CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT
AND THE DISRUPTIVE CHILD

Glenn H. Buck outlines a range of nonintrusive and intrusive strategies for effective
classroom management of inappropriate behaviors.

BUCK

egardless of subject or grade

level taught, discipline is

consistently a major concern

for all educators, but for

music educators, teaching
disruptive students can present a spe-
cial challenge. Student behavior in
general appears to be getting worse:
increased gang violence, vandalism,
drug abuse, and a general disrespect for
authority are having a profound
impact on many of the nation’s class-
rooms. Researchers have pointed out
that teachers and the general public
perceive discipline as one of the most
important issues in education today.!
Due to the very nature of the activities
that occur in our music classrooms
(such as high levels of stimulation and
large-group, cooperative activities),
students with little self-control and/or
an acute need for attention seem to
stand out. Even typically good-natured
students can present occasional behav-
ior problems in the music class. As a
result, the need for today’s music edu-
cators to respond effectively to class-
room disruption is especially pertinent.

Why Students Mishehave

Students misbehave for a variety of
reasons, and knowing the underlying
cause of a student’s misconduct helps
the teacher to determine which inter-
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Activities and tasks that
are too difficult for
students will frequently
result in acting out or
aggressive or
withdrawn behavior.

vention strategies may or may not be
successful. The first and one of the
most common of these reasons is bore-
dom. Lesson activities that require stu-
dents to sit idly for long periods of
time frequently result in misbehavior.
The beginning band director who feels
the necessity of tuning up each and
every instrument with precision may
not only be expecting the impossible
but may also be losing the attention

and commitment of even the best-
behaved players.

Some students misbehave out of
frustration. Activities and tasks that
are too difficult for students will fre-
quently result in acting out or aggres-
sive or withdrawn behavior. A young
student who is expected to discrimi-
nate abstract musical concepts, such as
high versus low pitches, before he or
she has had adequate aural experiences
will soon become inattentive and off-
task. Similarly, a student who uses a
wheelchair and is not provided with
opportunities to participate in class
activities will soon lose interest and
become bored.

Another reason some students mis-
behave is to get attention. Sometimes,
no matter how interesting or stimulat-
ing you think your lesson is, it is diffi-
cult to compete with peer attention.
Jason, who is just discovering the
opposite sex, feels compelled to show
the female world that no matter how
hard the teacher comes down on him,
its not going to bother him. Likewise,
Sarah, who has little academic success
and gets little peer acceptance in the
regular classroom, finds that she can
get lots of attention (and what she
perceives as acceptance) in the music
class by acting silly.

Misbehavior may also be due to a
real or perceived power struggle. For
whatever reasons, some students need
to feel power over authority figures.
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Because Jonathan has been dominated
and sometimes humiliated by other
teachers, he feels the need to test the
limits of his music teacher and to find
out how much influence he can exert
over him or her. Power struggles are
often a coping strategy for students
with little self-confidence. These stu-
dents may feel threatened by the actual
demands of their environment or by
their perceived inability to cope with
these demands. Instead of risking fail-
ure, students with insecurities often set
up defensive postures that continually
keep them in conflict with the teacher,
thereby avoiding tasks that may
demonstrate their inadequacies.

Some students misbehave because
they have simply given up trying to
meet academic and social expectations
that they perceive as unattainable:
“Why should I behave when everything
I've ever done has been a failure?” “No
matter what I do, the teacher and stu-
dents won't like me.” Students who
accept this perception of themselves are
very difficult to work with. For teach-
ers, it is difficult to undo years of self-
debasement that can accompany actual
academic and social failure.

A New View of Discipline

Surveys of teachers reveal that most
report discipline problems as a con-
tributing source of stress and
burnout.2 It is interesting to note that
when teachers are asked what disci-
pline means to them, most refer to the
term “punishment”: verbal repri-
mands, verbal threats, paddling, sus-
pension, or expulsion.3 This point of
view is inadequate, however, as pun-
ishment is only one component of the
larger construct called discipline. In
fact, it may be extremely naive to
assume that only behavior manage-
ment strategies that incorporate pun-
ishment will be capable of managing
student behavior.

