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Introduction

Behaviour in perspective
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Behaviour in schools receives a good deal of public attention, much of it negative. The
Steer Report (DfES, 2005b) puts this into perspective:
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Our experience as teachers, supported by evidence from Ofsted, is that the great majority of pupils
work hard and behave well, and that most schools successfully manage behaviour to create an
environment in which learners feel valued, cared for and safe. It is often the case that for pupils,
school is a calm place in a disorderly world (p. 6).
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The report goes on to say that most of the behaviours that teachers struggle with are
minor disruptions and that major incidents are rare and perpetrated by a small number
of students. There is evidence that in general pupil behaviour is improving. This suggests that teachers arrive in classrooms with predominantly positive expectations.
Any unacceptable behaviour, however, whether low level or extreme, can be very
challenging as it both damages teacher confidence and undermines learning. Poor
behaviour can be a trigger for teachers to leave the profession and can often restrict the
life chances of pupils (NUT, 2005). Sharing, developing and actually doing what works
is therefore essential for the current and future wellbeing of all involved.

H

The knowledge and skills of staff are the single most important factor in promoting good behaviour (Steer Report, p. 83).

©

What this book aims to do
•• To go beyond behaviour management to develop more positive pupil behaviour
•• To foster the relationships that will help keep vulnerable and challenging students connected with
school and learning
•• To promote the wellbeing of all, including teachers
•• To share research evidence and effective practice.
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Although much of what is included here will help in responding effectively to
challenges, the aim is to go beyond behaviour management – to explore what schools
and teachers can do to change pupil behaviour over the longer term.
Behaviour management often comprises the strategies employed when behaviour
threatens to disrupt teaching. These primarily aim to meet the needs of teachers and the
rest of the class. Management can also include how to pre-empt difficulties by paying
attention to how the curriculum is delivered, the physical layout of the classroom, your
teaching style and what Kounin (1977) calls ‘with-it-ness’. Although these are essential
skills for an educator and will be addressed throughout the book, when behaviour
management becomes an end in itself, there is little consideration about what this
behaviour means for the student and how we can support behavioural change.
Some teachers believe fear is an effective management strategy and that if students are
intimidated this will take care of any discipline problems. Although this might work in
the short term – for that teacher – the longer-term costs of this approach are considerable.
When distress is not heard, a focus on sanctions alone can make things worse.
Although it is vital to maintain high expectations for behaviour, when we say: ‘that will
teach them!’ we need to think carefully about the lessons we really do want students to
learn. How can we help children and young people choose to be considerate and cooperative? How can we motivate them to stay engaged with learning? How can we help
them see school as a refuge and resource that helps them maintain a positive sense of self
and learn to deal with adversity elsewhere in their lives? This is not being soft on difficult
students; it is using both intelligence and research evidence to break a negative cycle.
Our challenging pupils are those most quickly marginalised by the system and most
likely to be suspended and excluded from school. If you go into any prison you will
find many inmates who had a negative and disconnected school experience. The same
is true for others who are socially excluded. The research evidence is that a sense of
belonging promotes pro-social behaviour, resilience and improved learning outcomes
(Benard, 2004; Blum & Libbey, 2004). The second aim is therefore to help schools do
everything they possibly can to keep children and young people connected. Promoting
positive relationships and positive school experiences can intervene in a negative cycle
of disadvantage.
Teacher wellbeing is symbiotic with student wellbeing. Keyes and Haidt (2005) say
that many adults in society are ‘languishing’ rather than ‘flourishing’ – and some of
these adults are in the classroom. The third aim is therefore to promote wellbeing and
relational quality throughout the school and clarify what that means. Small consistent
differences in the way people interact can lead to great changes over time. When teachers
use emotional literacy and develop their own resilience they have a more satisfactory
and effective working life. When teachers work together to build social capital in
schools they feel supported, even under stress. This not only promotes wellbeing for
teachers new to the profession, it can also revitalise experienced practitioners who have
become jaded and cynical. Everyone benefits from a focus on wellbeing.
There is a discourse on ‘discipline’ in education that does not always help schools
move towards more effective practice in improving behaviour. The word discipline has
connotations of doing as you are told and conforming to rules laid down by those in
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authority. This element of external control can lead to students doing what they can get
away with out of the sight of authority figures. The internalisation of pro-social values
means changing behaviour from the inside out.

Questions for reflection and discussion
What are your aims as a teacher?
What are your aims for your students?

