A FRESH AND POSITIVE LOOK AT
CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT
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Introduction

O

n paper, I was a terrific teacher. I was getting great grades in all of my education
classes, although my training—and confidence—were geared to things like
sequencing content and creating gorgeous instructional materials. In terms of
preparation, I could not have been outdone. Yet the thought of facing a roomful of
children somehow wasn’t relieved by my skill with the laminator. Throughout my methods
courses, one question persistently nagged: What do I do with the kids?
I did not get many answers, and those I did hear were not particularly satisfying.
More often than not my question was answered with a warning: “Keep them busy and
make sure you look like you’re in charge.”
Great.
To make things more interesting, there appeared to be a contradiction between the
priorities expressed in our teacher training programs and what the schools actually
seemed to want. While the university was big on freedom, creativity, and democracy in
the classroom, the undercurrent from the schools, where we would actually be working,
warned that control was the goal. It didn’t take long for my idealism to yield to this pressure. I remember meeting veterans who confessed to having their students copy their
science books because, when observed, the kids were quiet and looked busy. But that certainly wasn’t what drew me to teaching. Surely there was a way to actually create order
and inspire productivity without policing my kids—or academically wasting their time
just so I’d look like I knew what I was doing!
Hoping for the best, I started my career armed with the most beautiful bulletin boards
in the district and a handful of clichés: Be tough. Be consistent. Be clever. Don’t smile before
Christmas. Nonetheless, my power was, for the most part, unimpressive and unheeded.
The worst punishments I had at my disposal were generally met with a shrug. My
students resisted cooperating on even the most reasonable requests, and despite all their
street smarts and savvy, could not make simple decisions or get from one side of the room
to the other without a problem. I spent so much time nagging, reminding, and monitoring them that I never seemed to do any teaching.
Those months were painful, to say the least. Nothing could have prepared me for the
realization that all my dedication, enthusiasm, and creativity would not be enough to
engage my students, keep them on task, or generate a passion for learning. And I was
devastated to find that my expectations alone would not generate their cooperation. Kids
were indifferent to me and mean to one another. Nothing I tried seemed to create anything resembling a sense of community.
For weeks, I cried at the end of every day. But every now and then, I’d stumble across
something that worked. And over time, I discovered that the success of these strategies
was closely tied to the quality of the classroom culture and the interactions that occur,
things over which I had far more influence than I realized. I stopped blaming other teachers,

xiii
© 2008 Hawker Brownlow Education CO4758

xiv

THE WIN-WIN CLASSROOM

the system, or parents, and eventually found ways to meet the students’ needs without sacrificing my own.
Probably the most important lesson came from the discovery that the common thread
among the most effective teachers I observed seemed to be the relationship and the connections that these teachers established with their students—and most often, with the
students’ parents and with other staff as well. While I may have implicitly understood the
importance of these connections when I entered the profession, I had not a clue as to how
to bring them about. And so the search began.
In recent years, I’ve had the pleasure of standing in the halls of a number of schools
and watching teachers connect with kids between classes. I’ve seen the impact of a simple
expression of interest or concern. I’ve heard of a teacher who greeted each of her first
graders with an offer of a handshake or a hug.1 I’ve sat in a class with an Algebra teacher
who stayed after school until five o’clock to tutor her low-achieving kids, each of whom
had voluntarily stayed or returned for help catching up. (Unfortunately, I’ve also walked
down hallways and heard yelling and insults that would wither the most emotionally
hardy adult, and sometimes wonder how things aren’t actually worse than they are in
some schools.)
The work I’ve done since I left the classroom has focused on developing a greater
understanding of the dynamics of adult-child relationships and the power of connectedness, and how these contribute to learning, achievement, motivation, self-concept, and behavior in school. This book details what I’ve learned. My initial focus on discipline, which is
still a major concern for educators worldwide, led me to the importance of honoring the
need for everyone in a classroom to be valued, respected, and successful—in other words,
the need for everyone, teacher and student, to “win.”
I remember a conversation that occurred several years ago with my friend and colleague, Dr. Stephen Tipps. In discussing the problems with win-lose patterns so common
in schools, he succinctly noted that whether we’re talking about discipline or achievement
or social interactions, “We cannot afford to have losers in education.” Yet how many of
our long-cherished traditions continue to put children in this very position. Whether
insisting on a certain degree of failure to maintain the distribution of a bell-shaped curve,
creating and imposing discipline policies that focus on punitive outcomes for misbehavior, or according privileges or status to certain individuals or groups of students,2 when
it comes to creating an environment with a high degree of commitment, self-management,
and success in all students, we keep shooting ourselves in the foot.
Yet it’s hard to let go of what we know. As author Alan Blankstein cautions, “Like the
smoker who knows better or the gambler who occasionally wins, we can become wedded
to what worked at one time or what works once in a while.”3 What I hope to do in this book
is to present an alternative to the practices and policies that no longer help us reach our
goals, and, in fact, may very well be getting in our way. It would be nice to imagine that
the direction for the changes we need will come from the system itself, but it seems, more
and more, that the most positive changes are happening in spite of established systems.
So here is a roadmap for change, presented with the power of the individual in mind.
If you’ve questioned existing patterns but couldn’t think of other options, you’ll find
them here. These ideas will help you match behaviors to intentions, enhancing the successes you’re probably already experiencing. If your work environment is negative and
toxic, you’ll find some ways to create your own little corner of sanity and success, and
maybe even turn the culture of your school around. With or without support, there
are things you can do to make your work life a positive, productive, and enjoyable
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experience, one that will have a significant impact on the kids whose lives you inevitably
touch. And in so doing, everyone wins.

