
 1 

Practical Strategies for 
Working Successfully 

with “Difficult” Students 

 
 

Mini-Grant 
June 2012 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Robin C. Letendre, M.Ed 
Learning Disabilities Consultant 
Mentor Teacher 
Reading Specialist 



 2 

Table of Contents 
 
 
Rationale for mini-grant:  pages 3-7  
 
Introduction:  pages 8-21 
 
Emphasizing Effort:  pages 22-37 
 
Creating Hope:  pages 38-56 
 
Respecting Power:  pages 57-92 
 
Building Relationships:  pages 93-105 
 
Expressing Enthusiasm:  pages 106-116 
 
Conclusion:  pages 117-121 
 
References:  pages 122 
 
Websites Used:  pages 123 
 
Video links to Encourage and Inspire:  pages 124-125 
 
Positive Quotes:  pages 126-131 
 



 3 

Rationale for Working on This Mini-Grant 
 

I have come to a frightening conclusion that I am the decisive 
element in the classroom.  It’s my personal approach that 

creates the climate.  It’s my daily mood that makes the 
weather. 

As a teacher, I possess a tremendous power to make a 
[student’s] life miserable or joyous.  I can be a tool of torture or 
an instrument of inspiration.  I can humiliate or humor, hurt of 

heal. 

In all situations, it is my response that decides whether a crisis 
will be escalated or de-escalated and a [student] humanized 

or dehumanized. 

~Haim Ginott.  Teacher and Child.  (New York:  the MacMillan 
Co., 1972).  Taken from Motivating Students Who Don’t Care, by 
Allen Mendler 

It is my opinion, that educators have the best job in the world.   
It is the best job, but it is also the most difficult.  As educators, 
we are charged with educating all students from all 
backgrounds, all education levels, and all behavior levels.  We 
are responsible to our students to have them learn and to have 
them achieve by the standards of the education 
establishment. As educators, we have the ability to lift up our 
students or crush them.  We have the ability to model positive 
values and behaviors, or to destroy them with harsh words and 
sarcasm. 

I ask you to view the following five videos before you go any 
further. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=irrj3Alz3ic&feature=related 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1tN1U0uu2e4 
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tlp7UvLvqXI&feature=relat
ed 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=egtx_GPoNJU&feature=rel
ated 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jC3D7O-
ByLE&feature=fvwrel 

 

As an educator, we have a critical role to play in the lives of our 
students. On days when the task just seems insurmountable, 
look back to these videos to buoy you up.  No one said that 
teaching was easy, but hopefully the behavior techniques and 
strategies contained within this mini grant will make your job 
easier.  

It never fails that within our classrooms, we have “difficult” 
students.  If you do, or have ever had “difficult” students, then 
you know what I am talking about.  “Difficult” students can 
alter the climate of the class immediately.  It is up to the skills of 
the educator to turn this negativity around and have the 
“difficult” student be an active contributing member of the 
class. 
 
We cannot turn our backs on “difficult students” since life has 
already done that.  We have to be their hope.  We have to 
help those students who are so discouraged with life that it is 
easier for them to be “difficult” than to let others see their 
vulnerability.  We have to commit to not giving up on them, 
since they have given up on themselves.   
 
It is our job as educators to help these “difficult” students re-
connect with learning, and re-awaken their need to be part of 
something good.   
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If this mini-grant can help you in any way, it is to help you 
understand the “difficult” student and give you an arsenal of 
strategies that will help you diffuse the “difficult” student within 
your class and get that student to engage in the task at hand 
and with the community at large.   
 
As educators, we have to teach our students to have high 
expectations for themselves, to accept consequences for their 
actions, and to affirm who they are as individuals.  We have to 
be committed to awakening them to the wonders that life can 
offer them if they are willing to make changes in their own lives, 
and to take chances when they think that they are unprepared 
or will fail.  
 
In working on this mini-grant, I uncovered a wealth of 
information on this topic.  I decided to read books on this topic, 
rather than relying solely on internet information.  I thought that 
books would allow me to continue to use them as a reference 
point, rather than consulting the internet every time a situation 
came up that had me dealing with “difficult” students.  
Obviously, based on my research, working with “difficult” 
students is a common reality among educators.  I hope that 
you find my research helpful to you as you navigate the 
complexities of teaching, and balancing the needs of the 
“difficult” student with all of the other factors within a 
classroom.   
 
