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Dealing with low level disruption in the classroom

‘We can only change our own behaviour.’

The following are potential strategies for dealing with low level disruption within the classroom; they aren’t for use with student/s that exhibit one off, or long-term, defiant/inappropriate behaviour, which should be dealt with via the Faculty and Pastoral system. Nor are they prescribed practice to be followed as accepted doctrine; the following suggestions are open to debate.
These strategies aren’t based upon sanction, but how we can adapt our own behaviour to encourage more appropriate behaviour from our students; perhaps a controversial point of view (?), but as teachers we should actively seek to model appropriate behaviour.
It must also be assumed that as practitioners we have planned learning that is challenging, interesting and appropriate to the students within our class, an inherent part of any successful classroom; learning must be personalised: we can plan for behaviour. Tackling low level disruption must be part of our overall master plan for the lesson.
We crave routine 

· Most of us crave routine, we like to know what is coming next, where items can be found, it is important that the classroom practitioner’s lessons are built around routine, particularly for more challenging students. Routine provides security, therefore will fulfil the second niche in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs;  in order to provide this security we need to ensure expectations are  constant over the course of our relationship with a class. Relationships develop over time: don’t expect miracles overnight.
· Don’t confusion routine, with a lack of creativity, once acceptable boundaries have been established, creativity can flourish.
Don’t assume

· We shouldn’t assume that our students understand what is acceptable within the classroom, at home it might be acceptable to shout out and talk over others. We therefore need to project acceptable behaviours and model them. In terms of low level disruption, what is acceptable varies between teachers; each of us has an acceptable threshold for certain behaviours. Think carefully about how your expectations are communicated; for example stating that shouting out is unacceptable, only to answer questions from students demonstrating this behaviour. Some teachers like to display these expectations to classes, if so, think about phrasing them using positive language, ‘In order for this classroom to be successful, we put our hands up.’ 
Be prepared

· Experienced practitioners often talk about their hierarchy of response; each step in the hierarchy represents an escalation in their response to unacceptable behaviour. For example, shouting out may merit a non-verbal response or a change in body language, but wouldn’t necessarily warrant a verbal response or detention. It’s important for the practitioner to be clear about their hierarchy, so that any escalation in unacceptable behaviour can be met with an appropriate and fair response.  Students generally are supportive of teachers enforcing positive discipline, but group rapport can be lost through an excessive response to low level behaviour. 
It starts at the door

· Be in the right frame of mind. We need to be aware of our own state of mind, how many times have we influenced the behaviour and tone of a class because we are angry, upset or in a mood, take a short period of time to prepare yourself for your next class. Psychologists talk about warm anchors, thinking about a pleasant experience to shift your frame of mind, some people find deep breathing or a displacement activity, such as folder sorting, helpful.
· Control the space. This is controversial as some practitioners believe that the space should be owned by students as well; controlling the space involves being present at the classroom door, in this way you have much greater control over students and can seek to modify their behaviour before the lesson begins.
· Whenever possible make sure that resources are prepared for students in advance, students can be directed to pick up resources, give out folders or begin a short starter task. This will help ensure a purposeful start to the lesson.
· Whenever possible meet and greet students at the classroom, start with a positive, smile and welcome them (even if you don’t feel like it!). 
· Use entry to the classroom as an opportunity to give positive praise to students, comment on a piece of excellent work or behaviour during the last lesson, provide positive targets; this should be short, sweet and swift. 
· Deny entry to students who are not in the appropriate frame of mind or exhibit challenging behaviour, stop them, provide a distraction, for example asking them to readjust their tie, communicate your expectations in terms of preparedness for the lesson. If their behaviour continues to be inappropriate, ask them to step to one side, continue to praise students who are entering the classroom appropriately. After one or two students, ask the challenging student whether they ready to enter, if their behaviour continues to be challenging, it may be appropriate to call upon the support of a colleague. Avoid confrontation; focus on the behaviour, not the individual.
· This is particularly important for those students that psychologists call rapport leaders. These are easy to spot in the classroom, they talk, others talk, they swing on chairs, others swing on chairs, use the above strategies. Remember be positive. 
· Many practitioners use seating plans; in order to develop relationship with students it is a must that we know their names. Developing an effective seating plan may take time; students may need to move, in order to provide the most appropriate working atmosphere. Reserve the right to move students, but explain this as a strategy to improve learning, rather than tackling behaviour. If appropriate, allow those students exhibiting outstanding behaviour to sit next to a peer of their choice, explain clearly that the decision is based on their ability to contribute effectively to learning.
Beginning lessons