Discipline, in its truest sense,
describes a system made up of preven-
tive and intervention strategies
designed to manage rather than con-
trol student behavior. In a preventive
context, the music educator is respon-
sible for preventing inappropriate
behavior by:

m setting clearly defined classroom
rules;
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» consistently reviewing and applying

those rules;

m structuring the classroom environ-

ment to increase student learning;

s engaging student attention by

using effective teaching behaviors
and challenging curricular content;

m individualizing instruction and

adapting assessment techniques to
individual needs; and

» providing feedback regarding stu-

dent academic and behavioral
progress in a constructive and posi-
tive manner with the use of posi-
tive praise, contingent rewards,
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increased teacher attention, and so

forth.

In this context, discipline turns
inappropriate student behavior into an
opportunity for learning, rather than
an opportunity for punishment. In an
intervention context, the music educa-
tor is responsible for increasing appro-
priate behavior by knowing a wide
variety of behavior management tech-
niques, rationally applying these tech-
niques in a professional manner, and
discontinuing the application of these
intervention techniques when they are
no longer needed.
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Management as Prevention

In order to prevent student misbe-
havior, it is important to understand
the relationship between classroom
management and student behavior.
Researchers have repeatedly demon-
strated that when classroom teachers
apply principles of effective classroom
management, student conduct
improves.4 Likewise, when these
teaching behaviors are absent, student
conduct is more likely to deteriorate.
Effective classroom management
involves three general orientations.

w Structuring the environment for
learning. Teachers who use planned
seating arrangements reduce opportu-
nities for misbehavior. For general
music classrooms, placing chairs in a
circle rather than in rows tends to
reduce the amount of off-task behav-
ior by making the disruptive student
visible to everyone. Alternating the
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seating of disruptive and nondisrup-
tive students also keeps disruptive stu-
dents away from each other. For
younger students especially, making
sure that noninstructional manipula-
tive objects are out of arms’ reach can
prevent off-task behavior. Also, pro-
viding small, individual carpet squares
for kindergarten children to sit on can
offer a feeling of personal space.

w Structuring the curriculum for
learning. Music educators who use
multilevel objectives to meet the needs
of students performing at different
intellectual and academic levels help
prevent student disruption. A multi-
level objective is one that is broken
down into different levels of complexi-
ty. For example, if the objective is to
learn about musical instruments, stu-
dents with lesser abilities can learn the
names of the instruments, while stu-
dents with greater abilities can learn

the names, families, and histories of
instruments. Grading procedures can
reflect the different ability levels of the
students and the objectives they are
expected to master.

Curriculum should also be present-
ed and reviewed in a variety of sensory
modalities. Younger children especially
should have opportunities to explore
sound and music through visual, audi-
tory, and tactile sensory channels. For
older students, motivation can be
maintained by making sure materials
and activities are age-appropriate and
current.

w Structuring the teacher’s bebavior to
prevent student misbehavior. Researchers
who examine effective teaching have
consistently found that the teachers
who maintain better classroom behav-
ior are those who set and maintain
clear and concise classroom rules; keep
rules simple and few in number (3-5);
state rules in terms of what students
should do—sit up, look at teacher,
raise hand during no-talking time—
rather than what students should not
do; and keep rules posted and refer to
them frequently.5

In addition to having clearly
defined rules, effective teachers devel-
op a hierarchy of positive and negative
consequences for different types of
student behaviors. The effective
teacher can quickly discern the differ-
ence between a minor or a major
offense and quickly decide on a conse-
quence appropriate to the offense.

Effective teachers
develop a hierarchy of
positive and negative

consequences for

different types of

student behaviors.
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Effective teachers also decrease stu-
dent disruption by starting class on
time, conducting themselves in a pro-
fessional manner, and setting clearly
defined goals for each class lesson,
usually communicated to students
through the use of an advance and
post organizer. Advance organizers are
presented at the beginning of class and
tell students what they did during the
previous class or rehearsal, what they
will do during the present lesson, how
they are to do it, and why they are
doing it. Post organizers are used at
the end of class and tell the students
what they accomplished during the
lesson and what objectives they will
work toward for the next lesson.