This mini grant is not for the weak of heart.  Setting boundaries 
and creating expectations is not for the weak of heart.  It takes 
lots of discipline on the part of the educator to “walk the walk” 
and “talk the talk”.  It is so much easier to just say something, 
but it takes “guts” and fortitude to follow through on what you 
have said.  Once students know that you are a person of your 
word, there is respect for you, and they will rise to meet your 
expectations. 
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In managing a classroom, it is important to remember that 
students want to have control.  The students want to have 
power.  We as educators can give them control and power by 
giving them choice.  It is almost as if we are using reverse 
psychology on our students.  When students feel that they have 
a say in what is happening, they are much more apt to do 
what is being asked of them.  It is the goal of the educator to 
have a well thought out plan not only for the class, but for the 
semester.  When you know what you want to teach and cover 
with the students, there is no chance that you will not be 
successful, because you will always be prepared.   
 
When thinking of your classroom makeup, allow for a workable 
plan for your students.  Be flexible to the plan that you have 
created for your students, but do not let them know that there 
is flexibility within this plan.   For example, you know that you 
want to have them complete 20 math problems for homework, 
but you assign 30.  Let them choose the 20 that they want to 
do.  They feel like they are getting a break, but you are getting 
what you wanted, and they don’t even realize it. 
 
When I was teaching at Salem High School full time as a special 
education teacher and case manager, my mantra for my 
classes was, “you make choices everyday, and you have to 
live with the consequences.”  By the end of the semester, 
students were saying that to other students.  That is power; 
when you do not have to say anything because the students 
know what they have to do to succeed.  I had students sit in 
class doing no work.  When I approached them privately, I said 
to them, “you have a choice to do the work or not.  If you 
choose not to do the work, you need to be quiet and not 
disruptive, but, when it comes time to pass in the work, you 
know what your consequences will be.”  I would then walk 
away.  Each and every time I approached a student with this 
choice, they would inevitably get down to work.  It may not 
have been super quality work, but they did something because 
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they knew that they would have gotten their consequence of 
earning their grade of zero.   
 
This type of action towards our students is really like practicing 
“tough love”.  It is not easy to do, but if you can learn very 
quickly to separate the student from the behavior that they are 
exhibiting, the quicker that you can see them as a good 
person, regardless of the difficult behavior that they show you.   
 
It may all sound unbelievable, but when we are able to 
relinquish control, but we know in our heart and mind what we 
want from the student, they will come to do the work.  It 
doesn’t mean that every class and every student is going to 
“jump to it”, but when the students have clear expectations 
and know that what you say has consequences, they quickly 
catch on and do the right thing.   
 
 So, if working with “difficult” students and managing a 
classroom to peak performance is what you desire, please turn 
the next page.  If you find yourself in this situation, and if you 
are looking for answers to make your job easier, this is one 
place to start… but before you turn the page and begin, I 
would like to thank you for the job that you do with “difficult” 
students.  As Brian Mendler does at the end of his book, The 
Taming of the Crew, so I want to do with you.  Our difficult 
students will rarely thank us for not quitting on them, but they 
will remember us.   
 
Thank you for being tougher in not giving up on your difficult 
students than they were in trying to get you to quit on them. 
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Introduction 

A poem by Michael Carey, a high school senior from Rochester, NY, which 
can be found in the book, Discipline with Dignity, 3rd edition, by Richard 
Curwin, Allen Mendler, and Brian Mendler. 

School, if that is what you call it… 

Even when I’m here, I’m never all there 

Your work is so hard; I’m pulling my hair 

My friends all do well, but I can’t compare 

I work really hard, but As are so rare 

You yell and scream right into my face 

Your not a teacher, you’re a fu**ing disgrace 

Not just to me but to other students too 

We all have school; the one we hate most is you 

The work is so hard, the math is so tough 

This school would be fun, if it wasn’t so rough 

Children fight each other to prove they’re not weak 

They fight each other, our futures so bleak 

I wish I was happy, I wish school was great 

I’m 16 years old and you said, “it’s too late!” 

