Behaviour Management strategies:

Behaviour management is a major challenge facing education as it evolves into a system befitting of the modern era. No longer are methods that have been embedded in the classroom for decades deemed acceptable for the current school environment, and this has led to a noticeable increase in the number of behaviour related incidents in schools in recent years. This is shown by data collected by NASUWT, stating that:
	“More than two thirds of teachers (69%) reported a widespread problem of poor pupil behaviour in the school where they teach. This figure was 50% five years ago.
 
Two thirds (66%) of teachers had been verbally abused by a pupil in the last year, and 15% had been physically assaulted by a pupil. This compares to 57% and 8%, respectively, five years ago.
 
Almost half (49%) of teachers who had experienced any abuse by a pupil, or a parent/carer, did not feel that their school had dealt with the issue satisfactorily.” (NASUWT, 2019).
These findings show that the strategies currently employed in schools clearly leave teachers unprepared to deal with negative situations, and not feeling as if they are supported by their school policy.
Further to this, as national policy continues to evolve, and with the introduction of new legislation that supports the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) reform, the world of education is evolving more rapidly than teachers can maintain pace with, which serves only to leave teachers in a position where their strategies of behaviour management need to be re-thought.
When deciding upon a behaviour management strategy, the first step in any approach would be first to decide whether the situation warranted a whole-school strategy, or whether it would be more effective to introduce separate plans for individual students. In the case of the former, one strategy that could be implemented would be the introduction of a Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) plan.
SEAL plans are designed to help all students, predominantly in a primary school setting, however it can be continued into secondary education. The SEAL programme intends to develop students’ personal skills, such as management of emotions, and also their inter-personal skills, such as empathy and social skills. The emphasis on these skills is becoming greater and greater as the education system develops, and according to guidance published by the welsh government, children who possess these important social and emotional skills are better equipped to thrive in a learning environment, leading them to experience better performance in their work, improvements in behaviour, increased inclusion, improved learning, and greater social cohesion. (Welsh Government, 2010, p. 8)
The SEAL programme is intended to be run in short sessions, delivered weekly, that use a loosely structured plan to encourage student-led learning. These sessions are supposed to encourage students to learn experientially, and use their own feelings and experiences to associate these with the desired outcome of the lesson.
This method of experiential learning, and the flexibility of the SEAL curriculum are some of the strengths of the SEAL programme. Using an experiential learning approach allows the teacher to modify a session as it progresses, and shape the lesson learnt by how the students choose to investigate the topic of the day, for as Kolb states:
“The tendency to define learning in terms of outcomes can become a definition of non-learning” (Kolb, 1984, p. 26)
This, however, is countered by having the lessons be open to the interpretation of the students involved, as it allows them to discover their own understanding of the intended topic, which therefore is more related to them. For example, in a younger class, a ‘circle time’ scenario could be applied, where each child in turn describes an experience they have had relating to the given topic. This would encourage the child to reflect on a situation where they have encountered the topic in their own experiences, whilst also developing their communication skills, and empathy. 
The SEAL method also provides a good degree of progression for students who may need more than the once a week session alone. Welsh Government guidelines show the programme to have an ‘inverted triangle’ structure, where at the top is a broad, whole-school approach. This then tapers down into small group interventions, for students who may need a small amount of additional support with the aspects of their social interactions, and managing themselves in a group environment. The low-arousal of a small-group environment may be beneficial to students with some forms of Additional Learning Needs (ALN), such as Autism, that can make social interactions on a larger scale difficult for the student affected. This is due to that within small groups, tasks that require more social engagement can be introduces gradually, rather than having to be almost dropped on the student. This would give the student time to become comfortable with what the teacher had implemented, and thus interact at their own pace.
This ‘inverted triangle’ structure is then completed by individual interventions. These would only be introduced in the event that a student was not responding to both the whole-school approaches, or the small group interventions. At this stage, the intervention would most likely involve multiple agencies in order to support the student.
Despite the positive aspects of the SEAL programme clearly demonstrating its usefulness to a school environment, there are a few negative impacts that would need to be considered before its adoption into a school’s practice.
Firstly, it is noted by the supporting documentation, that whilst the framework and delivery of the SEAL programme would be different to standard PSE lessons, the content however, would come with a certain degree of overlap. The documents state that,
	“The decision to use the SEAL Cymru materials will require a careful process of strategic planning. This should support a review of the school’s overall PSE provision” (Welsh Government, 2010, P. 21)
It is shown that a great deal of preparation would need to be made before the programme was implemented, and that it was not simply a ‘quick fix’ option, should a school have a blanket problem with student behaviour. An emphasis is placed upon the need for staff to receive training prior to, and during the use of the programme, which could be more than the schools’ resources could manage. Therefore, this training may have to be started a fairly long time before the programme was implemented into classrooms. However, this issue can be solved easily as long as the school in question carefully plans the programmes integration with their existing PSE provision, and teacher training plans, as the programme itself is fairly self-contained, and does not require much intervention from the programmes provider once the school has been set up with it.
