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Introduction

During more than 30 years in education, I have learned a great deal
about what teachers should and should not do when it comes to

managing their classrooms. I have actually seen both of the following
scenarios several times:

SCENARIO I

Mr. Bledsoe teaches science at Sherman Oaks Middle School. Follow me to
his classroom and visualize what a typical day with him would look like.

Students are reluctantly filing into room 310, Mr. Bledsoe’s class. They
are reluctant because he happens to be one of the most boring, yet sarcas-
tic teachers around. As they enter his room, several students are talking
loudly. He immediately shouts at them in an effort to reprimand them for
their unruly behavior. They pay him little attention since they have heard
him shout so often; they have become accustomed to it. Since the students
do not comply with his request for absolute silence, he is now really angry
and repeats his request, but louder. They still pay Mr. Bledsoe little atten-
tion. You notice that his science classroom consists of lab tables and chairs
but is drab and lacks any attention-getting images or hands-on materials
in support of the course content.

The bell rings for the start of class, and Mr. Bledsoe instructs students
to sit down and open their science textbooks to Chapter 5. He asks them to
follow along while he reads part of the chapter aloud. He reads in a mono-
tone, boring fashion so several students begin simultaneous side conver-
sations. Every few paragraphs, he stops and warns students to pay
attention because much of what he is reading will be on the pop quiz that
he will give when he feels like it or when they need to be taught a lesson
about not giving him their undivided attention. The reading aloud goes on
for well over 20 minutes.

Mr. Bledsoe then instructs students to get out paper and pencil because
he will be lecturing and they will need to take notes. Several students have
no paper and pencil so he throws a tirade about the foibles of coming to
class unprepared. He then reminds them that it is their responsibility to
bring the proper supplies. After all, he is fulfilling his obligation by teach-
ing the material. It is not his fault if they don’t come prepared to learn it.
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The lecture on dominant and recessive genes lasts for the remainder of
the period but is interrupted periodically by Mr. Bledsoe’s threats to sev-
eral students who have decided that they will not comply with his many
requests for them to stop talking and write. When the dismissal bell rings,
students jump up and head for the door. Mr. Bledsoe makes them go back
and sit down, reminding them that he dismisses them, not the bell. They
then grumble that he is making them late for their next period class to
which he replies, “It’s your fault if you’re late, not mine!”

SCENARIO II

Fortunately in every school there are teachers who effectively manage
whichever students are lucky enough to be placed in their classrooms.
Room 112 at John F. Kennedy Middle School is one such room, and Mrs.
Dawson is one of those teachers.

Mrs. Dawson is short in stature, and most of the males in her history
class tower over her; however, she is never heard speaking above a con-
versational tone. Mrs. Dawson is a proactive, brain-compatible classroom
manager who plans bell-to-bell instruction for her middle school students
daily. As students enter her class each period, she is standing at the door
to warmly greet them. They hear classical music playing softly. Students
have been taught how to talk beneath the calming music rather than over
it. In fact, Mrs. Dawson spends a majority of her time during the first few
days and weeks of school teaching her specific routines and procedures to
each class. They then practice each ritual, such as when to talk and when
not to, how to pass in papers, and how to move around the classroom for
instructional purposes and get immediately back to their seats. She wants
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these routines to become so ingrained in students’ brains that they become
habitual.

Mrs. Dawson’s room looks more like someone’s home than the sterile,
artificial environment of a classroom. Visualize this: The room has flexible
seating with tables that seat four to five students. There are a few single
desks dotting the landscape. In the back of the room are a sofa and a rock-
ing chair for those students who may desire alternative forms of seating or
need just a little more movement to facilitate their learning. The fluores-
cent lights in the ceiling of the room are turned off. The lighting provided
is a combination of natural light from the windows on one side of the room
and low lamp lighting on another. Since none of Mrs. Dawson’s students
has allergies, there is a distinct smell of lavender in her classroom, which
has a calming effect on the brains of her students. There are pictures on
the wall in support of the learning as well as a few pieces of art. There are
also live plants scattered throughout the room. On Mrs. Dawson’s desk
are pictures of her family members, and on the wall beside her desk
resides her degrees.