For me to change and learn how to read 

Why do I come?  I’ll never succeed 

I try my best; it’s not good enough 

Why do I bother so I leave in a huff! 
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Does this poem ring true with you?  Does it bring out any kind of 
emotion in you?  Does it make you see who your “difficult” 
students are?  Can you visualize them in your head right now?  
Can you hear their voice right now?  Can you see them 
standing in front of you right now?  Can you see them doing 
the “difficult” behavior that drives you crazy and threatens the 
stability of your class?   

Before we continue we need to operationally define the term, 
“difficult”.  What may be difficult behavior for you may not be 
difficult behavior for me.  What you deem inappropriate may 
not be inappropriate by my standards.  This is what makes 
teaching so “difficult”, pun intended.  When we meet people 
for the first time, we get a first impression.  What I think is 
“difficult” may not fit your definition of “difficult”.  Do any of 
these descriptors work for you, when thinking of “difficult”?  

 Learning differences?   
 Learning challenges?   
 Learning disabilities?   
 ADHD?   
 Mental health issues?   
 Depression? 
 Substance abuse issues?   
 Actively defiant?   
 Poor attitude? 
 Challenges authority? 
 Disrupts the class?  
 Makes excuses constantly? 
 Wants everything to be “fast and easy”? 
 Wants to be entertained? 
 Unpreparedness?   
 Inconsistent work performance? 
 Feelings of incompetence? 
 Tardiness?   
 Frequent absenteeism?   
 Repeatedly failing to do assignments?   
 Repeatedly failing to complete assignments?   
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 Repeatedly failing to pass in assignments?   
 Expectations of entitlement? 
 “Me first” attitude? 
 Disorganized? 
 Uncaring?   
 Unmotivated? 
 Unresponsive?   
 Too talkative?   
 Off topic?   
 Blurting out statements?   
 Easily distracted? 
 Difficulty listening to and following directions? 
 Difficulty attending to and completing a task? 
 Difficulty focusing and sustaining attention? 
 Difficulty concentrating and attending to task? 
 Demanding?   
 Challenges authority?   
 Hostility?   
 Dysfunctional home life? 
 No sense of belonging? 
 Distractedness?   
 Lack of caring?  
 Unresponsive?   
 Head down?   
 Aggressive behavior? 
 Low self-esteem? 
 High frustration? 
 Have unreasonably high expectations for themselves?   
 Perfectionism?  
 Preferential treatment?   
 Power struggles?   
 States, “That’s unfair several times a class”?   
 Class clown?   
 Never does homework?   
 States, “This is so boring”.   
 States, “Why do I have to learn this?” 
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 Does not see how success in school will positively affect 
their life? 

 Spoiled? 

Above are some of the types of behaviors that adult educators 
have to face in their classes.  No one class is the same, whether 
it is the multi-age class, multi-level class, differences in culture, 
or different ideas as to what behaviors are acceptable in the 
school setting.   

The concept of “difficult” varies from individual to individual 
and from class to class and from day to day.  What works for 
one student may not work for another student, but behavior 
management techniques can help all educators in all classes 
despite who is exhibiting the “difficult” behavior. 

If any of the above descriptors resonates with you, then you 
have had to deal with “difficult” students.  To operationally 
define “difficult” for adult educators seems to be an impossible 
feat.  Because of this, when “difficult” is referred to, it will 
encapsulate all of the above and any types of behaviors or 
actions that may not be contained within that listing. 

Many difficult students may be seen as “at risk”.  At-risk 
characteristics can be compared with “difficult” student 
behaviors.  Everyone experiences “at-risk” characteristics from 
time to time.  It is the presence of many of the factors listed 
below that may indicate that a student is “at-risk”.  Students 
who characterize many of the features are typically at a 
greater risk than someone who does not exhibit these features.  
That is not to say that without intervention and support to 
change the patterns, that the student cannot change their 
ways. Look at the list below and see if any of the descriptors fit 
with your idea of “difficult”. 
 

