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Praise for Running the Room


			When Tom Bennett writes, common sense leaps off the page and slaps you in the face. You will find yourself engrossed, helplessly nodding in total agreement as he shares his years of research, experience and first-hand accounts from schools. It is hard to imagine anyone reading this book and not improving their thinking and day-to-day classroom practice. 

			Tom’s tales will engage and amuse you, the practical advice will inspire you, but most importantly this book will change the way you think about school culture and its impact on pupil behaviour. 

			Damian McBeath, Regional Director for Ark Schools, London and Portsmouth

			In this masterful volume, Bennett outlines the highest-impact theories and strategies to be able to – as it says on the tin – run the room. Bad advice is everywhere when it comes to behaviour, and no other book explains easily actionable and effective techniques so clearly. This is the book I needed years ago; how much time have I wasted discovering for myself a fraction of the techniques and routines clearly outlined in this book? Readers are indeed lucky to have access to it as I have no doubt it will improve the practice of teachers with all levels of experience.

			Adam Boxer, Chemistry teacher, Editor of The researchED Guide to Explicit and Direct Instruction 

			Wise, clear, and eminently practical, this book will help teachers create a classroom atmosphere where students feel valued and ready to work.

			Professor Daniel Willingham, Professor of Psychology at the University of Virginia

			Running the Room is a unique book. It’s a rare combination of erudition and anecdote, gravity and wit, failures and triumphs, self-deprecation and swank, trials and tribulations and optimism. In a style that often made me think of Samuel Clemens (Mark Twain), Tom shows us how running the room is the teacher’s ultimate act of love and dedication to education and their students.

			Professor Paul Kirschner, Emeritus Professor of Educational Psychology and Guest Professor, Thomas More University of Applied Science

			In some areas of education, there is lots of high-quality research evidence about the ‘best bets’ for improving one’s practice. For these areas, my advice is simple: read the research and figure out what this might mean for your own practice. In other areas, like behaviour management, where the research evidence is thin, weak, or contradictory, my advice is different, but equally simple. Find people who know what they are talking about, and listen to what they have to say. Like Tom Bennett.

			In Running the Room, Tom condenses all he has learned about managing student behaviour – from his experiences as an inner-city school teacher, by observing hundreds (thousands?) of classrooms, and by carefully researching what good research there is – into a wonderfully accessible, practical – and, yes, funny – guide to classroom management. This book is the best guide I have ever read on getting good behaviour in classrooms. It should be required reading for those training to teach, but experienced teachers will also find a lot here to reflect on, and to use. Highly recommended.

			Dylan Wiliam, Emeritus Professor, University College London

			‘Practical’ is the standard praise for a book on behaviour, but Bennett’s book is something different: a thing of beauty. And not just because of his humility, humor and occasionally elegiac prose. Because the truth is beautiful. To love children is to ensure that our classrooms protect them and honor their chance at learning – bring out the best in each of them and teach them to be giving and positive members of the society we share. Sadly the first response when adults find themselves unable to ensure such an outcome is often to argue that it is unnecessary. Rarely has anyone explained so clearly an alternative and provided as practical (and beautiful) a guide to accomplishing it.

			Doug Lemov, Author of Teach Like a Champion

			I cannot stop quoting Tom Bennett’s Running the Room. I bought this because everyone said it was incredible, and everyone was absolutely correct. I’m not sure how he manages it, but Bennett makes this a relevant read for both practitioners at the very start of their careers and those leading the behaviour and culture of schools.

			Jo Facer, Headteacher

		

	
		
			
Dedication

			To Anna, Gabriella and Ben, my true loves

			To Anthony, the World’s Finest brother and best friend

			And to my parents, Tom and Elizabeth, always

		

	
		
			The Principles of the Classroom

			These principles underpin everything I have learned about excellent classroom management. Some of them may seem obvious, some of them may seem ambiguous. Throughout this book I will refer or allude to these principles, and my hope is that by the end, they will make sense, seem sensible, and make a difference in your own understanding. Which, with luck, will direct your behaviour, and that of your students. 

			1.	Behaviour is a curriculum	

			2.	Children must be taught how to behave

			3.	Teach, don’t tell, behaviour

			4.	Make it easy to behave and hard not to

			5.	No one behaviour strategy will work with all students

			6.	Relationships are built on trust, which is built on structure

			7.	Students are social beings	

			8.	Consistency is the foundation of all good habits

			9.	Everyone wants to matter	

			10.	My room, my rules

			Tom Bennett
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Epigraph

			Si vis pacem, para bellum.