Within each lesson, research on
effective teaching tells us that the
effective teacher varies the number
and length of activities according to
the developmental level of students:
the younger the students, the greater
the number of activities and the short-
er the time period for each. The effec-
tive teacher also demonstrates skills
the students are expected to learn and
allows ample opportunity for practice;
if kindergarten students are having
trouble walking into the music room
from the hall, the teacher should show
them how to enter the room correctly
and allow them to practice walking in
correctly. Giving clear, frequent, and
descriptive feedback is another impor-
tant technique: “Jason, that’s exactly
the way I like to hear you play that
passage—short and detached notes
with a gradual crescendo.”

Intervention Strategies

Preventive strategies can reduce the
probability that students will misbe-
have. Preventive strategies alone, how-
ever, will not eliminate every occur-
rence of student disruption. It is criti-
cal that the music educator also have
the ability to initiate, monitor, and
evaluate a variety of specific behavior-
management strategies.

Effective intervention strategies can
be thought of as points along a con-
tinuum. On one side are strategies
that are less teacher intrusive—intru-
sive meaning techniques that require
the teacher to directly intervene with
the disruptive student. These might
start with planned ignoring and pro-
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ceed by gradations to strategies that
are much more teacher intrusive. An
entire continuum might contain these
points: Planned Ignoring, Praise
Around, Giving Students Choices,
Student-Teacher Conferences, Daily/
Weekly Progress Reports, Contracts,
Token System, and Time-Out.

As a general rule, the more serious a
student’s misbehavior patterns are, the
more likely the teacher will need to
implement more intrusive intervention
strategies. Each choice of a strategy to
use for an individual student or group
of students is, however, highly individ-
ualized. Above all, these strategies are
to be used in combination with the
effective classroom-management tech-
niques; effective behavior management
cannot be separated from effective
classroom management.6 Moreover,
the goal of any behavior-management
program is to discontinue the use of
structured interventions when they are
no longer needed.

When a student is
affected more by peer
attention than teacher
attention, he or she may
be less responsive to the
teacher’s ignoring.

Planned Ignoring

This strategy is defined as the
planned and systematic use of ignoring
inappropriate student behavior. This
approach works well with attention-
getting behaviors. For instance, Rebec-
ca, a second grader, felt the need to
have her teacher’s constant attention.
She was frequently out of her seat and
always standing by her teacher’s desk
asking irrelevant questions. Verbal rep-

rimands and threats of punishment
only appeared to make the situation
worse. When the teacher began ignor-
ing Rebecca, however, there was a brief
increase followed by a dramatic
decrease in the number of times she
was out of her seat. Combining posi-
tive attention such as verbal praise for
in-seat behavior with the out-of-seat
ignoring had a profound effect on
Rebecca’s appropriate behavior.

Caution: Ignoring was effective in
Rebecca’s situation, but it may not be
in other situations. When a student is
affected more by peer attention than
teacher attention, he or she may be less
responsive to the teacher’s ignoring.
For these students, more intrusive
methods need to be used. Planned
ignoring is also not a substitute for
direct intervention of more serious
behavior problems. Severe behavior
(causing harm to others, destruction of
property) should not be ignored but
dealt with using more intrusive strate-
gies. The use of planned ignoring with
students with communication difficul-
ties also can lead to increased levels of
disruptive behavior if the students are
unable to find acceptable ways of
expressing themselves. Although
planned ignoring is a standard practice
in many educational settings, it may be
frowned upon by some administrators.
If possible, music teachers should elicit
support for this procedure from
administrators, the student’s teacher,
and when necessary, from parents.

Praise Around

This approach works well with stu-
dents who display an abnormally
strong need for attention and power.
It is the systematic ignoring of the
child who displays inappropriate
behavior while praising and attending
to other appropriately behaved stu-
dents located around the misbehaving
student. Kathy, a kindergarten student
who seems to gain satisfaction from
the negative attention she receives for
not walking to the circle-group as she
enters music class, can be managed
effectively by the teacher praising all
the other students (“Johnny’s sitting
down, Mary’s sitting down, etc.”) and
ignoring Kathy. In this manner, Kathy
soon realizes that if she wants to
receive attention, she can get it only



by following the everyday procedures
of the classroom.

