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INTRODUCTION
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I taught for over 34 years, and for 14 of those years my role was that of Behaviour Management Support Teacher. In this role, I provided assistance to students, parents, teachers, deputy principals, principals and classes, from kindergarten to university level, in the management of Behaviour. I watched thousands of classes and teachers, presented hundreds of professional development workshops, and wrote 2 textbooks and a departmental program. And most importantly, I developed globally-applicable practical philosophies and logical strategies that could be applied to Behaviour Management across cultures and age levels and school systems. I was able to positively influence the behaviour of students, the teaching practice of staff, and the behaviour policies of schools.

But textbooks can be over-priced, publishers and education departments can be parochial, and the internet is so flooded with self-help resources that getting the message and assistance out to those who are looking for and can really benefit from it is a difficult process. Having just reached blissful retirement, this free resource is my attempt to get valuable, tried-and-true assistance out into the teaching universe, to those who can use it.

Peter Miles (bmskills@bigpond.com)
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​CHAPTER 1 - Whatever Happened To Discipline?
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THE SLEEK STARFIGHTER dived quickly down into the channel in the surface of the huge space station, manoeuvring frantically to avoid the barrage of laser fire directed at bringing it to an explosive end. The young pilot gripped the control stick with determination and fear, his eyes flicking back and forth across the myriad of dials and screens in front of him. Ahead lay the target, an almost impossibly small exhaust port, through which he must fire his single photon torpedo, in order to bring about the demise of the space station and victory for his rebel alliance. Behind lay a squadron of enemy starfighters, determined to end his mission in one splash of explosive light and debris.

The young pilot began to program his targeting computer, struggling to fix the coordinates of the target as the starfighter jostled and bucked in the confined space of the tunnel. Suddenly a voice, supernatural yet familiar, filled his mind.

“Use the force, boy.... Use the force. You know you can do it”

The young pilot hesitated, and then once again began to manipulate his computer controls.

Again, the insistent voice spoke within his senses.

“Use the force. It is the only way”

The young pilot contemplated these words, then responded:

“No. Forget it. You can’t tell me what to do. I don’t have to use the force if I don’t want to. I don’t even have to blow up this stupid space station. Do it yourself.”

And with that he pulled his starfighter out of the channel, and flew off alone into outer space, swearing under his breath as he went..

It isn’t the ending we’ve all come to know and love, but it is the reality that many teachers are facing today. An increasing number of students are no longer prepared to accept advice and assistance, no longer willing to comply to direction and instruction, but instead respond with defiance, verbal abuse, and even physical violence towards the teacher. The result is disruption, frustration, fear and general stress, not only on the part of the teacher, but also for the other classmates exposed to such behaviour.

“What happened to the ‘good old days of discipline’?”, many older teaching staff, and those who were their pupils and became teachers, are asking. What has changed? Many of us can still remember a time when children were seen and not heard, when the teacher was viewed by child and parent alike as an unquestionable authority, when a student punished for​ misbehaviour at school generally received further punishment when they got home. Those who weren't of this era but became teachers generally were compliant at school and never dreamed of questioning a teacher's authority, of risking suspension or expulsion

For the older generations, Discipline meant...... the cane, lines, pain, humiliation, punishment, the strap, Dad, detention, fear, grumpy teachers, the smack, the duster, the ruler, yelling, extra work, shaming, bullying." Authority was....... Teachers, the Police, Dad, Mum,

the Principal, the Church, Politicians, Grandparents, big brother or sister, any Adult, Prefects."

The ‘good old days’ that some refer to were the days of ‘Automatic Respect for Authority’, or A.R.A. for short. Automatic Respect for Authority, as the name suggests, refers to the practice of yielding to anyone who occupies a position in society that provides them with more apparent power or knowledge (or both) than oneself. This generally means Royalty, Politicians, Police, the Church, Doctors, the Military, Teachers, Grandparents and (if you are a child) any adult. You’ll know if you have a degree of A.R.A. in your system; as you are driving your car, the sight of a police car will send your heart pounding, your eyes to the speedometer and your foot flying off the accelerator to the brake, even when you’re doing 55 in a 60 zone. If if, as a teacher, you're called to talk to the Principal or your immediate superior, you'll immediately begin to worry that you've done something wrong. That’s A.R.A.