			If you want peace, prepare for war.

		

	
		
			The Principles of the Classroom

			Behaviour is a curriculum

			Being well-behaved is a combination of skills, aptitudes, habits, inclinations, values, and knowledge. These can be taught.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			
Introduction

			If I have seen further, it is by standing on the shoulders of Giants. Isaac Newton, 1675

			
Standing on the shoulders of giants

			This book originally began life as an annexe of its predecessor, Running the Room: The Teacher’s Guide to Behaviour. But that book grew like Jack’s beanstalk underneath my fingertips, smashing through the ceiling of a healthy or bearable word count. ‘In writing,’ William Faulkner allegedly said, ‘you must kill all your darlings.’1 That’s a fine principle, in principle. Years of writing copy for newspapers and magazines to deadline, to length, taught me a lot about the merciless execution of redundant prose. There is a time for ornamentation, and a time for economy. Orwell’s six rules of good writing stress ‘if it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out’.2

			And this is irrefutably true. But I am also reminded of the aphorism that advises us to ‘say things as simply as possible – but no simpler’.3 As the book grew and grew, I realised I had more to say than I thought. As I examined every topic, they needed room to breathe and grow and lay down roots. I pruned and pollarded, but there came a point when I no longer wanted to; when what was gained by economy and brevity seemed to detract from both the skeleton and the skin of the book’s intent. 

			No doubt I got it wrong, as authors have done since cuneiform. We all believe nothing can be cut. But the film on the floor made a movie of its own. And that is what, more or less, you hold in your hand. The director’s off-cuts. 

			In my previous book, Running the Room: the Teacher’s Guide to Behaviour, I discussed the principles, philosophies and theory underpinning behaviour in classrooms. I also dug deeply into the systems and habits that teachers need to develop in order for children to develop the habits that help them to succeed in school and beyond. 

			Throughout that book, I tried to be as practical as possible. Teachers do not need yet more gaseous, ineffective theory that leads them into contemplation and no more. Fine ideas alone won’t settle a year 9 class when a bee buzzes in through the window. Teachers need suggestions about what to do and what to say in the face of the most common challenges students offer. 

			In this companion guide, I summarise some of the most effective strategies and responses to these challenges by drawing on successful practice I’ve seen. In the past decade, I must have been to around 300–400 schools, specifically to look at their behaviour systems. I have observed hundreds of classrooms, and magpied the best of what I saw without mercy, paying particular attention to when strategies surprised me, or ran contrary to my expectations. Our biases are to some extent baked in, but the least we can do is reflect more generously on what doesn’t fit with our beliefs. I have asked teachers and students what they think works best, and why, and triangulated that with what I have observed. These are the giants upon whose shoulders I have stood. 

			None of these strategies are incontrovertible, or irrefutable; all of them are practical templates for what you might do in your own classroom. Treat them like chords; learn them and play jazz; jam with them or make jam. It’s entirely up to you. Running a room is like making a crowd laugh. There are few absolute rules, but lots of best bets about what people will find funny. And there are lots of things that will depend on the audience. 

			You may have strategies of your own to add to these. Good. Every teacher has the right to add to the sum total of professional experience that makes up the body of professional knowledge towards which we aspire. But it is absurd for us to expect teachers to reinvent these skills every generation. It is essential that we share these strategies, not as ‘best practice’ or anything so utopian. But by looking over the shoulders of those who have gone before us, we can copy each other’s essays, correct their mistakes, and hand in homework that our successors can marvel at as it hangs upon the wonderwalls of our intergenerational story. We stand on one another’s shoulders. 

			
The parable of the gardens

			Two brothers each inherited a garden. One brother’s garden was a jungle, dark and overgrown with weeds and grasses and bushes and thick sprouting plants. A few old trees grew here and there, with heavy trunks burying roots deep in the soil. Parts of it were wet and marshy where your feet sank down to the knee. Other parts were sandy and dry. The ground rose up into small hillocks and sank down unevenly in waves and ridges. Worse, it stood all alone, miles from anywhere. All it had was a fence around it to say that it belonged to anyone at all. 

			The second brother’s garden could not have been more different. It was flat and even; all the weeds had long since been eliminated. The soil was turned thoroughly. It was not too sandy, not too damp. It had been tilled and ploughed. It got lots of light, and the fence around it kept it safe from the strongest winds. It stood at the end of a neat house, and the house stood next door to a garden centre, which stood next to a vegetable shop. 