 Low self-esteem 
 Do not feel valued and secure in the family 
 Do not feel valued and secure in school 
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 Do not feel listened to 
 Believe that their opinions are unimportant 
 Lack a normal tolerance for frustration 
 Have unrealistic expectations of selves, others, situations 
 Difficulty seeing connection between their choices and 

the outcomes of their choices 
 Difficulty predicting outcomes of possible choices 
 Difficulty thinking things through 
 Difficulty seeing alternatives or “ways out” of problem 

situations 
 High degree of despair 
 A belief that they cannot positively and realistically effect 

or change their lives 
 Negative 
 Pessimistic 
 Difficulty expressing feelings constructively 
 Tendency to ‘stuff” feelings and or blow up 
 Compete for power with most adults and often, peers 
 Difficulty taking “no” for an answer 
 Difficulty balancing consideration for others with 

consideration for self 
 Have few interests 
 May watch a lot of TV or play video games 
 Rarely invite others to their home 
 Lack a strong belief system 
 Difficulty solving problems or making decisions 
 Tendency to blame, avoid responsibility,  
 Tendency to act and feel overly responsible for others 
 Difficulty asking for help 
 Difficulty thinking independently 
 Easily talked into things 
 Tendency toward people pleasing, compliance, 

approval-seeking, dependency 
 Tendency to be rebellious, bullying, abusive, hostile 

behavior 
 Reluctance to try new things 
 Fear of failure 
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 Recklessness 
 Perfectionist 
 Self-critical 
 Seemingly indifferent 
 Difficulty finishing projects or assignments 
 Compulsive involvement and over-achievement 
 Rarely share feeling and thoughts with at least one family 

member 
 Poor school performance 
 Dislike of school 
 Poor attendance 
 Super achiever 
 Delinquent behavior 
 School misbehavior 
 Friends who use drugs or alcohol 
 Favorable attitudes towards drug or alcohol use 
 Early first use of drugs or alcohol 
 

Difficult students present a variety of challenges to the 
educator and also to the members of the class. 

Difficult students erode the community of the class.   

Difficult students sap the energy and positivity of the educator 
and the class; however, when students see that their teacher 
loves what they teach and they get joy out of their teaching, 
then difficult students are more apt to pay attention and do 
what is being asked of them since they can see clearly 
demonstrated the passion that their teacher has for the 
material. 

Difficult students need to be worked with to get them to work 
as contributing members of the class, as well as to meet the 
class expectations. 

A classroom that is alive with positivity will enhance the learning 
environment for the difficult student.  Take the time to look at 
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positive quotes and to work with positive quotes.  If you have 
internet access, take the time to view motivational videos.  
These activities only take a moment from your curriculum, but 
they can dramatically increase the community within your 
classroom, which lends itself naturally to success. 

A teacher that has difficult students can never: 

 Assume that a student is lazy 
 Assume that a student has inconsistent work 
 Assume that a student is deliberately NOT performing to 

task on a particular day just because “they feel like it” 
 Kick a student out of class.  Offer them to stay, or the 

choice to leave.  Tell the student that if they choose to 
leave, it was their choice, not you kicking them out 

 Talk about other students with the class or individual 
students 

 Waste their time, since we cannot afford for them to “tune 
out” their education any longer 

 Give up on them! 

A thriving classroom for difficult students must have: 

 Clarity of expectations 
 High expectations 
 Expectations of what is acceptable and not acceptable 
 Structure and routine 
 Predictability 
 Consistency 
 Practice, modeling, review of behavioral expectations 
 Clear and fair consequences 
 Follow through 
 Teacher understanding, flexibility, patience, and honesty 
 Air of success 
 Conversation about how to make the classroom an even 

better place to learn 
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Difficult students act the way that they do for three reasons: 

1. They are attempting to have influence in their lives. 
2. They are protesting oppressive limits imposed by others. 
3. They have little if any direction or structure and are 

looking for boundaries. 

Many times difficult students behave in the way they do to 
“cover up” other issues that are much larger to them than 
actually not performing well in school.  Many difficult students 
have an unresolved crisis in their life, such as problems in their 
family life, their personal relationships, community issues and/or 
financial issues.   