Automatic Respect for Authority was born and sustained through FEAR, FORCE and IGNORANCE. In the “good old days”, methods of teaching appropriate behaviour (conformity) and dealing with socially inappropriate behaviour, in schools or the real world, were highly punitive, often physical and hence the subject of great fear. These were days of corporal and capital punishment, of institutionalised bullying in the military and private school systems, of widely-accepted racism and sexism. The student who dared to question a teacher’s knowledge or authority could be ‘legitimately’ subjected to many forms of humiliation and pain, including the smack, the strap, the cane, the duster, the ruler, lines, toilet cleaning, and public ridicule on assembly. They could be literally dragged from the classroom. Naturally, the student “learnt their lesson” through the resultant emotional scarring, as did those students who witnessed the punishment and subsequently lived in fear of ever having to go through the same experience.

Ignorance had its own part to play in sustaining A.R.A. In the ‘good old days’, the theory was that ‘a little knowledge could be dangerous’, and thus the majority of the population, particularly children, were subjected to a limited, often filtered, supply of information. Issues such as corruption, adultery, drug-taking, and sexual abuse were all out there in the world, but government and corporate censorship of newspapers and the limited number of radio and TV stations prevented widespread exposure. Children were protected from the ‘adult’ world, excluded from adult conversation, banished to the ‘kid’s table’ at family gatherings, and locked away from ‘adult’ literature, and film through zealously enforced restrictions. To most children, the adult world was a mystery, and even some of the most abhorrent and abusive adult practices were often accepted by children as a natural part of this strange world.

So what happened? How did we get from widespread Automatic Respect for Authority to the current situation, where many people in society (including school students from a young age) seem to have little or no respect for authority at all? An initial answer lies in the development of the media, particularly from the Vietnam War onwards. Until Vietnam, despite America’s constitutional emphasis on Freedom of Speech and the existence of similar references in the constitutions of other democratic nations, all war coverage had been highly censored. Reports of crushing defeats, death by friendly fire, allied atrocities and wartime profiteering never made it into print, all in the name of ‘protecting’ the morale of the general public. Media outlets were also government-owned, subsidised or politically connected.

During the Vietnam conflict, things changed. With an American and world audience not committed to America’s involvement, journalists and networks began to test their right to freedom of speech by showing the real face of war. Risks were taken; boundaries and standards were adjusted as a result, stretching beyond the war to all areas of life and media. The behaviour of the ‘pillars of society’, the soldiers, the royals, the politicians, the priests, and the teachers was now open to comment. With newspapers, magazines, radios and television in almost every home, exposure of the ‘common man’ to the real world was increased dramatically.

Television in particular opened up the adult world to the child to the point where today, with cable channels, ‘Reality’ TV, soapies and multi-levelled cartoons dominating screen time, there is little about the adult world that a child cannot be exposed to on a daily basis. Now, of course, we have the internet. A smartphone or a laptop in the hands of a child exposes them to every aspect of adult life they would ever want to encounter. They can find the answer to every question, and view every aspect of the adult world, good and bad, through a simple Google search. Ignorance has largely gone.

So the ignorance is gone, but what happened to the fear? You will find the answer if you look closely at the consequences of misbehaviour available in society today. Corporal punishment is out in schools (thank goodness). In society, the punishments for crimes are often watered down or non-existent. Read the court reports in newspapers, and you’ll notice that many court cases end ‘Found guilty, but no conviction recorded’. Parents today frequently come charging into schools following student misbehaviour, accusing teachers of negligence or victimisation of their child rather than accepting that their child may have misbehaved. Students excluded from one school turn up and enrol at a neighbouring school the next day. The modern consequences of inappropriate behaviour just aren’t immediate or significant enough to ‘scare’ a child into behaving anymore.

Other reasons behind the demise of respect for teachers, automatic or otherwise, lie in factors which have undermined the intrinsic value of schooling for students; Enforced school attendance to higher age levels; the breakdown of traditional family structures; private access to educational technology; community acceptance or indifference to behaviour problems; and the failure of schooling to keep up and in touch with social change. And, in the 'good old days', schools had resources that students could not access in the home, so there was benefit in attending. Today, with games consoles, laptops, big screen TVs, home gyms etc, the home has more resources than the school.