			Both brothers loved to garden, and both had the same simple ambition: they wanted to grow things – beautiful flowers, ripe vegetables and fruit. 

			The first brother barely knew where to start. He tried to weed the garden, but there were so many of them, it felt like he would never end. He looked at the tree trunks and wondered how he would even cut them down, let alone dig out those enormous roots. The marshes needed draining, and that was going to take weeks. The ground would need to be turned and tilled and dug by an army; it would need fertiliser, and more tilling, and finally flattening with a roller. 

			Even getting tools to the garden was difficult because it was so remote. There was barely a road within miles, so everything had to be carried to the gate. Where he lived, tools were expensive, and poor quality. He had to search far and wide to find the seeds he needed, and every time he wanted to visit the garden, it took him a day of travelling there and back. Meanwhile, he had other things to do: a job, a family, responsibilities. Some days he woke up and thought, ‘I can’t be bothered with this today,’ and went back to bed. 

			The second brother simply popped next door to the garden centre and planted the seeds he needed in a day. He lived close, so it was easy to drop in to water the ground, dig out any weeds. The soil was so good, things were growing in no time. 

			So which gardener would be more successful? Which garden?

			If we follow the conventions of this parable, it’s an easy answer: the second brother and garden. Everything is geared up for their mutual success. The conditions are just right for things to grow. A lot of the work appears to have been done already by some kind predecessor. Planting and looking after the seeds is as easy as possible. Crucially, there are as few impediments to success as the universe can manage.

			Is it impossible for the first brother to succeed? Of course not. I know gardeners who would thrill to the challenge of this. I know people who would camp out in the garden and spend their whole waking life attacking it, breaking its back, dragging it into shape day by day. It is entirely possible for the first brother to succeed. 

			But is it more likely? Of course not. Were you to take a thousand people and give them the first garden, and another thousand and give them the second garden, which group would on average see more success? Of course, the second. Some in the first group would succeed, but it is very likely that, on average, people in the first scenario would do fractionally as well as the second group, for lots of good reasons. 

			I use this parable to teach the difference in challenge that teachers face. If you are fortunate to teach fortunate children in fortunate circumstances, then you may find behaviour a marginal problem. You may even be unable to understand why some people make such a fuss about it. You may even start to believe that you have some magical gift for managing behaviour that others do not possess. You may even start to make unrealistic but superficially convincing arguments about what teachers in less fortunate circumstances need to do in order to achieve the same quality of behaviour you enjoy. Imagine a school advisor, fresh from ten years behind a desk, subsequent to a decade in a top private school, coming into your lesson and telling you, ‘You just need to inspire them a bit more.’ 

			Teachers in less fortunate circumstances dealing with high levels of challenge may suffer different issues. They may think themselves inadequate. They may leave the profession, exhausted. They may learn to accept poor behaviour and poor learning as inevitable. 

			You never achieve perfect behaviour. It is a Sisyphean battle to constantly improve the behaviour you have, to prevent its decay, to continually build. It is a garden. It requires constant maintenance. You will fight many battles over and over. You will lose some of them. But persistence and structure will defeat all but the most intractable of circumstances. It is one of the most important aspects of the job, and that job is one of the most important in the world. It is a struggle that is very worth having, because the fruits of it are so extraordinary. 

			Good luck
Tom 

			

			
				
					1 By now, of course, whenever we hear a famous aphorism, we should expect it to be falsely attributed. In fact, this was said by the writer Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch: ‘Whenever you feel an impulse to perpetrate a piece of exceptionally fine writing, obey it – wholeheartedly – and delete it before sending your manuscript to press. Murder your darlings.’

				

				
					2 Can you imagine how much better this paragraph would be if I had listened to this advice? 

				

				
					3 ‘Everything should be made as simple as possible, but no simpler,’ is a quote semi-attributed to Einstein by Roger Sessions in the New York Times in 1950. What he actually said was less poetic and compact, and Sessions probably paraphrased for a more elegant effect. www.bit.ly/3qaynFL

				

			

		

		
			
Summary of Running the Room


			For a full exploration of the basics of classroom management, see Running the Room, to which this is a companion text.1 To offer some brief context, here is a summary of the story so far…

			
					Children are largely the products of their circumstances. They do not invent themselves, and their character, habits, knowledge, inclinations and behaviour are very strongly influenced by their environments. Children who are polite, patient, and hardworking have often absorbed these patterns of behaviour from their parents, their previous educational settings, their families, their peers, their immediate cultures. Children who are impatient, demanding, argumentative and prone to loafing have probably had these traits cultivated by the same factors. 