Learning to be: learning to live together
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Learning to know
Learning to do
Learning to be
Learning to live together.
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The report to the United Nations on education in the 21st century (Delors, 1996) identified four pillars of education:
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Much of the focus of education in the 20th century has been on the first two pillars –
knowledge and skills. There is now increasing evidence that the last two are not only
just as important, but also underpin effectiveness for the first two (Zins et al., 2004).
Learning to be and learning to live together are the foundations for changing behaviour. This incorporates how we think and feel about ourselves, and our perceptions of
the world and those with whom we share it. This is a very different approach from
providing rewards for conforming to the rules, and consequences for breaking them.
The social and emotional dimensions of learning (SEL) are beginning to be acknowledged across the world. The Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning
(CASEL) is an influential body of researchers and educators promoting the value of SEL
in the United States. CASEL defines SEL as ‘a process for helping children and even adults
develop the fundamental skills for life effectiveness. SEL teaches the skills we all need to handle
ourselves, our relationships, and our work, effectively and ethically’ (CASEL, 2007). Payton et al.
(2008) analysed three large-scale reviews of research on the impact of social and emotional learning (SEL) programmes on elementary and middle school students from
Kindergarten to Grade 8. These were divided into studies of SEL for all children (universal), those for targeted groups (early intervention) and after-school programmes.
Collectively the three reviews included 317 studies and involved 324,303 children.
Their findings were:
•• Universal, targeted and after school SEL programmes raised achievement test scores an average
of 11, 17, and 16 percentile points, respectively.
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SECTION ONE
Being an effective teacher
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Teaching is all about communication. It is not, however, just formal knowledge that is
transmitted. When a teacher also communicates passion about her subject, interest in
students’ progress, delight in their attainments, sympathy with their difficulties and
patience with their efforts she is more likely to have students who are engaged and
behave well. When a teacher communicates self-respect and respect for others, concern
about his students, a willingness to listen and also share a laugh he is likely to have
students who are more cooperative and responsive to direction. Not only do students say
this is what they want and need, it is also confirmed by research on effective education.
Socially and emotionally competent teachers support the development of positive
behaviour and respond with professional integrity in times of crisis. Jennings and
Greenberg (2009) have identified that such teachers:
••
••
••
••
••
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set the ‘emotional tone’ of the classroom
model respectful communication
model expected pro-social behaviours
develop supportive and encouraging relationships with students
establish and implement behaviour guidelines in ways that promote intrinsic motivation – rather
than impose non-negotiable rules
•• design lessons that build on student strengths and abilities.
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These teacher behaviours are associated with an optimal classroom climate, characterized by low levels of conflict and disruptive behaviour, smooth transitions between
activities, appropriate expressions of emotion, respectful communication and problem
solving, engagement with tasks, and supportive responsiveness to individual differences and students’ needs (La Paro & Pianta, 2003).
Effective teaching is also increasingly associated with personalised learning. Teachers
need to know their students, not just their subject. Each individual has many stories
that inform the person they have become. Our most challenging students are often vulnerable and at risk. Even if we know only a fragment of their personal stories, establishing the protective factors that promote resilience ensures everyone learns in an
environment that responds to the ‘whole child’ and maximises wellbeing. This means
high expectations, fostering a sense of belonging and believing in the best of each student, letting them know we think they are worth the effort.
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Confidence can be built by the following thoughts:
••
••
••
••

Most students want to be in school and learn.
Some students have issues that are highly stressful for them.
You have choices in the way you perceive behaviour.
You do not have to be in control all the time – there are ways in which you can stay in charge of
a situation: this means learning useful things to say and do.
•• Colleagues have also been through tough times, you are not the only one.
•• There are people to support you – check who these are.
Confidence can be developed by taking the following actions in challenging situations:
••
••
••
••
••
••
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Not taking student behaviour personally
Not going on the defensive
Focusing on the positive
Looking for student strengths
Learning to breathe regularly to reduce the physical symptoms of fear
Looking confident; standing tall and making good eye contact not only makes you feel better
about yourself but students are also more likely to respond to your authority – a bent posture and
looking away does the opposite
•• Giving the student space to calm down – this also gives you some time to think
•• Giving yourself affirmations
•• Finding something light-hearted to say where possible and appropriate: it can take the heat out of
the situation; self-deprecation works, sarcasm does not.

Fury
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I can see you are having a hard time here.
What can I do to help?
Do you need a quiet moment?
I cannot control you, only you have the power to do that.
All I can tell you is what will happen if you make certain choices – it is up to you to choose.
I believe in your ability to … (calm down, take control of yourself).
It matters to me that you are making progress in your learning.
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Confidence is shown by using questions and phrases that show respect and
self-respect:

Anger, like other emotions, is on a continuum. It can begin with an unease that something is not right which grows into a rage if this is not addressed. Or it can be explosive
in response to an event or perception – usually of perceived injustice. Explosive anger
may result from the culmination of events – only one of which may be immediately
visible. This is another reason why interrogating a student on ‘why they are behaving
like this’ is not useful.
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To•summarise•risk•factors•for•students
To•summarise•what•we•know•about•resilience
To•focus•on•the•protective•factors•schools•can•provide
To•identify•what•you•cannot•change•in•a•student’s•life•and•what•you•can
To•avoid•making•assumptions•on•limited•knowledge
To•focus•on•solutions•rather•than•dissecting•problems
To•emphasise•that•universal•wellbeing•is•in•everyone’s•interests.
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Counsellors in training have said they wished they had known more of their students’
stories when they were teachers. Knowing what students are dealing with has given
them greater insight into behaviour and needs in the classroom. There is no way, however, that a teacher can know all the stories any one student brings. The best we can do
is not jump to conclusions about what is going on. All action is meaningful to the person doing it, even if we do not understand why. The following is an example of what
can happen if we do not, at least to a minimal extent, explore the meanings of behaviour
and the stories that are underneath.
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Case study
Haran was walking up the steps on his way to the front of the school to report in late. He
was preoccupied and didn’t see the deputy head teacher until he was almost upon him:
‘not only are you late, young man, you are not in proper uniform. Where’s your tie?’ Haran
shrugged. He’d forgotten it. The deputy put his hand on the boy’s arm: ‘and look at me
when I’m speaking to you.’ Haran looked up, brushed the teacher’s hand away with some
force, sneered and swore vehemently. He then turned round and walked out of the school
gates ignoring demands to return. all hell broke loose. meetings were held in which
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Haran’s ‘poor attitude’ to school, ‘aggression towards teachers’, ‘unacceptable language’
and ‘major attendance problems’ were all cited as reasons for his eventual exclusion. He ended
up as a student in a pupil referral unit where he was invariably polite and well behaved –
though still frequently late or absent.
Haran was a very mature looking 13-year-old: a big lad with a shadow of a moustache
on his upper lip. He was the eldest male in his household as his father had gone missing
before the family fled to the UK as asylum seekers three years earlier. His mother spoke very
little English and Haran spent much of his time translating for her with various agencies.
That morning he had gone with her to the doctor’s where it had become clear that not
only was she physically unwell, she was also very depressed. Haran’s school tie had been
the last thing on his mind.
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Questions for reflection and discussion

at

Identify some of the stories that Haran was bringing to that situation.
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The deputy head had alternative ways of addressing the situation that would not have
taken any more time. What could he have done or said differently that may have had a
more positive outcome?
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What strengths and positive qualities can you identify for Haran?
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What we know about risk and resilience

H

Risk factors
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There have now been a number of studies that have helped to identify risk factors
and protective factors for children and young people (e.g. Benard, 2004). One of
the most well known of these is a longitudinal study which explored the life trajectory of nearly 700 babies born in Kauai in Hawaii in 1955 (Werner & Smith, 1992,
2001). All of these infants were born to families where there were four or more risk
factors.
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Risk factors in families include the following: neonatal stress, very young parents,
poverty, long-term unemployment, alcoholism and other addictions, mental health
issues such as depression or schizophrenia, disability or chronic illness, violence,
criminality and social isolation. To these can be added growing up in a war zone,
displacement, bereavement and loss, and major trauma including abuse and family
conflict. Adversities are interactive. Several of the difficulties above could lead to
poor attachment, which in turn contributes to psychosocial problems, poor attention
and difficulty with learning (Gerhardt, 2004).
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SECTION THREE
RESPONDING TO CHALLENGING
BEHAVIOUR
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There is a tendency to bundle all students who are hard to manage into the overarching
category of ‘social, emotional and behavioural difficulties’. With any student with a
special educational need this categorisation is problematic – we may respond to the
label rather than the whole child. For students with challenging behaviour this is even
more of an issue.
A baby cries for many reasons but has only one way to communicate their needs. The
same is true of distressed students in school. Behaviours may be similar, the root causes
very different. Discriminating between students whose behaviour gives cause for concern
identifies what to take into consideration in determining optimally effective responses.
There are bi-directional interactions between how students feel and the ways they
interpret experiences. This cycle of thinking, feeling and behaviour can entrench negativity. Although teachers cannot make everything all right for students we can provide
experiences that intervene in this spiral. Helping students feel safe, secure, successful,
valued, acknowledged, included and heard will, over time, influence their constructs
and the way they feel about themselves and others. This is the foundation for changing
behaviour and engagement with learning.
All teachers, however, have moments when everything goes pear-shaped and they
find themselves in situations that test the limits of their endurance. What do you do
when this happens to you? Responses are determined by a combination of your resilience, emotional literacy and the strategies you have learnt. Paying attention to all of
these helps maintain relationships with students, demonstrates self-control under fire,
models self-respect and enhances your professionalism.
What happens in the aftermath of an incident is critical in maintaining high expectations throughout a school. Instead of punishments that disconnect students from
school, restorative approaches focus on taking responsibility for behaviour in a meaningful way. In agreement with others involved, students take action to restore the harm
they have caused to their community.
This section concludes with a focus on teacher wellbeing. Looking after yourself
enables you to be the best you can be in the classroom – it is not an indulgence, it is the
key to resilience and good practice in action.
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