ixIntroduction
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As students file into the room, they know to look for the sponge activ-
ity on the board. This activity absorbs precious drops of otherwise wasted
instructional time and enables students to reconstruct or review content
taught in a previous lesson. Sponge activities also help to ensure that they
will remember important information not only for upcoming tests but for
life. While this activity is being completed, Mrs. Dawson checks roll and
class begins. Today, students will be working in cooperative groups to
design a Civil War newspaper that depicts each group’s understanding of



the previously taught unit on the Civil War. Every group has been given
a rubric that delineates exactly what each newspaper should include.
According to the rubric, every group’s newspaper should have a title, a
cost, a motto, an index, a feature story with an accompanying image, sev-
eral additional stories, an editorial, a crime story, and an advertisement.
Students will spend the first few minutes of the period in their groups
brainstorming possible ideas for their newspaper. The remainder of the
period will be divided into two chunks: one featuring a mini-lecture
accompanied by a graphic organizer, called a Venn diagram, comparing
the Civil War and the Revolutionary War and a second chunk involving
students in a Jeopardy game to review content prior to an upcoming test.

PROACTIVE PLANNING

Imagine that you’re a teacher in a one-room schoolhouse in the 1800s.
A student has aggravated you for the fifth time in the same day. You
have had enough so you pull a revolver concealed under your jacket
and demand that the student sit down or be buried in the schoolyard. The
student promptly sits down.

Fast forward to the 2000s. A student has aggravated you for the fifth
time in one day. You have had enough and demand that the student sit
down or be sent to the principal’s office. The student curses you, laughs,
and continues his mischief.

What a difference between the two scenarios, and neither one is
acceptable! Even in the early 1960s, the major disciplinary offenses involved
talking too much in class, chewing gum, being out of seat, or throwing
paper. Today teachers are dealing with students’ inability to pay attention,
refusal to complete assigned work, blatant disrespect, and violence against
adults and other students. In fact, it is now the students who are conceal-
ing the weapons.

There is good news, however! Even in the current decade, there are
teachers in every school who are exceptional managers of their classrooms.
These teachers are proactive, not reactive, and use brain-compatible tech-
niques and strategies to accomplish this feat. The research on classroom
management tells us that effective managers do not necessarily possess
this magic bag of tricks that other teachers do not have. Instead, they
have planned for their students in ways that keep classroom management
problems from happening in the first place.

Let’s consider this real-world analogy to distinguish between the con-
cepts of reactive and proactive planning. Suppose you visit a small town
and notice that people are falling off a cliff when they come to the end of a
certain unmarked road. The town council has two options. They can park
an ambulance at the bottom of the cliff so that when people fall off, they will
be rushed to the hospital in the swiftest time possible. However, a second
and more viable option might be to put a plan in place so that people do
not fall over the cliff at all, making the ambulance unnecessary. Effective
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managers seldom need the ambulance because they plan for students not
to fall off cliffs or misbehave.

This book will outline 20 ways that proactive teachers can accomplish
four purposes:

• Create a physical classroom environment conducive to learning that
includes appropriate lighting, music, aromas, and seating

• Develop a proactive classroom management plan with appropriate
rituals, celebrations, consequences, and parental support

• Deliver brain-compatible lessons that not only reduce behavior prob-
lems but increase academic achievement and make teaching and
learning fun

• Deal with chronic behavior problems that are not alleviated by con-
ventional classroom management practices

Create a Physical Classroom Environment
Conducive to Learning That Includes
Appropriate Lighting, Music, Aromas, and Seating

Many behavior problems can be alleviated by the way a teacher sets
up the classroom environment. Chapter 4 is devoted to creating a brain-
compatible classroom that encourages the calming effect of natural or low
light and discourages the use of fluorescent lighting, which can have detri-
mental effects on the health of both brain and body.

Teachers can actually change the state of students’ brains by the type
of music they play. Certain types of music actually calm the brain down
and place it in a state for learning. These types include some classical, jazz,
New Age, Celtic, and Native American music. At other times, before
students become lethargic, they need the uplifting, energetic tunes of a
faster pace of music such as big band sounds, country and western, and
Motown. Chapter 5 focuses on the impact of music on the brain.

Aromatherapy is big business due to the impact that specific smells
can have on the brain. Lavender, vanilla, and jasmine are just some of the
scents that can have a calming effect on brains, while peppermint, lemon,
citrus, and cinnamon can assist students in focusing and becoming more
energized. Although Chapter 7 will touch on this topic, teachers must be
careful of the ill effects of certain aromas on those students who have aller-
gies and may want to save the tips in this chapter for their homes where
they can best relieve the stresses of the day.