					This means that children who arrive in your classroom didn’t spring into existence as they enter; they are the sum of their pasts. Some of them are inclined to behave in ways we might say are useful to be a good student, and some of them do so in a way that is positively toxic to that aim. But we call the former a good student, and congratulate them, and the latter a bad one, and reprimand them. And perhaps we still should. 

					
But unless we accept that the behaviour they need to flourish as students can be learned, and therefore taught, we treat them as if they know how to behave the way we want but choose not to. And sometimes that is true. But often we ask them to behave in ways that we would find hard ourselves were we not used to doing it. 

					Behaviour must be taught. Teachers and the school must teach them behaviour they don’t have in order to help them to flourish as students and human beings. So, behaviour is like a curriculum. And like any curriculum, there are good and bad ways to teach it. What we mustn’t do is simply tell them to ‘behave’ and then praise or punish them according to their output. First, we patiently teach the behaviour, like any practical skill or academic syllabus. We check for common misconceptions. We ask them to demonstrate the learning. We reteach what has not been learned. We revise. And so on. 

					Teachers must be conscious architects of the classroom culture – the beliefs and values that underpin the group. And understanding groups is very important to the teacher, because students, like all humans, are social animals: we react to other people’s behaviour all the time; we look for their cues in order to know how to act; we need to feel we belong to groups. Status matters. Esteem matters. We need to feel valued, and valuable, and meaningful. 

					That quest for meaning leads some students to misbehave, because they see what is normal and feel drawn to it in order to be accepted by the group. If lateness is normal, many students will try not to be conspicuously early so as to stand out and risk social exclusion. So social norms can reinforce misbehaviour, but they can also reinforce good behaviour if the teacher takes a firm control of what is normal for the classroom. They need to constantly promote and communicate normative messages and, crucially, challenge students who transgress these norms. 

					These norms are also communicated through the efficient use of systematically taught routines, i.e. sequences of learned behaviour, such as entry routines, activity transition routines and so on. Norms and routines are the building blocks of this proactive phase of behaviour management. It should be the priority of every teacher to focus on this phase, rather than simply relying constantly on reactions and consequences to behaviour, good or otherwise. That said, consequences still matter. The reactive phase of behaviour management is crucial too, because it reinforces the norms established in the proactive phase. Without them, the proactive phase will only affect some students, sometimes. But the knowledge that actions have consequences, good or bad, for the student will help to maintain the norms the teacher has patiently created and communicated. 

					Finally, a word on the teacher-pupil relationship. Every teacher must confront the responsibility of their position. It is an adult role; it is a mentor role; it is a teacher’s role. We do not enter into a relationship of equals with the children. They do not need another tall friend. They need an adult who will assume responsibility for their safety, their dignity and their flourishing. We do not ask permission to run the room; we run the room because we must. Because the alternative is that the room runs us; because when we defer the responsibility to do so, the children run the room instead. And it is a brave and optimistic person who would claim that children would make a better, fairer fist of it than a trained adult. It’s your room, and these are your rules, directed to the benefit of all. 

			

			In the rest of this book we will explore in more detail some of the more common situations a teacher will face in his or her career. For a job with so much diversity, there is a great deal of similarity between the challenges teachers face, across the ages and stages. That might be something to do with the fact that we are all human beings, and deep down, perhaps we are not so different after all.2 

			

			
				
					1 And by ‘see’ I of course mean ‘purchase ten copies’. 

				

				
					2 Powers, Douglas

				

			

		

	
		
			The Principles of the Classroom

			Children must be taught how to behave

			Being well behaved is not an accident of birth. Students do not create themselves. 

			We are all the products of our circumstances. Students who behave well have been taught these things already. If they have not, the teacher must try to do so.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			
Chapter 1: ‘Make me’ – suggestion, persuasion, and compulsion

			How do we change behaviour? It’s at the centre of everything we try to do in the classroom: to make students choose to perform one action (e.g. complete a maths worksheet) rather than another (e.g. draw erupting cartoon phalluses on the desk in correction fluid). 

