Classroom Management – Reflective Practice Assignment
John M. Mullin – J/I 5 – Professor Rob Graham

Part A: The Scenario

While I was on practicum, I worked in a Grade 8 classroom of 28 students, almost evenly divided between boys and girls. The management issue I will detail involved two of the young girls in the class – Sally and Jenny – and a third girl, Maggie, who attempted to act as a mediator for the incident. The classroom teacher was involved, and no other agents – parents or other teachers – were involved.
The incident that I will describe was really a series of incidents. As often happens with young girls, there was a near continuous and escalating series of pranks, taunts, and verbal jousting which often got quite heated. While this sort of thing is never to be ignored or pushed aside, it is quite a bit more serious when it occurs during instructional activities and time. In this sense, the behavior was one of our more serious classroom management issues, apart from more routine matters such as attentiveness or modest disruption. The girls were quite nasty to each other, but also had a history of being good friends – the tendency being to move from best friends to mortal enemies on almost a weekly basis. The third girl – Maggie – had the initiative to at least attempt to formally mediate this conflict, actually going so far as to sit the girls down and try to have them sort matters out.

Response to the Scenario
For the scenario I describe, there were actually two separate but related management issues. The first – dealing with the classroom disruption that having two girls verbally sparring presented, and second, managing responsibly the use of peer mediation such that it actually produced a positive outcome, and did not contribute to the situation. I will explain what I mean momentarily on the latter point.

Between myself and my Associate Teacher, we took a multi faceted approach to redressing this situation. To begin with, my Associate Teacher did an excellent job of providing me with the relevant background information on the two girls involved so that I could contextualize the nature of some of the issues they were having. Being in control of the context, both my Associate Teacher and myself spoke extensively on a one-on-one basis with the girls to attempt to make it clear to both girls that a resolution could in fact be reached to the problem, and moreover, to determine in a meaningful way what the problem actually was. We both felt that taking a sincere interest in the feelings and actions of either girl was essential, as opposed to a more utilitarian (“talk to them to solve the problem”) approach – and indeed, this would turn out to be an astute strategy. 

In terms of what was done, we did two things. First, we worked hard to ensure that both girls recognized several things: What they as individuals were actually doing, the importance of taking responsibility for their actions regardless of what was being done to them, and also the effect their behavior was having on the classroom environment. Secondly, we held a conference – more accurately, I should say my Associate Teacher held a conference – with the two girls, and (with their permission, an essential element of ensuring legitimacy of process) worked out the issues between the girls by acknowledging their feelings, creating a culture of respect, and having the girls redress their respective transgressions. This process wasn’t simple and in fact there were a couple of sit-downs – but nevertheless, it worked. 
I suggested earlier that we were cautious about allowing too much peer mediation. The reason for this is because it was seen, and as a professional I share this view, that peer mediation that is not closely supervised (for 13 year olds anyway) is a risky endeavor with significant liability. Given that the aforementioned peer mediation was also peer initiated, we were even more skeptical – and as a result, were cautious to allow it to be the only or main response to this issue. 
Part B- The Interpretation of the Scenario 

With respect to the six variables outlined by Bennett and Smilancih, there is no question that the first one – the past behavior and context of the students involved – was a central consideration in addressing the misbehavior. 


One of the students – Sally – had recently transferred to our school, and we knew that one of the central reasons for her transfer-in was extreme and severe bullying at her old school. We were aware, then, that this young girl was joining a new school community in Grade 8 – a very tough assignment for a young person subjected to significant bullying. We also knew that Sally had a history of being very gossipy, and that she also had a tendency to follow along very easily as a strategy for being liked and making friends. Nevertheless, Sally, who also had weight issues, was not among the “popular” girls in the classroom, though neither was she badly treated in general. The point of the foregoing is to highlight that we were aware of Sally’s fragile self esteem and self image or sense of self.


The other girl – Jenny – had been in the same school community all her life, and in fact was friends with Sally outside of school. In spite of her long standing record of belonging to the same community, Jenny was unquestionably on the low end of both popularity and academic achievement. Jenny had a much more serious weight issue than Sally, and both had very fragile self esteem – though Jenny was more apt than Sally to make an effort at school work. Neither girl, apart from their tensions, were disruptive in any noticeable way and both follow direction well and were pleasant girls.


Knowing this as we did, our interpretation of the scenario (bullying, verbal sparring during instruction and class work time, and nearly physical confrontation) was as follows: We felt (and would end up being correct in feeling) that a major cause of the tension between these two girls was predicated on jealousy from Jenny against Sally, who in spite of being new to the school was probably more “popular”, and that from Sally’s perspective, Sally was using her friendship with Jenny as an excuse to abuse her friend and thus be seen as less vulnerable and increase her own social standing. From this starting point, the low self esteem of the girls would result in an increasingly acrimonious and antagonizing situation. Many of the insults and bullying comments from the two girls were predicated – perhaps predictably – on their physical appearances, and we felt that mediating these comments would be the best strategy to getting the girls past their differences. We felt that if we could make the girls realize that attacking each other on terms that they were personally uncomfortable with, and helping them realize how much they were hurting each other with their comments, we could go a long way towards getting them to stop. In this judgement, too, we would prove to be correct, as after a few sit-down conferences as noted, we were able to help move the girls away from corrosive behavior and towards a much more positive friendship. 

Of course, we would have been able to do almost none of this without a keen attention (due entirely to my Associate Teacher’s professionalism and commitment to students) to the background, history, and personal stories of our students.

Part C: Reflection 


This scenario, in my view and in the view of those educational professionals involved, was handled well. The response by my Associate Teacher balanced the interests of the students involved, validated peer mediation to a responsible degree, and ultimately resolved a major classroom management in a way that, as far as I know, resulted in the non-recurrence of the behavior.

With reference to Shapiro and Skinulis (2000), I am reminded of their comment on page 41 of their book – and also an integral part of our second lecture – where they argue that, “”all inappropriate behavior is an attempt to find significance”. This comment, taken outside of classroom experience and working with students, is a hard one to make sense of – but when applied to classroom management scenarios such as that outlined here, becomes very clear. Our two girls were not “bad” girls in any sense of the term – they were sweet, caring, very pleasant girls, except when confronted with social issues that overwhelmed them, made them feel lost, and made them feel powerless. I think the root of our response – to make them realize they didn’t need to tear each other down to feel good about themselves, and that certainly they could not spoil other people’s learning by doing so – validated their self worth in a way that caused the underlying behavior to disappear. 


Victimizing others is perhaps the most common way, in my experience, of making ourselves feel better (for a short while) about ourselves. This strategy doesn’t work, of course, at building genuine self esteem and self worth – this strategy produces only a short term pseudo-boost to self-esteem, which gradually wears off and requires ever greater negative behavior to achieve the desired effect. By de-incentivizing bullying and disruptive behavior, I believe we went a long way to getting rid of it. 


It may seem absurd to say, but I do not know if we could have dealt with this issue more effectively than we did. The girls stopped bullying each other and became friends in a more consistent way; the behavior disappeared from the classroom; and the actors involved all seemed to feel better about themselves.  In this sense, a great deal of how I will deal with classroom management is reflected – by treating students as responsible agents and in as mature a way as possible, I believe we go a long way towards validating students, and hence making them feel more secure and less like they need to tear down others. There are a huge number of other management issues, of course – and I’ve not touched on them here. Nevertheless, I will always take the approach of genuinely caring about student well being, treating them as ends onto themselves, and of not giving up on solving the problems within my purview.
John M. Mullin
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