· Starting lessons can be difficult, look to setting a routine. For example, a piece of music can be use to denote the time needed to settled down, a starter with a specific time limit could be displayed on the board. This doesn’t necessarily limit creativity; the activity/ strategy can vary over a series of lesson to ensure interest.
· Some practitioners prefer with silence and the class focused upon them. Think carefully about body language, choose a position in the classroom where you begin each lesson, within N.L.P. (Neuro-Linguistic Programming), this is called spotlighting; with continued practice students will associate your position within the classroom as denoting the start of your lesson. Look to individuals who aren’t settled and without speaking try to catch their eye. Move between individuals until each is settled.
· It may be necessary to speak to a class before they settle. 
· Avoid raising your voice, with loud classes, the noise is likely to increase; lowering the volume of your voice may be more effective in attracting the students’ attention.
· Praise individuals who are settled and ready to begin.
· Think carefully about presuppositions within your use language. We should  demonstrate politeness to our students, but ‘Please put your pens and pencils down and look this way’, suggests that the request can be ignore, ‘Put your pens and pencils down and look this way, thank you’, suggests a direct request that needs to be followed, whilst still retaining the politeness.
· If your request is not followed the first time, repeat the request, but this time focus on individuals who have not settled. Expect repeat this up to three times, before utilising a different strategy.
· Think about using rapport, use language embedded with truisms, to illustrate that the attention of the group as a whole is important, ‘Now we have all put our pens and pencils down, we can begin our learning…’
· Sometimes more dramatic turns are needed to gain the attention of the class
· An image, a set of questions, a piece of music related to prior learning or linked to the new learning, could all be used to grab attention.
· Think about the use of body language, a movement to arms being folded, suggests impatience. A long stare at the clock or your watch, can suggest that it is time the lesson began.
· The my pet has died strategy is a useful, but not to be over used, sit on the edge of the desk, looking sad, ignoring the class, it can prove highly successful in gaining a class’s attention!
· Silent movie, is another useful strategy, but not to be over used, become mute and provide instructions by writing them on the board, or typing them onto the computer.
· Sarcasm is a high risk strategy, it can damage rapport, used subtly it can help gain the attention of a class; for example turning to a settled child and announcing ‘I’d love to be able to start; but I can’t because, I don’t have the attention of everyone.’
· Writing the time on the board spent waiting is a high risk strategy, which can alienate amenable students within the group, it often becomes a game of high stakes, where students know that a detention reflecting a significant time period is unlikely to followed through. An alternate strategy can be to announce the time lost and suggest that this can be made up with ease, if they class now becomes focused.
· The register is a great opportunity for settling a class, but can cause confrontation, particularly if students choose to talk over it
· Think about the use of rapport, ‘Now we are settled we can take the register, it wouldn’t be appropriate to speak over this, would it?’   The only answer for a reasonable student would be no!
· Think about turning the register into a task, instead of answering their name, students have to state a country or a key-term they have learnt. Silent register can be fun, students have to answer the register by gaining the attention of the teacher, waving hands is a usual strategy, lobbing chairs is not!
· Synchronise behaviour through activity; some psychologists believe that rapport can be created between groups by a shared physical activity, a deep breathing exercise, a brain gym, all help synchronise the behaviour of the group before starting- a more risky strategy.
· Lateness- is frustrating and rude. Avoid creating confrontation, as students come through the door acknowledge their arrival in as few words as possible, a look at the watch / an unpleasing glare, and quickly direct them to their seats, then carry on. Other students will be watching to see how you tackle these students; create rapport by thanking students who are present, on time and settled. When all students are settled to work, quietly, but publicly, speak to the late students. For more challenging students, leave this to the end of the lesson, asking them to stay briefly, or speak to students as they leave the room; hence avoiding a confrontation that could derail the learning of all.
Dealing with interruptions
· Avoid going for the throat… think carefully about your hierarchy of response.
· Psychologists believe we respond to both positive and negative strokes, we crave attention, positive at best, but if this is absent, negative attention is better than no attention!  Whenever possible praise the compliant behaviour of students, provide them with positive strokes, this is particularly important for challenging students. Research shows that we are move likely to spot and comment on negative behaviour than positive.
· Timing is everything, recent brain research shows that concentration at any age is at best ten minutes, even if you think that students should be able to concentrate longer, or that concentration is declining due technology and its influence on society, evolution hasn’t enabled the brain to extend beyond this time period! This is not to say that longer periods of concentration are not achievable. Research shows that concentration can be extended through mini-breaks, a change of state, a new stimulus; aim to break up long explanations with regular stimuli.
· Think about using a spotlight area within your classroom for explanations, with routine and reinforcement, students may naturally come to expect that a movement to this area requires a greater degree of concentration. You probably do this already but are unaware of it, where do you stand when you start lessons, praise, admonish your classes? 
· Dealing with students who speak over you and other students. You need to think carefully about your hierarchy of response here, some strategies may include
· Stop, look at the individual speaking, catch their eye, make an appropriate facial expression (Power Look) and continue to speak as you look at them.
· Including the individual’s name within your explanation, or targeting a question towards them, called embedded naming.
· Make your presence felt, move closer to the individual whilst speaking.
If this fails, a verbal response may be needed, make sure the emphasis is on the behaviour and not the character of the individual. A good technique is the yes set approach, ‘Johnny, are you in my classroom? Am I teaching? Will the class learn more if everyone could hear?  Would you learn more if you listened? In the yes set strategy the practitioner embeds three questions that contain truisms; they can only be answered which a positive response, in this way you pace the student, the fourth question is phrased in order to lead the student to the appropriate behaviour.
When the student is exhibiting the correct behaviour, make sure you positively stroke them; figuratively, rather than literally!  
If the inappropriate behaviour continues, it may be necessary at this point to offer a choice, either the student listens or is moved to a more appropriate place. Offering choice means that the student has control over their destiny; if they comply and then continue to exhibit the inappropriate behaviour, the individual must be moved.

