master your procedures.


	Make unsolicited phone calls to parents to share how pleased you are that their child is getting off to a good start.


	Review your rules, expectations, classroom procedures, discipline plan, homework, and grading policy with parents at back-to-school night.


	Make a list of parents who did not attend back-to-school night and follow up with a phone call. Ask if they received your introductory letter and if they have any questions about your classroom or how their child is doing. Try to limit your call to ten to fifteen minutes and cover the following:


	Share a positive incident or observation that characterizes their child.

	Ask whether they have any questions about the materials that you sent home during the first week.


	Encourage them to review the information with their child.


	Express your appreciation for their support.






DURING THE FIRST MONTH


	Continue teaching your rules and procedures as needed. Routines should be beginning to emerge.

	Expect testing and be prepared to follow through consistently with your discipline procedures. The heaviest testing usually occurs during the first four to six weeks of school. Your consistency will buy huge credibility points for later on.


	Use Recess Academy for your hard-way learners. Set aside time before or after school, during recess, breaks, or lunch for individual or small-group practice sessions for students who need additional help mastering important skills such as walking the corridor or sitting quietly during instruction. A brief lesson during the student’s time can have a huge impact.


	Schedule parent conferences for students who test excessively or fail to comply with classroom rules and expectations during the first four weeks. You may need the parents’ backup support. Ask parents to help their children practice needed skills at home (for example, not interrupting).




THROUGHOUT THE YEAR


	Review classroom rules and procedures as needed with individual students or groups of students who require additional practice.

	Continue to follow through and support your rules and procedures with logical consequences. Learning to follow rules and procedures and to respect authority is an ongoing process.


	Use Recess Academy as needed. Set aside time for students to practice the skills and lessons they haven’t mastered. Arrange for practice sessions to occur during the student’s time, such as recess, lunch, or before or after school, and not during class time.




Chapter Summary

Effective structure is an essential component of any effective classroom management program, but many teachers overlook the importance of structure in the beginning of the year. They assume that their students already know what is expected or that they will pick it up along the way—a costly assumption that sets up both teacher and students for a year of testing and conflict.

The lesson of structure will be taught one way or another. There is no way to avoid it. The real issue is, Who controls the lesson? When students control the lesson, the costs to cooperation and learning are much greater. Time that should be spent in instruction is spent instead handling testing, disruptions, and damage control.

The choices are clear. Either we begin early and invest the time required to teach our rules and procedures and enlist parent support, or we exhaust ourselves trying to accomplish these tasks as we go and risk alienating parents in the process. Prevention is always the better way to go. Creating structure early in the year leads to smoother sailing later on.
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Developing Positive Relationships with Encouragement

Structure defines the path we want students to stay on, but structure alone may not motivate them to head in the intended direction. Cooperation is still a voluntary act. How can we inspire students to want to cooperate and follow our rules? By being positive and encouraging. Building positive relationships with students is the cheapest form of classroom management.

This chapter will show you how to do that. In this chapter, you’ll learn how to build positive relationships and inspire children’s cooperation through the power of encouragement and positive motivation. No shaming. No blaming. No humiliating children into cooperating. No bribes or special rewards for getting them to do what they should be doing anyway. The methods are quick, effective, easy to use, and fit neatly with the positive limit-setting practices you’ll learn in this book. You’ll find them a refreshing alternative to punishment and coercion.

Motivation and Instruction

Imagine you are a student with two different paths in front of you. One involves only work, and the teacher uses a lot of criticism, threats, and coercion to keep you on it. The other mixes work with pleasure, and the teacher uses a lot of encouragement and respectful guidance to keep you on it. Which path would you choose? Of course, the choice is clear.

This question illustrates a basic truth that applies to all of us, adults and children alike. The more positives we see in our path, the more likely we are to head in the intended direction. A path with positives is always more inviting.

When it comes to motivating children, most teachers head in one of two directions: They take a positive approach and use generous helpings of encouragement and rewards to inspire the behavior they want; or they take a negative approach and rely primarily on threats, punishment, and coercion to force children into cooperating. There isn’t much in between.

The approach teachers use to motivate students has a lot to do with the type of limits they set. Teachers who are ineffective in their limit setting are accustomed to encountering resistance. They get angry and frustrated, and often they end up saying discouraging things to their students. They assume that the problem is their students’ lack of cooperation, not the way cooperation is being requested. Discouraging messages and ineffective limits go hand in hand.

Teachers who are effective in their limit setting, on the other hand, expect cooperation but also recognize that children are most likely to cooperate when asked in a respectful manner. Encouraging messages inspire cooperation. Effective limit setting and encouraging messages also go hand in hand.

Encouraging and discouraging messages predictably lead in one of two directions: to cooperation or to resistance. If our goal is to inspire cooperation, then discouraging messages are one of the surest ways not to achieve our objective.

Negative Messages Inspire Resistance

It’s nine o’clock in the morning, and Tyler, a fifth grader, is supposed to be writing in his journal but decides to distract his neighbors instead. He has already disrupted the class three times. Number four is about to happen. He chips a piece off the end of his eraser and flicks it at the girl sitting across from him. He gets the expected response.

“Cut it out, Tyler!” she complains, loud enough for the teacher to hear.

“What does it take to get through to you, Tyler?” says his exasperated teacher. “Can’t you see others don’t appreciate your clowning around? I expect your behavior from a first grader, but not a fifth grader. Why don’t you act your age for a change?”

“Why don’t you try to be an interesting teacher for a change?” says Tyler. He knows she’s hooked. Things are about to escalate.

“Nobody talks to me like that!” his teacher explodes. “I’ve had enough of your disrespect. You may think that you can treat people like dirt, but you’ll end up getting a taste of your own medicine.” She hands Tyler two sheets of paper and directs him to the back table. “You can return to your desk after you write one hundred times ‘I will not be disrespectful to my teacher.’”

“No way!” says Tyler defiantly. “You can’t make me if I don’t want to.”

“You can’t go out for any recesses until you do,” she threatens.

“Big deal,” says Tyler. “I could care less.” He makes no move to begin the writing.

Tyler’s teacher did not start







EXAMPLES OF NEGATIVE MOTIVATIONAL MESSAGES

















































	Rolling your eyes at the student.

	

	

	

	

	

	



Positive Messages Inspire Cooperation

















GUIDELINES FOR USING ENCOURAGEMENT


Encouraging Effort and Risk Taking
















Encouraging Better Choices



















Encouraging Acceptable Actions

















Encouraging Cooperation
















Encouraging Independence

















Encouraging Improvement












	Catching students being successful

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Involving Parents in the Encouragement Process



Chapter Summary
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