Caution: This approach, while
effective with younger children, may
be less effective for older students who
can create more ingenious ways of get-
ting the teacher’s attention. Like
planned ignoring, if student behavior
is dangerous to the child who is mis-
behaving, or to other students in the
disruptive student’s vicinity, more
direct interventions will be needed.

Giving Students Choices

Similar to praising others, giving
choices works especially well with
young children (preschool and early
elementary grades). For older children,
this technique can also be effective
with students who need to feel a cer-
tain amount of control over their envi-
ronment. Telling students that they
can either complete their assignments
alone or with a “buddy” may reduce
some of the noncompliance that
occurs when tasks are assigned. Like-
wise, giving an entire class the oppor-
tunity to schedule lesson activities can
be effective with some students. For
example, students can vote on whether
they want to have the singing portion
of the lesson first or last.

Caution: Giving students choices is
effective and can give some students a
healthy feeling of independence. Giv-
ing too many choices too frequently,
however, can be disruptive in itself.
Detailing the choices, allowing time
for students to make decisions, and
class voting can be extremely time
consuming. Educators can train stu-
dents to make decisions efficiently by
praising those who make decisions
quickly and get to work immediately.

Student-Teacher Conferences
Student-teacher conferences can be
effective with students of any age, espe-
cially for those students who have
stopped trying. Talking to a student
before or after class can be a powerful
strategy if conferences are conducted in
a nonthreatening and nonjudgmental
manner. During these one-to-one dis-
cussions, it is important to focus objec-
tively on the student’s behavior. Start
off the conference by pointing out the
positive attributes of the student (“Jeff,
I know you love to come to music. You

are a good singer and you have a good
sense of rhythm. I really like having
you in my class.”) and avoiding nega-
tive statements (“You are the worst stu-
dent in my class. You can't sit still for a
second and you can’t stop talking.”).
Communicate how the student’s mis-
behavior makes you feel (“Jeff, I get
tired when I try to teach and you're
talking with Susan. It makes me very
frustrated to stop in the middle of a
song and have to speak to you. I go

home at night very tired and usually
with bad headaches.”). Ask the student
why the problem is occurring; listen
closely and remain nonjudgmental. Ask
the student to change his or her behav-
ior (“Jeff, can you change your behav-
jor? Can you sit and sing without talk-
ing to Susan?”). Develop a plan of
action, if necessary.

Following the conference, the
teacher should monitor the student’s
behavior. If the student has improved

Figure 1. Sample Progress Report

Name:

Day/Week of:

Behavior

1. Made rehearsal on time

2. Remembered practice chart

3. Sat quietly while tuning up

4. Raised hand to ask questions

Comments:

Y/N
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his or her behavior, the teacher should
provide positive feedback. The student
needs to know that because his or her
behavior improved, the teacher’s
behavior also improved by increasing
the amount of positive feedback.
Caution: Some students may be
good for a short period following a
conference but may soon regress to
preconference levels of disruption. In
such cases, more intrusive measures
should be considered. Student confer-

ences are also time-consuming, and
music educators who move large num-
bers of students in and out of their
classroom each period may have limit-
ed opportunities for this intervention
technique.

Daily/Weekly Progress Reports
For students with more frequent
and consistent patterns of disruptive
behavior, and for students who do not
respond to less intrusive intervention

Figure 2. Sample Contract

Student:

I, , agree to maintain appropriate behaviors as

agreed upon (listed below). I understand that I am required to share

a weekly progress report with my parents. Failure to do so will result

in a conference to reevaluate this contract.