Some practitioners find it appropriate to provide time out, but make sure this is short and that the student has a way to right their mistake; a time out resulting in a student being told they have a sanction, followed by a return to the room,  leaves no incentive for their behaviour to improve. Outside the classroom reinforce your expectations before the student is allowed entry, if the student settles, positively stroke.
Continued defiance means that we have to look to our colleagues for additional support, as well as use our faculty system of sanctions.
· Dealing with students shouting out, this depends on the individual teacher, some people are happy for students to shout their answers; others require students to put up their hand.
· Make sure that students know that they should put up their hand. ‘I would like people to put up their hands.’
· If a person shouts an answer out, ignore them; ask a student with their hand up, or repeat that you will only speak to individuals who have their hand up.
· Another strategy is to apologise to the student you have asked, ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t hear your answer, because Johnny was shouting out.’
· Looking at the student without speaking, then turning your back to them sends an extremely forceful signal; as does the flat palm of a hand.
· Idle hands and the Devil etc… Some of us are naturally kinaesthetic learners, but tapping, banging and at worse lobbing, can be extremely distracting.
· Think about whether students need resources out straight away, can they be left to later?
· State carefully your intentions, ‘I want all equipment on your folders, and you looking this way’.
· Use your hierarchy of response to deal with this behaviour, look, proximity, verbal response.
· An interesting strategy for tackling tapping behaviour is to match it! Whilst speaking, tap your pen or pencil whilst looking at the individual, slow your tapping down, finally drop your pen. Believe it or not, it does work with practice!  The process is called matching, pacing and leading.

· Chair swinging- if anyone can solve this please let me know, again it is necessary to work through your hierarchy of response.
· Make sure you have clearly projected your wishes, ‘I want everyone in their chair, facing the front.’
· Use non-verbal signals, four fingers pointing down at the individual involved.
· Use proximity.
· Ask the students to stand, highlight the inappropriate behaviour, repeat if necessary.
· Tactical ignoring is a highly risky, it tends to work only with classes with which you share a good rapport, where the individual who exhibits low level disruptive behaviour, is not a rapport leader. If the behaviour is very low key, then it might be possible to ignore; but to make this strategy effective, you must positively stroke those that are showing the opposite compliant behaviour, ‘Thank you for putting your pens down.’ When the student also exhibits this behaviour, be sure to praise.
Getting down to work