			The COVID-19 crisis of 2020 offers us an interesting case study. Across the world, governments of every stripe were faced with a colossal challenge: in the face of a global pandemic, how do you move entire nations to change their behaviour in order to minimise further catastrophe? I’ll focus on the UK, although similar stories unfolded elsewhere. 

			Initially, before each country was hit with the first big wave of the virus, there was a very low level of concern from many people and their governments. Why should we change our behaviour? There didn’t seem to be much point. We’d seen other viruses before – SARS, swine flu, bird flu etc. – and in those examples, the behavioural change of the average person was probably quite limited in countries like the UK, because their chances of being affected directly were very low. 

			Another issue is that for many people, the kind of behaviour we were being asked to change seemed so trivial. Take hand washing, or respiratory hygiene. One of the reasons that we’ve made so many advances in health in the last few centuries has been simple mechanical behavioural habits like hand washing after visiting the toilet, routine washing on a daily basis, cleaning schedules at home and in commercial premises, sanitation, plumbing, building design, and so on. 

			In fact, it can get to the point that, for the average person, we forget why we do such things, and start to see them as cosmetic and social functions: we don’t want to smell and so on. Of course, there are always those for whom such things are more than niceties: the chronically ill, those with suppressed immunities, health care professionals, sanitation workers etc., those for whom there was a clear and present danger that only high levels of hygiene could combat.

			But everyone else? Viruses are a good example of a risk that is poorly grasped because they are invisible to us and their effects can seem so remote. Infection and incubation can take a while to lead to symptoms, if they do at all. We all know how differently people adhere to cleanliness routines. A trip on any Tube, bus or rush hour train can confirm the breadth and complexity of how closely each person understands intimate hygiene. Levels also vary between groups: men and women, for example, have well-documented differences in adherence to social demands about cleanliness,1 which is probably explained by different social attitudes towards hygiene by gender. 

			And then something happens to change the status quo; in this case, a global pandemic of a virus with no vaccine, with high transmissibility and a significant fatality rate, steeped in unknowns. The advice for societies at large was eventually very similar to previous outbreaks: social isolation to prevent cross-contamination; renewed and substantially improved personal hygiene, particularly hands; suppressing large groups; preventing all but essential travel; and so on. And at its height, lockdowns and the almost complete cessation of everyday life. 

			So, we suddenly had a global experiment in what motivates people, who is motivated, and when. Governments all over the world scrambled to change behaviour profoundly, at a scale rarely seen outside of wartime, in some of the most deeply ingrained areas of our behaviour, habits, cultures and identities. And not just for short periods of time or small targeted groups, but for almost everyone, almost everywhere, for a sustained period of time. 

			Governments everywhere were telling their citizens to change their customs and habits enormously, suddenly, through press, TV, daily briefings, posters and adverts. It was a mass-marketing campaign with a multibillion-dollar budget. 

			So, what happened? Well, to a large extent, the results weren’t that surprising. 

			
					Some people didn’t need to change their behaviour because they were already doing the right thing, e.g. ICU nurses. If anything, they doubled down, led by professional domain expertise, existing habits and institutional edict. 

					
Some people took heed immediately and made the fastest behavioural changes. These would typically be people inspired by altruism, concern for others, concern for their own health, people who already believed hygiene was important, the fearful or paranoid, or those who were the most compliant and conformist to social norms. 

					The next group changed their behaviour somewhat but did so reluctantly. For some, they believed the threat was more remote. Others had the sense that the virus wouldn’t affect them personally, only others. For some, the understanding that it predominantly affected other age groups meant that their initial motivation was low. For others yet, it was the sense that this was just another flu epidemic, and how bad was the flu really? For some it was mistrust of the authorities. For others it was laziness. For some it was being too busy to focus, or too concerned with other areas of their lives. For some, it was fatalism or weltschmerz. And so on.

					The last group were the hardliners. These were the people who wouldn’t change their behaviours despite any number of health campaigns, press briefings, public information campaigns, requests, nudges or persuasion. They either didn’t believe there was a threat, believed the threat didn’t touch them, or were incapable or unwilling to amend their habits for the benefit of others. Some believed internet hoaxes that spun lies about the origin or nature of the pandemic. Some were too motivated by opportunity to do so; some followed demagogues, politicians and fanatical leaders who soothed their fears with comforting lies. These people couldn’t be persuaded by argument, reason, asking; they only responded to legal or economic threats: penalties, fines, incarceration or some other practical consequences. And some defied even these systematic warnings. 