Behaviors agreed upon:

Teacher:

I , agree to monitor this student’s behavior, pos-

itively reinforce him/her when appropriate behaviors are being dis-

played, and provide a progress report at the end of each week. After a

successful six-week period, I also agree to provide the class with

Period of time this contract is to be in effect:
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techniques, regularly scheduled reports
can be effective in reducing disruptive
behavior. A progress report can be a
simple three- or four-item checklist
that the teacher checks off at the end
of class or end of the week (see figure
1). Checks or points can be exchanged
for rewards at a later time.

Caution: Unless teachers and par-
ents display an attitude that the
progress reports are of the utmost
importance, the student certainly will
not value them. As a result, students
may soon purposely misplace, lose, or
fail to take reports home. Praise and
reinforcement for good progress
reports is essential. Students who do
not derive any positive satisfaction
from maintaining good progress
reports will soon lose interest in them.

Contracts

Similar to progress reports, con-
tracts are effective with students who
manifest serious and consistent behav-
joral problems. A contract is an agree-
ment that outlines specific procedures,
responsibilities, and consequences for
appropriate behavior that is main-
tained over a specified period of time
(see figure 2).

Caution: Contracts are especially
beneficial for older students who have
the ability to monitor their own
behavior and understand the long-
term nature of contracts. For younger
students, contracts may be extremely
frustrating because positive conse-
quences are typically not delivered on
a frequent basis. Similar to progress
reports, contracts must be important
to all the participants to be effective.

Token System

Tokens are a very intrusive form of
behavior management; they should
only be used for chronic and difficult-
to-correct behavioral problems. Points,
checks, stars, or plastic chips can serve
as tokens and be awarded to individ-
ual students for selected target behav-
iors. At a later time, earned tokens are
cashed in for tangible rewards such as
free time, inexpensive toys, or school
supplies (e.g., pencils, erasers). The
ultimate goal of any token program,
however, is to gradually phase out the
system. Teachers should gradually
increase the amount of time between
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the awarding of tokens until the stu-
dent no longer needs them to main-
tain appropriate classroom behaviors.

Caution: Tokens can be so effective
that the teacher may forget to phase
them out. As a result, prolonged use of
tokens can be detrimental to those
students who learn to depend on them
and fail to learn more independent
self-management techniques. Addi-
tionally, because of time limitations,
token systems can be impractical in
some music classrooms.

Time-Out

Time-out is removing the opportu-
nity for the student to receive rein-
forcement. Typically, time-out can be
exemplified by removing the disruptive
student from the group for some stipu-
lated amount of time. This strategy is
effective for some students who misbe-
have for attention and cannot, or will
not, manage their own behavior.

Janice, a second grader, has a
chronic habit of making faces at other
students during music class. As a first
step, the music teacher determines a
specified criteria (frequency level) for
Janice’s behavior that will result in the
time-out procedure (e.g., after three
faces the teacher will initiate time-
out). Second, the teacher explains the
procedure to Janice and details the
contingencies that will occur if she
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continues to be disruptive in time-out,
such as additional time being added
onto the time-out period. Third, the
procedure is initiated and evaluated
after a period of time.

In any time-out procedure, it is
important for the teacher to convey an
attitude that he or she does not want
the child away from the group. Time-
out should only be used when student
behavior does not respond to other
less teacher-intrusive interventions.

Caution: Unfortunately, while being
an aversive experience for most chil-
dren, time-out can be rewarding for
others. Just as some children get used
to and come to expect physical punish-
ment, time-out can also be ineffective
in reducing disruptive behavior. It is
also easy for teachers to abuse time-out
by isolating a child away from the rest
of the class for too long a period. Ethi-
cally, it may be questionable to leave a
young child in time-out for longer than
a five-minute period. Teachers who
wish to use this method should request
training that can be acquired through
in-service programs.

Effective Resuits

Dealing with disruptive students
can be a challenge for any teacher.
When teachers confront frequent dis-
cipline problems that disrupt their
teaching activities, stress and burnout

Effective teaching
behaviors can serve as
effective prevention
measures.

are inevitable consequences. Fortu-
nately, however, the application of
effective teaching behaviors can serve
as effective prevention measures. By
combining effective teaching behav-
iors with specific behavior manage-
ment techniques, music educators can
significantly reduce the frequency and
intensity of disruptive behavior.
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