Our expectations of work will depend on the task and also our individual threshold in terms of working noise; this will differ significantly between individual teachers.
· Cover all bases. Sometimes starting work can cause anxiety for individual students, particularly those that have been away, cover all bases, ‘some of you may feel a little uncomfortable because you were away, don’t worry, what is important now is that you concentrate’.
· Do you understand?  Before settling a class to work, make sure all individuals understand, ask students whether they understand, perhaps choose one or two students to explain the task.
· We can only remember three instructions at any time according to brain research, make sure that instructions are written on the board or worksheet. Refer to these if students aren’t working, or have difficulty in progressing.
· Make expectations clear- don’t assume that students will know how to work. If you expect silent working you have to communicate this
· Make your expectations clear, ‘I expect heads to be down and no speaking during this task’.
· Provide settling time and count it down, ‘I expect everyone to be working in two minutes time.’ This will create rapport.
· Announce when this time is up.
· If an individual is not working, it is time to use your hierarchy of response. Non-verbal, proximity, verbal prompt. 
· Stroke, stroke, and stroke- make sure you stroke good working behaviour straight away, use names and comment on why the behaviour is good.
· Ten minute rule, if your looking for a longer period of concentration, aim to break the state every ten minutes, this doesn’t have to be another activity, perhaps a question to a student, a request to read a written response…
· Provide positive affirmation throughout the working period, perhaps during break states, related to both the work and the behaviour of the class.
· An effective strategy for dealing with a disruptive individual is peripheral praise, walk over to the offending individual, look at them, but praise an individual, or individuals, on either side of the offending student.
· Shut-up- how many times do we get a class working, only to continue to talk over them. Know when to leave it alone.
· Interventionist marking is another useful strategy when trying to maintain working conditions, it also offers a time for praise.
· Some students may need clear targets, write these in the margin of a book.
· Concentration lines. A more adventurous strategy for aiding the concentration of restless students is to draw a line in their book. Note at one end of the line the time, further along the line note a future time, challenge the student to beat this time. When they have, ask them to raise their hand; reset the target but this time make it more challenging. This is a short-term measure.
· Use the traffic light system- many practitioners prefer a traffic light system of working, with green for acceptable classroom working conditions. The technique can also be adapted to cards, for example, a red or amber card can be given to students who are struggling to settle.
· Dealing with movement, include it or make it managed. If you have students who fidget, think about incorporating movement into the lesson, or including managed movement during work. Placing resources around the room offers a chance for movement, ask individual students to come to your desk and show you their work, give students roles in giving out and collecting resources. Make sure you are clear about your expectations; no one should be disturbed during these managed moves.
Finishing

The end of the lesson is just as important as the beginning, because it sets the tone for your next lesson with the class and the lesson they will be travelling to, routine is again important.

· Allow time, if students are given a minute to finish, they are likely to be frantic, more likely to push, and you are more likely to lose your cool. You will also impinge on the next class, poor Johnny may be worried about the wrath of his next teacher.
· Gain their attention, the same strategies used at the beginning of a lesson can be applied to the end. Make sure your expectations are clear, ‘I expect anyone to stop talking, put their equipment down and face this way.’ 
· Praise those individuals that are displaying appropriate behaviour. See previous strategies to challenge those individuals who are not responding.
· Use the opportunity praise the work and behaviour of students.
· Don’t expect them to understand how to pack away, provide clear instructions; where equipment and books go, whether you want students to be seated or stood behind their chairs, the level of noise that you believe is acceptable.
· Leave it clean- make sure that students clear their working area, including the floor… in the future items are unlikely to be deposited there if they are made to pick them up!
· Provide a time limit and count this down. Music can also be used, perhaps a little classical piece; hardcore rave might not encourage the behaviour you want!
· Some practitioners like to use a group activity at the end of the lesson; these can create rapport, perhaps answering a question to allow escape!
· Control the exit
· Again, don’t assume students will understand the appropriate way of leaving the classroom.
· Stand at the door and ask groups of students to leave, this is especially effective if some students aren’t prepared or are struggling to be silent. State why they have been dismissed, ‘Well done Sarah, you are finished and ready to leave.’ The result is that you won’t also get a stampede.
· Use the opportunity to praise students and affirm their good behaviour.
· Say goodbye!
Rest for three seconds.
Afterword

Some practitioners are lucky enough to be naturally charismatic; they seem to enthral groups with apparently little work, the rest of us mere mortals need to provide routine, clear boundaries and appropriate measured responses. Be persistent and  consistent, good relationships develop overtime. 
It is important to remember not to lose our sense of humour whilst tackling low level disruption, a funny comment, or a bizarre incident can be uplifting; to pass comment, smile or laugh can create rapport with the most difficult of groups.

We are humans, sometimes we can lose our temper, be unfair or just rude; never fear admitting a mistake to a group/individual or apologising, not only will it create rapport, but we show that we are emotionally intelligence, aware of our behaviour and willing to correct it; a model of good practice.
T.C.