We now have more students attending senior schooling than ever before, but not with the motivation to learn and clear career goals, but rather a) because no jobs are available or b) in order to access government financial benefits. We have a high proportion of students looking to schools to provide them with the sense of love, belonging and emotional stability that they can’t access at home, and feeling rejected or angry when the teacher, focusing on curriculum, fails to provide this. We have students who can access more information from their home computer and the internet, and more stimulation from their video games machine, than they can access in the classroom. We have the ‘childcare’ parents who have downloaded responsibility for all aspects of their child’s development on others, including the school. And we have a school system that still operates on the basis of 1 (at-times disinterested) adult attempting to communicate at length, primarily verbally and in cramped under-resourced conditions, with 25 plus students of differing generation, socio-economic background and/or culture, using a content-focused academic curriculum as the basis for the relationship.

Belief in Automatic Respect for Authority is perhaps the reason that old teaching models have survived so long, that the education system has not historically undergone significant progressive changes in the last century or more. We've simply tacked technology on to traditional models. But A.R.A. is a rarer and rarer commodity. It's loss should not be mourned or recalled fondly, for fear, force and ignorance are poor excuses for good behaviour management techniques. Automatic Respect for Authority was basically a bluff, and now students are calling the bluff, and finding teachers wanting. It’s high time we replaced BLUFF with SKILL.
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​​​CHAPTER 2 - The Bottom Line of Behaviour Management
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Whilst working as a Behaviour Management Support Teacher, helping teachers to manage difficult students or classes, I discovered that many teachers failed to modify their classroom management practice despite being given the proven strategies to assist them. I realised that, in the absence of a foundation of appropriate behaviour management philosophies, the strategies did not stick., What follows are some baseline beliefs and philosophies that assist contemporary classroom management, what I like to term the ‘bottom line’ of behaviour management. Because behaviour management is a dynamic process, this ‘bottom line’ will undoubtedly change with time, but I have found these philosophies to be relevant to this point.

BELIEF 1 – You can’t make anyone but yourself do anything. Behaviour Management is therefore managing yourself in order to influence the behaviour of others (to get what you want).

Students choose their behaviour. They evaluate and filter their environment through their senses and bank of experience, and act according to their interpretation of it. In the absence of physical force, they cannot be made to do anything. They have no puppet strings upon which the teacher can tug, nor an interface socket into which the teacher can plug and directly impact on thought processes. The teacher is only capable of controlling their own thoughts and limbs. Therefore, in order to encourage students to achieve desired behavioural goals, the teacher must carefully and positively influence the students’ environment through self-control, modelling appropriate behaviours and selecting logical and effective behaviour management strategies. If a teacher tries a strategy and it doesn't work, the teacher must adjust their own behaviour and choose another strategy.

BELIEF 2 - Behaviour is needs driven. Address the behaviour without addressing the need, and you will generally fail to solve the problem.

Responding reactively and correcting an inappropriate behaviour in the classroom or playground is only half (if not a lesser fraction) of the behaviour management equation. The displayed behaviour is often just a symptom of some deeper problem, or an action directed at meeting a specific need not currently being met by schooling. If the teacher merely corrects and then walks away, the real problem may never be solved, and the student may seek some other inappropriate method of meeting the need. Therefore, after responding to a behaviour, it is a positive step for the teacher to ask why the behaviour occurred in the first place. Having asked this question, the teacher then takes steps to ensure that the behaviour, or some other variation, does not occur again.

BELIEF 3 - Behaviour is a skill. It has to be taught, learnt and practised.

Whilst I do not believe that we are born ‘bad’, I do believe we are born ignorant of societal standards of appropriate behaviour. Any teacher who has been a parent will be able to confirm this latter belief. We therefore have to be taught these standards, not just through​ everyday experience and observation (supposed sources of ‘common-sense’, which itself often means a lot of people making the same mistakes), but rather directly and overtly. Having been taught the skills, we still need to be reminded of them frequently, and we need organised structures within which to safely practise these skills before being set loose on the world. Students require and use different skills in the outside world than they do in schools, and the end of the school day, term and year severs their connection with the school environment regularly. When they re-enter the school, they often need to be reminded of the rules and procedures required to survive in the classroom and the playground.
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