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“But they’re fine for me” - some thoughts on behaviour management

It’s Thursday afternoon, the final bell rings for the day and a small gathering of teachers collect by the kettle, ready for one more cup of their beverage of choice to get them through some marking, preparing and the odds and ends that keep teachers at the school at the end of the day. 
Miss Thomas, our Newly Qualified Teacher (NQT) in her first year of teaching, comes in with what can only be described as a face like thunder and offers some choice words about the standard of behaviour of Year 9 bottom set English, in particular Sarah Jones. 
“Sarah Jones, in 9P?” offers Mr Elis, the art teacher, “She’s fine for me.”

I believe that most teachers have had a similar interaction at some point, early on in their careers where a frustrating class, or perhaps a pupil made getting to the end of the bell a challenge. This led me to consider what advice I’d offer to Miss Thomas, or other NQTs like her from my perspective now. 

Get to know the pupils
I have taught in my school for eight years, although others boast far longer stints in the classroom but it does mean I have taught, and gotten to know hundreds of pupils. These insights into a pupil's behaviour do not happen overnight but once you start to recognise behaviours and patterns, you can either accommodate them or set expectations. For example, a pupil who thrived on attention would go out of her way to be disruptive by talking over presentations or class instruction. Once I realised that attempting to correct that behaviour by discussion was not working, I ignored the behaviour. This led to the pupil seeking attention by shouting answers (usually correct too) to questions as I asked them. I praised her for attempting the questions but reminded her of the expectation to wait to be called on, which fell on deaf ears. Again, I ignored the behaviour, until she followed the expectation. This leads me to…

Setting expectations and being consistent
This is another skill that comes easier over time, but pupils need to get to know what to expect when they come into your classroom. Do they sit down? Do they stand behind their desks? Do they start a task immediately? And so on, with a dozen and more idiosyncrasies that every teacher will do slightly differently. Being consistent in these routines allow pupils to know where they stand, and make it easier to manage their behaviour. This does not mean that there is no room to be flexible, and that you may have different expectations for different classes, or sometimes want to try something a little different, but if pupils know more or less what to expect, they can start learning your way of doing things. 

Picking your battles
One lesson that I have learnt, both as a teacher and as a middle leader is that sometimes, you have to pick your battles. At the beginning of my career, I ensured the following of every single school rule, to a T, exactly as set out in the behaviour policy. I was consistently and militaristically giving detentions for infarctions such as chewing gum, underlining in pencil as opposed to red pen, and every forbidden pupil interaction. This led to a lot of resentment, especially by older pupils, who continued to push the boundaries and as a result, a lot of learning time was wasted. The main lesson I learnt? I’m not that bothered by chewing gum, as long as it's disposed of in a bin rather than the bottom of my shoe. The process and routines of a school do affect this piece of advice a lot, and it is important to align with the expectations and ethos of your school. As a middle leader, my perspective was a bit different as I supported teachers of all experience levels in their behaviour management. I saw how important different issues are to different teachers and how teachers need to feel supported, even if you don’t necessarily agree with their approach.

Final thoughts
Behaviour management is one of the toughest skills to learn during the early years of teaching, with the training wheels of having another adult present while training taken off and the myriad of other concerns and challenges being thrown at you from all directions. 
From my perspective, having been in the same school for a reasonable amount of time, this is the advice I’d offer, although ask me again in two years, five, ten, and you may get a different answer.
I’m not sure if there is such a thing as exactly the right advice to give to a NQT developing their behavior management. However, one thing I certainly would not advise - telling them “but they’re fine for me”. 
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