			

			The point is that whenever behavioural change is required in any group, expect the following:

			
					Some people will happily embrace the change, and simply need to be asked or instructed to do so.

					Some people need to have the change explained to them, and perhaps some assistance with making the changes, but will do so readily once these criteria are met.

					
Some people need the reasons explained over and over, will wait to see if other people are doing it, and will revert easily back to old habits unless constant reminders are given.

					Some people will change with great reluctance, and need to know that short-term positive or negative consequences will result from participating or not with their social norms.

					Some people will only respond in the face of certain sanction.

					Some people will still not respond to the stimulus, even in the face of that sanction, even when the case is made repeatedly and assistance is offered to do so. 

			

			This is another way of saying that people are people, and not everyone is the same. People often respond differently to the exact same stimulus. Obvious, perhaps, but a truism whose simplicity is often overlooked in programmes of behavioural change. You can’t simply present stimulus X to group Y and expect uniform response Z. If you give a menu to 20 diners, don’t expect them all to order the Caesar salad. 

			Imagine the list above mapped onto the classroom:

			
					Some students will do what you want before you’ve finished asking. They already know the kind of behaviour you want, they can do it, and they’re happy to do it. 

					Some students already have a good idea about what they should be doing, and just need a minor nudge to remind them, or to activate the behaviours. Or they know but find it a little tricky and need you to teach them a little how to do it. 

					Some children will be prepared to try to do what you want, but you may need to explain what that means in great detail or support them to do so in many ways. 

					Some children will really struggle to do what you want even if you explain it well and they are capable of doing so and will need some form of constant behaviour feedback or consequential system to motivate them even more explicitly. 

					
Some children will refuse to do what you want no matter what the consequence or quality of instruction, or their ability to do it. 

			

			The summary of this is that people choose to behave for lots of different reasons, and in order to motivate them to behave in a certain way, it is necessary to consider a magazine of approaches or a repertoire of strategies to do so, rather than expect one simple approach to work equally on all students. 

			
Three ways teachers change behaviour

			In Running the Room, we discussed why some people feel uncomfortable ‘telling’ someone what to do. ‘Making’ others behave the way we want presents us with some perfectly reasonable questions. What right do we have to do so? What limits our rights to make others behave how we wish? What does the relationship between those issuing instructions and those expected to comply look like? And what dangers and opportunities does all this present? 

			I strongly advocate this principle: my room, my rules. The teacher needs to be the adult authority of the room and do so without hesitation or uncertainty. They need to embrace this aspect of their role, or they will undermine themselves constantly with indecisiveness. Teachers must reserve the right to be in charge and demonstrate this constantly by their actions and words. The justification for this comes not from power or ideology, but from necessity. If the teacher is not in charge, the children are. 

			In my experience, a great deal of criticism aimed at this approach comes from a squeamishness about telling others what to do. If any teacher feels this way, I applaud them. No one should enjoy telling others what to do. Although we might find giving instructions becomes easier with repetition, we should resist the temptation that command should be pleasant or fun. Such an expectation can lead us into the pursuit of power for its own sake, which is a corruption of its intrinsic aim. Those following this path will abuse their power for their own ends or the continuity of their position, and by doing so relinquish the right to lead.

			But reluctance to assume the necessary role of authority is often born of a misunderstanding about how we lead and how we direct the behaviour of others. We do not simply compel students to behave as we wish. Or rather, that is only a small part of what we do. In reality, there are at least three increasing levels of insistence. 

			
The three levels of insistence

			Think of how you ‘make’ other people behave in your everyday life. 

			Example:

			I get up in the morning, or rather, my children get me up.2 I ask them if they would enjoy playing quietly by themselves for a while until Daddy’s eyelids unglue. They assure me that they would not prefer this. I suggest to them that if they go to the bathroom first, I’ll get up and make them some Daddy toast (which is just toast and jam but is apparently attractive because it’s what I have and therefore is a symbol of maturity and independence). Off they trot. We watch some Scooby-Doo together and then I ask them to go upstairs. Then I ask again, and then a few times more. Then the TV goes off and I mention that they’re going to be late and have to stand at the back of the line in school when they get in. The eldest does not want this to happen and dashes upstairs to get dressed. Her little brother trots after her, happily. 

