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Musings on management from the back of the classroom…

Introduction

Perfect weather, balmy breezes and the last hour and fifteen minutes before spring break begins, just the right combination of elements to get third graders restless and feisty.   Listening to a good story or even a small group activity would have been perfect.  But these third graders will return from spring break to a battery of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) testing and they need to get ready.  Their teacher is not heartless or mean, rather she is under enormous pressure her administrator and her administrator’s administrators.   Hanging over all of them is the threat of having their school labeled as a Failing if these children do not perform well on the tests.  And so, instead of whiling away the remaining 75 minutes of the day, the students instead take three tests—one for reading, one for writing, and one for math.  Following the tests the teacher hands out two homework packets, each consisting of 20 pages photocopied from workbooks, to be completed over the two-week break.  One child told me that she would be spending some of the break at school in a special test-prep class.  

I spend a lot of time visiting elementary school classrooms watching what it takes to get children to endure what is happening to them, to their teachers, and to education in general. There is constant pressure to carve out enough time to prepare students for testing. As a result, the schools I visit devote every precious moment to those subjects NCLB requires to be tested, spending more time on reading, writing, and arithmetic while reducing the time given to science and social studies and “non-essentials” such as music, art, and physical education. Even recess is being abandoned in some school districts to give more time for drill and practice.  The value of social interaction, fresh air, and running around for the sheer joy of movement, it would seem, cannot be quantified and therefore must go.  

Given all of this, it can be no great surprise that management practices consisting of shared rule making, problem solving, counseling, and class meetings are being left behind right along with the children. Teachers, in an effort to keep young students on task completing one worksheet after another, dive to the bottom of Maslow’s hierarchy in search of motivational tools.  Getting children to sit down, be quiet, and submit themselves to rote memorization, drilling, and testing, makes bribing them and demanding their acquiescence seem sensible.

Over the years I have seen management practices based on mutual respect, equity, and caring dwindle away while management that treats all students the same and relies on rewards and punishments for control becomes more and more prevalent. There was a time when many classrooms were relatively free of the carrot/stick mentality but I don’t see that anymore.  While there may be many reasons, NCLB certainly is a highly visible suspect.  As NCLB continues to erode all that is good about education, classroom management based on mutual respect, reasoned communication, and informed choices become a distant memory.  Considering the opening scenario, I think it is hard to deny the incontrovertible connections between the two.


All the elementary, and even some middle school, classrooms I visit now have embraced some form of management by rewards and punishment.  Teachers may be moving in this direction out of desperation and the very real pressures to prepare their students for testing.  However, they are also encouraged, if not required, to use these strategies by the school districts that employ them.   I see schools sponsoring teacher orientations, workshops, and professional development seminars on classroom management that offer strategies largely drawn from or based directly on the work of Lee Canter or Harry Wong—both of whom advocate rewards and punishments.  

Sub-sets of these approaches include character education programs that bribe students into sanctioned behaviors in order to get play money, or candy, or stickers, or certificates.  While bribery is certainly problematic, the bigger concern is teaching children that good character is not a goal in and of itself.  Rather, the only reason to behave is reduced to “what’s in it for me.”  Helping children learn to act in ways that are mutually beneficial and that preserve the common welfare just because it’s the right thing to do is becoming a quaint notion and all but entirely erased in our current school climate. Meanwhile, I am at the back of the classroom watching one lesson or another unfold and seeing the effects of these management practices from a very different perspective.

Money Management 

There are any number of money systems in place in the classrooms I visit. Students typically get to save up and then spend their fake money to “purchase” toys, erasers, pencils, and other such items at a classroom store.  But they have to first “earn” the money and then face the greater trick of trying to hang on to it. Teachers can exercise a good deal of latitude when giving or taking the money away and that is the problem.  If students demonstrate what the teacher deems to be appropriate behavior, they are given their money to save up.  If they don’t, either they don’t receive the money or the funds they do have are deducted.  

This system, teachers tell me, promotes good character and prepares students for the job market.  Let us examine the second supposition first.  Leaving aside the question of whether this is an appropriate goal for public schools, it is evident that what these students are being prepared for is a lifetime of blue-collar employment. Professionals do not have money arbitrarily rewarded or deducted for the occasional mistake or inappropriate comment.  People earning hourly wages are the ones most likely to experience such treatment.  

The classrooms I visit all use some version of money management and serve children who predominately come from high poverty areas.  It is no great leap to imagine that those students are likely to experience hunger, lack of sleep, and dysfunctional or even violent home situations on a daily basis.  When they come to school their troubles come with them and the resulting behaviors are the very ones penalized by these systems. Penalized but not corrected.  For these children, this is their life times two.  They experience economic hard times in the classroom as well as at home, providing them with multiple opportunities to know discouragement and despair early on. 