Moving on from the predominantly school wide approach of the SEAL programme, in some cases a more individualised approach is needed to work with individual students that struggle to manage their behaviours.
One of the strategies which can be used is the introduction of a behaviour contract with a student. This is an agreement primarily between the student and their teachers, but it can also include the student’s parents or guardians. The contract can be employed across both primary and secondary education, however it may not be responded to as positively the further into secondary education you go. The basic contents of a behaviour contract would include a list of different behaviours, some of which are being rewarded, and others that would be sanction. These would be set out in the form of a small number of goals, that the student aims to meet over a manageable period of time. The aim of the contract is to encourage the student to take their behaviour into their own hands, as it becomes their own decision whether or not they alter their behaviours to be more fitting of the school environment. The student therefore takes responsibility for any consequences that have been agreed upon in the case that they display any of the negative behaviours discussed within the contract. It is important to note, that in contrast to the SEAL programme, the behaviour contract strategy takes more of a reactive approach, as the poor behaviour would need to have been identified prior to it being corrected, whereas the SEAL programme aims to give the students the tools to deal with the situation before it involved poor behaviour.
The format of a behaviour contract is ideal for the classroom setting as it is inherently flexible, with many different aspects of the contract able to be changed to suit the student it is made for. For example, if a student is behaving badly, the school could use a problem-solving approach in order to gain some insight as to the causes of the poor behaviour. This could be achieved by observing the student, or even speaking to them directly in a comfortable environment. This process would involve asking questions of the student to identify what was causing their poor behaviour, for example whether it was for the purpose of drawing attention to themselves, behaviours caused by an Additional Learning Need, or a response to another stimulus in the classroom environment. Once these factors had been identified, they could be addressed within the behaviour contract using the SMART target method. This means that the student will be given goals that are achievable, and do not place the student in a position that they feel too heavily pressured by. The use of SMART targets would allow the student to be involved with the planning of the contract, and gives them a set of parameters to work within, such as a time limit. This would allow the student a degree of time to adjust their behaviours, as opposed to an immediate change being demanded. This is a positive aspect of the behaviour contract strategy due to that as with any habit, including that of bad behaviour, behaviour takes time to be fully changed, even with a conscious effort. A 2009 study of time taken to form a behavioural habit found that in a group of 96 volunteers,
	“The median time to reach 95% of asymptote was 66 days, with a range from 18 to 254 days.” (Lally, P, et Al., 2009, p.1002)
This shows that it is unfair to expect behaviour to change immediately, however the setting of a time limit before the contract is reviewed can help to encourage the student. This can be coupled with a degree of incentivisation. ‘Practical approaches to behaviour management in the classroom’ (Welsh Government, 2012) provides guidelines for the behaviour contract that include the use of rewards for the student exhibiting desirable behaviours. This rewards would be decided upon with the student when the behaviour contract was written, and could be anything from the opportunity to have free time at the end of the day, to having positive feedback sent home. This once again offers the staff a great degree of flexibility to implement an agreement that the student would be motivated to adhere to, thus increasing its chance of success.
Despite the many benefits of using the behaviour contract strategy, there are some potential shortfalls. First of all, the contract relies heavily on the student being observed throughout the school day, the intensity of this observation would depend on the goals that had been set for the student to achieve. For example, a student with the goal of reducing their interruptions during class time, would only need to be observed during the sessions, which would be easily managed by their class teachers. However, a student who had trouble with overreacting when interacting with their peers would need to be observed during break and lunch periods as well as during classes. This need for greater observation may necessitate the need for the student to be accompanied by a Teaching Assistant or Learning Support Assistant, provision for which may not be readily available for the school to offer. Further to this, in a situation where the parents of the student involved were not cooperating with the school, the prospect of their child being ‘contracted’ to change their behaviour may be met with a degree of opposition. This can be mitigated by the parents being kept informed with developments and interventions involving their child, as is standard practice within most schools, along with the parents being actively involved in the creation of the behaviour contract.
As the scope of what is expected of teachers and schools increases, and with the introduction of the new ALN reform and the new curriculum, it is important to assess the effectiveness of strategies such as those discussed above on a case by case basis. Modern education is rapidly moving away from the form-moulding experience it has previously been, and placing more of an emphasis to develop learners as individuals. Therefore, with this shift of focus, and with more students than ever receiving support for ALN diagnoses, it must be considered that these strategies will need to be reviewed on a very regular basis as the needs of the individual student are ever evolving and changing. However, they can still be useful tools when employed with a degree of flexibility and with the best interests of the student at their centre.
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