NOTES
1. From a story by Michele Borba in Mentors, Masters and Mrs. MacGregor: Stories of Teachers
Making a Difference by Jane Bluestein (Deerfield Beach, FL: Health Communications, 1995).
2. The most common prejudices in schools tend to favor kids with money, kids who dress
well, and those with academic or athletic talent. From Creating Emotionally Safe Schools by Jane
Bluestein (Deerfield Beach, FL: Health Communications, 2001).
3. Alan M. Blankstein, Failure Is Not an Option (Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, 2004).
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1
Drawing the Line

Y

ears ago, after meeting the student teachers and first-year teaching interns I was to
supervise, I asked about the topics and concerns they wanted to explore during the
year we were to work together. Nearly all their responses had to do with student
behavior and motivation. They had dozens of questions, mostly about how to get the kids
to do something or stop doing something: “What if they don’t listen?” “What if there’s a
fight?” “What if they won’t do their work?” “What if . . . ?”
Since then, I’ve run across thousands of teachers whose primary concerns have
sounded remarkably similar. But I’ve discovered few simple answers to questions about
specific behaviors or misbehaviors. Over the years, any
time I tried to address discipline issues in my teaching,
presenting, or writing, I found myself backing up to I’ve discovered few simple answers to
explore seemingly unrelated issues—goals, intentions, questions about specific behaviors or
needs, relationships, cooperation, motivation, success, misbehaviors.
classroom climate, and responsibility, to name a few.
Without addressing these issues, most advice is short term, shortsighted, ineffective, and
unrelated to the context of classroom relationships in which the problems occur.
We have a peculiar myopia when it comes to discipline, and I hope that this book
takes consideration of the topic beyond the normal “student behavior–teacher reaction”
paradigm through which we typically regard how kids act in class. Instead, I present
discipline in the context of a much bigger picture. When we look at the academic, social,
emotional, and physiological issues involved with simply being a student—and not just
the behavioral concerns—we can see a lot of places where our traditions can create
stress, as well as a host of survival responses to this stress, any one of which can look
like a discipline problem.
In a context of creating healthy, positive, and mutually respectful relationships
between teachers and students, we can take a wider range of issues into consideration
and examine how our policies and practices contribute to student behavior, attitudes, and
achievement. Discipline then becomes a set of proactive and preventive techniques that
encourage student self-management and self-control while reducing the number of conflicts anticipated by the vast majority of the “what if” questions. In other words, rather
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than reacting to negative student behaviors, we focus instead on creating the kind of
classroom environment in which these behaviors are not likely to occur in the first place.
For some, this is a hard sell. After years of traditions that require some negative or
painful event to follow a misbehavior, any book or seminar that promises solutions to
student behavior problems is bound to attract at least a few individuals who come looking for a bigger hammer with which to figuratively hit their unruly kids. But as many
teachers know, some of the worst behaviors we see in classrooms are those exhibited by
kids who are getting “hammered” pretty regularly outside the classroom. Looking for
more effective punishments—in the hope of creating enough emotional, social, or in some
cases, physical discomfort to discourage similar behaviors in the future—can be much
like pouring gasoline on a fire.
So The Win-Win Classroom is not about better ways to punish kids, and it probably
won’t help much if you’re simply searching for more effective negative consequences to
student misbehavior. I am convinced that the lack of
motivation, bad attitudes, and disruptions we see
Any discussion of student behavior ultimately
aren’t happening because we don’t have enough rules
leads back to teacher behavior.
or bad enough punishments in our schools. And I’m
less concerned with the specific reasons individual
kids misbehave or shut down than I am with the things we can do to reduce the likelihood of these behaviors occurring in the first place. So any discussion of student behavior ultimately leads back to teacher behavior. Motivating cooperation from our students
usually means modifying our own behaviors, learning new interaction skills, and letting
go of ineffective or destructive policies and techniques. For better or worse, the kids don’t
change until we change. Whenever we’re not happy with how students are behaving, the
big question for us to consider is not about what we need to do to the kids, but instead
what we can do differently in our behaviors and interactions with them to minimize the
kinds of student behaviors we find most troublesome.
This news can be rather disconcerting. To begin, the culture of schools and communities
typically rewards “strict” or “tough” teachers, and that generally includes expectations for
big-hammer approaches. It is my hope that this book will provide tools, strategies, and language to help teachers establish their authority, to draw the line, and, indeed, to be strict,
even tough, in very positive and effective ways. Grasping the fact that these ideas are not
mutually exclusive was an enormous challenge for me—and for many of the educators
(and parents) with whom I work—and hopefully this middle ground will become clearer
in the following pages.
Further, it will always be easier to want other people to change. For years, I’ve seen perfectly reasonable adults resist this proposition: “Why should I have to change? I’m not the
one disrupting the class!” I’m sure most teachers agree
that we shouldn’t have to deal with half of what we
I’m sure most teachers agree that we
inevitably confront, sometimes on a daily basis, in
shouldn’t have to deal with half of what we
terms of student behaviors, language, or the quality
inevitably confront, sometimes on a daily
(or absence) of their work. Let me urge you to do it
basis, in terms of student behaviors, language,
anyhow. The alternative is the insanity of doing the
or the quality (or absence) of their work.
same ineffective, frustrating things over and over and
seeing nothing improve in the process.
Most often, this resistance to change simply reflects a lack of clear, practical, and usable
alternatives to the patterns and policies with which we are most familiar. Even with firm
commitments to positive interaction strategies, avoiding the pitfalls of our own negative
programming is always a challenge. Not realizing that more positive options exist, much
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less knowing what these specific options look and sound like, severely limits our
responses. We know what we know, and in some instances, it will serve us well to unlearn
some of what we know, to clarify our intentions, and to actually think differently about
how we approach issues like how we interact with our students. Certainly this is a process
on every level, not just for us, but for our students as well.
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