Does it promote good character?  Well, this is how it looks from the back of the room.  One classroom I spend time in serves as a good example of why these systems do not work. The teacher wants to reinforce three character traits, Respect, Responsibility, and Resourcefulness—the three R’s.  Students start each day with three flags, one for each of the R’s, but can lose one, two, or all three flags if they act inappropriately.  At the end of the day they receive a fake quarter for each flag they still have.  At the end of the week they use their money to buy toys the teacher brings in.  The teacher told me that this motivates them to behave. But when the flags are being counted and the money doled out, from the back of the room I see students bragging about who has the most money, mocking those who get fewer than three quarters, pushing and shoving and then lying about who started the incident, sniping at each other, and engaging in a variety of behaviors that do not reflect any of the R’s.


The classroom I opened this article with awards points—one to two hundred at a time—that are translated into dollar amounts for a weekly auction.  While buying toys from a class store certainly leaves out those who struggle to meet the classroom expectations, auctions may even be worse.  Inevitably the child who has had the most points deducted for any number of real or supposed infractions is the child who must be the first to drop out of the bidding.  Watching the goodies always going to other students can only breed discontent.  And I see that when I sit in the back of this classroom.  Students in this classroom continually yell at the one student who always loses his points telling him to be quiet while they are testing or working, they snipe at each other, they find ways to cheat on tests without getting caught, stretch the rules, and generally engage in all sorts of behaviors that disrupt a peaceful learning environment. From my perspective, the students of both classrooms are being motivated to want money and not much else.   

Some Teachers Use Food
While toys are considered a motivating tool for young children, at middle school the perception is that the road to good behavior begins in the students’ stomachs.  Melinda teaches language arts in a middle school located in the heart of a public housing project.  She is a teacher all parents want for their children—dedicated, hardworking, creative, and very student centered.   Melinda constantly struggles to develop new practices to help her students build the skills and content knowledge for test success.  This is a school struggling to get out from under the label of  “Failing” that was pinned on them by their school district as a result of poor test scores.  

Melinda’s school is now in the hands of a commercial enterprise that promises to fix the problems with a Language Arts curriculum emphasizing basic skill drills. Melinda feels frustrated and is running out of ideas to engage her students despite the imposed curriculum.  How does she capture the interest of students who live in poverty, who often as not live with adults who did not finish school, and who live lives seemingly devoid of future prospects? 

The program requires teachers to give nightly homework consisting of basic skill worksheets. Melinda, in an effort to get her students to do their homework, resorted to the most basic motivational force, food.  On a section of her bulletin board she posted six quotes about responsibility and covered each quote with 21 squares of black paper—each attached with its own pushpin.  Next to the quotes, she posted her six class lists and next to each name she keeps a record of assignments submitted or missing.  Posted around the quotes and class lists are brightly colored papers that say things like “Class pizza party” or “Class popcorn party” or “Class ice cream party.”  Any day a class has 100% of their homework submitted she removes a black square.  When any of her classes have all the black paper squares removed from their quote, they can choose one of the parties.  

Melinda began to use this idea about 12 weeks before I visited her room.  Since each piece of black paper represents a school day, the students had ample time to remove all the pieces of paper and enjoy their parties well before my visit.  But, in fact, 12 weeks into this new strategy one class had only half of the black squares removed and they were doing the best of the six.  One class had no squares removed.  As Melinda and I sat looking at the bulletin board she said, “I wanted to motivate them but it doesn’t seem to be working.”

What Melinda wanted was for students to step up and meet the challenge of removing the black squares in order to get pizza or ice cream.  However, the longer the squares remained covering the quotes, the more they emphasized one more unattainable goal.  Rather than motivating them, the squares represented yet more failure and the reasons why homework didn’t get done remained unaddressed.  Melinda is not unique.  As is evident from these examples, teachers bribe to get them to act in certain ways, but their efforts fail to get at the real cause of the problems. 

No Treats, Only Control 

As rewards and punishment increase, so too does a continual requirement to acquiesce.  It really is all part of the same trend and aimed at the same goal.  Obedience is necessary to maintain an enforced curriculum of endless worksheets. Toward that end, some behaviors are imposed that have no immediate treats attached but compliance certainly contributes to earning points, money, or other goodies.  There are a couple of notable examples that I see in elementary and even pre-schools I visit.  One is requiring students to walk with their hands behind their backs. Teachers, but more often administrators, justify the practice with the claim that if children have their hands free they will poke, prod, and otherwise disrupt each other when they are in line.  Having them walk with their hands behind their backs is considered safer.  But even a cursory examination of this practice renders that argument invalid.  Having children walk with their hands clasped behind them puts them at risk for physical harm and does nothing to improve the way they treat each other.   

Children need to learn how to move around from one place to another and do so without harming themselves, others, or school property. They should be practicing a skill that contributes to living well and living safely. For the rest of their lives, these children will move around in crowds, wait in lines with groups of people, run over various terrains, and walk through a variety of settings.  Children need to learn to watch where their hands and feet are going in all of these situations.  They need to look around to see any potential dangers and they need to have their hands free to protect themselves if they stumble.  Teachers can help their students learn these life skills through modeling, instruction, problem-solving sessions, and practice but forego this opportunity when they require children to walk with their hands behind their backs.