			Once upstairs, there is a familiar routine of teeth, faces and hands, hair, dressing and so on. My daughter falls into this easily enough but needs reminders to keep going and not be distracted by the great 21st-century rabbit novel she’s writing. My son needs more than a nudge, and I usually have to pick him up and start dressing him whether he likes it or not. Eventually he says he can dress himself like a big boy and spurns further assistance. 

			After about a hundred years of this, they’re ready to roll. We walk smartly out together, and without being asked, they take my hands, and we walk, happy as clams, to school. They might spot a crop of conkers, and before I can stop them, they’re scooping the treasure into their pockets until I intervene and suggest a limit to their acquisition. At the school gates they wait until I say my farewell mantra (‘Have fun, work hard, learn lots, be kind’) and then they dash off, keen to see their friends. 

			After that, I have ten minutes before I need to get back home and start work, so I turn into the local coffee shop and grab a flat white. I ask the barista for one and she hands it to me without dispute.3

			Now consider the ways in which I ‘directed’ other people’s behaviour in that short example. After a moment’s thought, it becomes obvious that I barely ‘made’ my children behave the way I wanted, in the sense that I magically compelled them to do so. Mostly I asked them to do as I asked, or I nagged them to do it, and they realised I wouldn’t stop until they did. Some things they wanted to do, and some took a little effort. Only very rarely did I force them to do it, e.g. by scooping up my little boy and dressing him. 

			We often hear this aphorism: You can’t control anyone other than yourself. It’s true. The only mind you control is your own.4 What we really do is behave in ways that we hope will cause others to behave in the way we want. Anyone tempted to behave like Max von Sydow’s priest in The Exorcist, bellowing ‘The power of Christ compels you!’, should be ready for disappointment. We do not have this ability.5 We are not Professor X. The students are not Manchurian candidates. 

			It’s much more accurate to say that we provide incentives for people to behave in ways we want, and then they react according to the dictates of their character and circumstances. ‘Making’ someone behave is rarely a violent or coercive act in everyday human interactions. It usually involves getting someone to behave the way you want because they decide it to be the best action in the circumstances. They may not even be aware any kind of compulsion has occurred. 

			Here are three big levels of pressure by which we affect the behaviour of others: suggestion, persuasion, and compulsion. 

			
1. Suggestion – ask them to behave the way you want. 

			‘An idea put forward for consideration’ which is then adopted by the students. One of the best ways to direct another’s behaviour is simply to point out to them what behaviour you would like and see how they respond. If they comply, it is because they were already happy to do so, knew how to do it, and simply needed a prompt to begin. For example, in the classroom you put your fingers on your lips and some children respond by becoming quiet. They already know what it means. They want to start the lesson. They’re keen to hear what you have to say. 

			Suggestion is the lightest-touch way to change someone’s behaviour, because it requires you, the actor, to make the least effort in order to change their, the agent’s, behaviour. It can seem easy because they already think what you have suggested is a good idea: it already chimes with their values and ambitions, and they can see the benefit of falling into line. It may be that they enjoy behaving in the way you indicate they should, or they may simply enjoy the outcomes of the behaviour. Or they are used to doing it. Telling a student who really likes history and really likes hearing you talk about it that they need to get started on some history is pushing an open door. Asking the barista to sell you a coffee is not the hardest task in the world. 

			Example: 

			In restaurants, I worked on commission; you sold more, you earned more. This incentivised staff to be pushy, recommending things people didn’t want or need in order to accrue some meagre salary increase. For someone like me who hated hard selling, this presented a moral dilemma. How to be a good salesperson and also be someone who could look at themselves in the mirror at the end of the day? My answer was to learn the menu backwards, and then to help guide customers to choices that they didn’t know they wanted but needed help to discover. People scan large menus quickly, stick to what they always have, and play safe under pressure. If you can find out what kind of things they like and then locate something they never knew they would like, you’ve done them a service. Sometimes that meant a lower-cost product, sometimes a higher one. But it usually meant a happier customer, which was good for the restaurant and good for the tip tray, which was where the real money was to be made, not the scraps gnawed from the dry bones of commission, where the house always won.

			Influencing by suggestion requires that the recipients are already prepared to behave in the ways you want. You just have to wave the idea under their noses. Often we see children who are ‘school ready’: they are already patient, kind, hard-working and so on. These children are frequently biddable and compliant to sensible instructions. But the qualities that made them like this have already been baked in by their prior life experiences, home culture, previous school phase, etc. They come to school preprogrammed to do well. 
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