Providing alternative seating such as tables and chairs, sofas, bean bag
chairs, rockers, or placing carpet squares on the floor enables students to
explore other options for seating rather than the rock hard desks that they
are required to occupy for the majority of the day. Refer to subsequent
chapters for additional research and activities that help a teacher mini-
mize disruptions by the very atmosphere with which they surround their
students.
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Be Proactive,
Not Reactive

WHAT: PLANNING IS THE KEY

Ineffective classroom managers wait until problems occur and then decide
how they will deal with each situation. They are not consistent, and they dole
out disciplinary consequences depending on their mood or their feeling for a
particular student, usually with a great deal of screaming, shouting, or other
negative emotions. They appear annoyed, frustrated, and often engage
students in power struggles, which teachers are always destined to lose.

For example, several years ago I was observing in the classroom of a
teacher who consistently experienced a large number of disciplinary offenses.
Her students did not like her and the feeling seemed to be mutual. The
teacher was walking up and down the aisles of the classroom and noticed
the book bag of one of the students she liked lying in the aisle near the
student’s desk. She politely asked the student to pick up the book bag and
place it in the appropriate location so that she would not trip over it. The
student complied. Several weeks later, I was once again observing the same
teacher when a similar incident occurred. However, this particular book bag
belonged to a student who was one of her pet peeves. The reaction this time
was totally different. She kicked the book bag while screaming at the student
to get it out of her way. She then accused him of purposely trying to trip her.
The student shrugged his shoulders but reluctantly moved the book bag
while mumbling some indiscernible words under his breath.

The research that follows summarizes some of the key concepts of proac-
tive management. Teachers who manage well are able to separate the behav-
ior from the student. They are capable of putting proactive plans in place
so that the majority of potential behavior problems never actually occur.
They also use brain-compatible strategies that actively engage all students in
the learning. Since the average attention span in minutes is approximately
equivalent to the age of the student, proactive teachers divide the content
into meaningful chunks or segments and then teach each chunk by allow-
ing students to practice what they are learning through active engagement
strategies. It is the purpose of this book in this and subsequent chapters to
show the reader specifically how to be a more proactive and less reactive
classroom manager.

1
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WHY: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Learning as much as you can about your diverse learners enables you to
bridge the cultural gaps between you and them (Davis, 2006).

Because teachers will always have someone who may become a behavior
problem, they must be both mentally and physically prepared for whatever
happens (Crawford, 2004).

Taking advantage of students’ strengths is a major way to decrease behavior
problems and increase achievement (Davis, 2006).

Effective classroom managers will exhibit the following proactive characteristics:

• They lead the class by modeling the expected behaviors, such as how
to control impulsivity and how to use positive self-talk.

• They build resiliency in students by gathering and interpreting student
data, developing a positive relationship with each student, providing
feedback to each student, understanding students’ unique differences,
and understanding that content should be taught from a variety of
linguistic and nonlinguistic organizers.

• They take care of behavior problems quietly and quickly.
• They move from low-profile interventions to more elevated measures

while remaining calm.
• They realize that student behavior can be affected by a positive

physical and emotional environment.
• They provide routines that are followed consistently daily.
• They assist students in perceiving the value or importance of the task.
• They directly teach students how to reach personal goals and provide

feedback on their progress toward those goals.
• They reduce stress by making sure that students know what to do and

how to do it (Tileston, 2004).

Teachers should have very clear expectations of what will be acceptable as
appropriate behavior and what will not be accepted (Crawford, 2004).

A smart teacher who is in tune with students will make changes before bore-
dom or disinterest sets in (Tileston, 2004).

Because classroom management is tightly tied to how we deliver instruction,
lessons that engage and motivate students minimize management concerns
(Smith, 2004).

Because each student has a preferred modality, if a student does not under-
stand a concept after the first presentation, the teacher should change to
another modality when re-teaching that concept (Tileston, 2004).

Learning strategies with high degrees of inherent positive and negative feed-
back facilitate the learning process better than a sit and get lecture (Jensen,
2003, p. 28).

Brain-compatible strategies are research-based, are just plain common sense,
and take advantage of the way students learn—which is why they work
(Erlauer, 2003).
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REFLECTION

What is my plan for becoming a
proactive, not reactive, classroom manager?

1. ____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

2. ____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

3. ____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

4. ____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

5. ____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

5Be Proactive, Not Reactive
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