Imposing a behavior on children in order to teach safety is just as ineffective as using bribery to promote good character.  Children find ways to ignore or deliberately avoid submitting to it.  Even with going to lunch as the motivation for walking in this proscribed way, I typically see that as the line moves toward the cafeteria, the children at the end of the line are walking with their hands swinging freely at their sides.  They bump, and scuffle, and flick each other.  They know they will still get their lunch—the worst that will happen is a reminder about how to walk.  Rather than learning how to walk safely, they instead learn that the farther they are from the teacher the more they can get away with.  Hardly the desired message.


Another example of imposed obedience is having children put their heads down on desks to show they are—pick one—ready to start work, ready to go to recess, done with a small group task, sorry that they were noisy, or ready to end the day. Surely there are other ways of having young people indicate they are ready to move on.  They can clean off their desks, put their pencils down, get their pencils and books out, or demonstrate any number of other behaviors specific to each situation that would more clearly show their readiness for whatever is coming next.

And what does this look like from the back of the room?  Telling students to put their heads down to indicate they have finished a small group problem or activity leads to rushing and competition.  Which group can have their heads down first becomes the overarching goal.  Inevitably the most knowledgeable or skilled student in the group will take the lead, tell the others what to do, and then urge the others to get their heads down fast.  The educational value of whatever activity they are taking on is lost, especially on those who have deficits in math or reading, etc.  On the other hand, when heads must be down in order to be dismissed for lunch or recess or to go home, students who are slow get taunted or scolded by their peers.  Mutual respect and a sense of personal safety go out the window as the contest goes on to see who can have the first head down and who gets stuck being the last.

There is a common factor in these two practices.  Having children walk with hands behind their backs or put their heads down requires them to show submissive behavior.  When a line of children moves along with hands behind their backs or a group of children are forced to put their heads down, they have to regularly demonstrate their submission to authority.  The problem with these practices is the same as the bribery discussed above—what is the future for which these children are being prepared?  Where is the encouragement for them to grow into adults who can effectively make decisions about their own behaviors and contribute to the greater good? In short, what are the real lessons being taught?  It is tragic to think that in an effort to get test scores raised, the spirit, independence, and self-directed thoughts of children must be suppressed.
The Other Half

The other half of the rewards and punishment approach basically boils down to  “you better watch out” with teachers and administrators acting as pseudo Santa Claus figures.  Students who do watch out and don’t shout get the goodies and those who do not receive the school’s equivalent of a lump of coal, including detention, Saturday school, suspension, or even expulsion. Despite all the obvious problems with these carrot/stick tactics, such practices are often justified because they are said to “work.” But that leaves us with the question, they work towards what end? Anything can work.  Rewarding with trinkets, food, or money, controlling by requiring acquiescence, and punishing with scolding, intimidation, and humiliation can all “work” towards quieting students, but what lesson is ultimately taught? What is learned about self-management and personal responsibility? When competitions for food or other goodies are used to motivate students, what is learned about personal dignity and worth?  When classmates are set against each other in a scramble to get the tokens and candy, what is learned about kindness, respect, and caring? 

A Bit of Good News


When students reach middle or high school the teasing, taunting, pushing, and shoving of their elementary school years often evolve into acts of violence.  Schools are increasingly reporting student behaviors that directly or indirectly threaten or even harm other students.  In an effort to address the problems, some school districts have instituted various programs that, in some cases and with appropriate training and preparation, can help to calm school environments.  I see middle schools where administrators have designed schedules that provide time for advisory sessions, or they institute programs of peer mediation, or work with their faculties to create other opportunities for getting older students together to discuss and resolve their problems in reasoned ways.  Why these behaviors are allowed to get to that level is a mystery.  But when students spend their formative educational years being bribed and cajoled into good behaviors, it’s fairly easy to understand that as they grow bigger so do all the problems that were never resolved earlier.  

Conclusion

What needs to happen is a return to management practices in elementary school that include forums for resolving problems such as class meetings.  It makes no sense to spend 5 or 6 years failing to effectively address and correct the range of inappropriate behaviors I have seen from the back of the room but then decide to fix them when the students are bigger, angrier, and conditioned to think that the only reason to act respectfully is because someone will pay them to do so.  


We can do better and we certainly need to.  NCLB must not be allowed to countermand the very reasons people become teachers in the first place.  Typically, we are drawn to education because we care about the welfare of future generations, we want to inspire young people, and we have compassion for the needs of children.  Those are good and true feelings.  Expressing them through the design of classrooms and curriculum is what educators should spend their time doing.  And children deserve the opportunity to grow into adults who are capable of acting in ways that are mutually beneficial, safe, and respectful.  Finally, it comes down to what our goals are for our children.  As teachers slip a piece of fake money into the hands of their young students or demand unquestioning obedience to authority, perhaps they should ask themselves “What are the bigger lessons about appropriate adult behavior I could be teaching instead?”   Our society deserves no less.
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