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Classroom management is a crucial part of education.  It is the gateway to successful learning for your students.  Without good classroom management learning becomes accidental and unpredictable.  Therefore, it is essential to have a strong foundational understanding of the concepts of classroom management and a knowledge of the many techniques through which the concepts are implemented.  Though classroom management is a complex topic and there are countless techniques related to it, my personal philosophy of classroom management can be summed up with the words mutual respect, communication, and consistency.

The first step to effective classroom management is welcoming students to your community of learning.  Students must feel that your classroom is a safe place, where they are valued and respected and where they can make mistakes without being penalized and embarrassed.  Cummings (2000) writes that a positive relationship with students is a more important protective factor for troubled students than class size, amount of teacher training, classroom rules and school policy.  This positive relationship has the extra benefit of making tasks of establishing classroom rules and taking disciplinary action much easier because the students are more willing to accept your authority.

Establishing a positive relationship with the students is not the only way to make students feel at ease in your classroom.  Wong & Wong (2009) report that the first thing in a students mind when they walk into the classroom on the first day of school is, “Am I in the right room?”  Students want to know what they’re supposed to be doing.  They don’t want to be the one standing out, doing the wrong thing.  Having clear instructions and giving students the information they need to do what they ought to be doing will make them feel secure in the classroom.  By communicating expectations clearly, you eliminate ambiguity and create a basis for consistency.  Regular procedures and routines also add to clarity in the classroom.  Done incorrectly, activities such as turning in assignments can be a huge time sink.  Establishing an efficient procedure for turning in assignments will ensure that as little instructional time as possible is wasted.  From day one, the classroom should be a place of clarity in regards to expectations, rules, procedures, and activities.

Expectations should not only be clear, but high.  According to Cummings (2000), research shows that high academic expectations actually contribute to learning more than a caring classroom environment.  Cummings states that teachers need to be authoritative, which means they need to “balance nurturing with setting clear limits, setting high standards of responsibility, encouraging independence, and giving guidance without controlling,” (p. 10).  When students are truly challenged and receive adequate support to meet the challenge, they experience growth.  Being an authoritative teacher contributes to classroom management because students must be active participants in their learning and stay on task in order to achieve the goals set for them.

A common activity at the beginning of the school year is the establishment of classroom rules.  Brennan, Dworak, & Reinhart’s case study (2002) on discipline showed that students taking an active role in the establishment and revision of rules will have a drastic, positive effect on student behaviors.  By reflecting on behavior issues and thinking critically about how to resolve them, students improved their behavior.  Implementing a democratic system like this where the students take part in the direction of the class can also be done in regards to activities and curriculum.  In rigorous subject areas, such as mathematics, this may not seem realistic.  However, providing students minor options, the choice to do one of three learning activities for a day, for example, can give students a sense of self-direction, even if only to a minor degree.

 In a more perfect world, implementing the things that have been described would be enough to eliminate behavior problems.  The reality is that there will be behavior problem that must be addressed by disciplinary action.  How you address the misbehavior can result in your discipline being disastrous or very effective.  When disciplining a student, Marzano, Marzano, & Pickering (2003) highlight the importance of emotional objectivity, which they describe as “carrying out the various aspects of classroom management without becoming emotionally involved regarding the outcomes,” (p. 69).  Maintaining emotional objectivity prevents the problem from escalating as a result of your own emotions and it helps the students to see that you are responding to their behavior in a fair way, not as a result of your emotions.

When disciplining students, it is important to be consistent so that students know that misbehavior always results in a negative consequence when it is detected.  Marzano et al (2003) referred to Kounin’s theory of withitness and highlighted that misbehaviors should be addressed promptly as well.  Accepting that it is crucial that misbehaviors be addressed consistently, Marzano et al also emphasize employing different management strategies depending on the needs of the individual student.  Five categories of high need students are: passive, aggressive, attention problems, perfectionist, and socially inept.  Marzano et al present various techniques for addressing behavior problems of students among these five categories.

Even when the individual needs of students are considered when taking disciplinary action, there are commonalities seen among the various techniques.  Effective discipline will always be characterized by these traits: disciplining the student in private to avoid embarrassing them and raising their effective filter; using language that focuses on the behavior, not the student; asking the student about their behavior and its outcomes in order to get them to reflect on and think critically about their behavior; and identifying specific consequences of both misbehaviors and desired behaviors.  Similar to giving students an active role in the development of classroom rules, doing these things will encourage students to think about their behavior differently and result in them making better decisions.

Effective classroom management is key to creating an effective learning environment.  Creating a welcoming environment where students feel accepted, safe, and valued and making your classroom a place of clarity in regards to expectations, and tasks will put students at ease.  Being an authoritative teacher means establishing expectations that require students to be active participants in their learning and positive members of the classroom.  By giving students an active role in the development of classroom rules and the direction of curriculum, you empower students in their own learning and motivate them to want to do well and succeed.  Using effective discipline by maintaining emotional objectivity, addressing misbehaviors promptly and consistently, considering the individual needs of the students, and getting students to reflect on and think about their own behavior will make even discipline a learning experience.  Employing these classroom management techniques makes an effective learning environment possible.
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