Many difficult students also struggle with the unmet need for 
power within the classroom setting.  Difficult students may want 
and/or need attention.  Difficult students have not learned how 
to manage their need for power within their relationships and 
they have not learned how to get positive attention for 
themselves as well. 

Many difficult students also struggle with the personal belief 
that success is impossible.  For these difficult students, they 
battle with frustration, despair, and boredom.  They have an 
unmet need for academic success, and also safety in the 
knowledge that they do possess the skills to do the work.   

Difficult students feel that it is much easier to be a behavior 
problem than not face the real or imagined issue of the 
difficulty of the class work.  By being difficult, the student is able 
to “save face” and disrupt rather than owning up to the 
difficulty of the work.  It is much safer for a student to do the 
least amount of work that they are able to do than risk doing 
what they feel they cannot do. 

Students have to have the basics of reading, writing, math and 
listening skills to achieve success in school.  Without the basic 
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skills, there is no amount of praise, support or encouragement 
that will motivate your student to not be “difficult”. 

Many difficult students have an unmet need for physical 
and/or emotional safety.  If students do not feel physically safe, 
or emotionally safe, how can they learn?  Due to the feelings of 
feeling unsafe, many difficult students have social conflict, peer 
rejection, bullying, and poor social skills. 

The goal of the classroom should be that each student will be 
better at something than they were the day before.  When 
educators measure students against themselves only, then it is 
very easy for a student to be successful.  If the day before, a 
student was able to do 2 math problems, challenge them to do 
4 more for the following class.  If a student was able to refrain 
from swearing for ½ the class, try for ¾ the at the next class 
meeting.    

When a student is being constantly compared to him or herself, 
it is easy to make progress.  This kind of thinking is like getting a 
bargain or getting something no sale.  We all love to get a 
bargain!  According to Allen Mendler, this is known as the 
“principle of contrast”.  It is used in sales, and it is when the 
buyer thinks that they are getting a deal or something is better 
than expected.   

For this to work in the world of education, the educators set 
their expectations higher than what they truly expect, and then 
lower their expectations to reflect what they actually want.  This 
makes students think they are getting a deal!  So, in other 
words, start tough and then ease up!  This can be in any area 
of the classroom, not just academics. 

This is a novel concept:  educators need to look at students 
who have been labeled “difficult” as being heroes instead.  For 
our students to achieve success, many of them are doing 
heroic feats of just coming to school that day.  When our 
students are fearful of failure, we need to buoy them up and 
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tell them that it takes tremendous courage to try and to work 
hard at something that they are not “good” at.  We need to let 
the students know that there is no guarantee that success will 
be theirs, but if they do nothing, they will have achieved 
nothing.  

As educators, we need to look and find the positives in our 
students’ work and behavior and attitudes.  We need to 
challenge ourselves to be flexible, to be willing to work with the 
difficult students and to make a commitment to work with each 
student at their personal level. 

One success tool that educators can give to all students, not 
just students who are called “difficult” is clarity and structure.  A 
structured classroom is one in which there is clear 
communication, expectations, rules, consequences, and 
follow-up.   

A creative, engaging, and interactive classroom that utilizes 
many types of strategies is also a success tool.  All students 
deserve an enriched, motivational curriculum that employs a 
variety of approaches.   

When using a variety of approaches in teaching, educators are 
opening the door for so many students to be successful.  When 
tasks have an identifiable outcome that can be reached within 
a reasonable amount of time, then students are successful.   

Students who are difficult want to see clear connections to 
what we are “making them learn” to their own personal life.  
Research clearly shows that students learn best when they are 
able to make a connection between the curriculum and their 
own personal interests and their life experiences. 

When a lesson is completed, immediately ask students for 
specific and practical ways that they can use this information.  
The students can see immediately that what they just learned 
had direct impact on their lives.  
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Educators who work with students who are difficult need to find 
the spark that will ignite the fire of learning for them.  Students 
were not always difficult; something along their life path 
caused this to happen.  It is our job to find out the way to get 
them to stop being difficult and see that we are there rooting 
them on and believing in them. 

Educators who work with difficult students do have their energy 
sapped from them and teachers may think, “Why am I doing 
this when there are so many others in my class who want to 
learn and want to be here?” 

Difficult students are gifted in “pushing our buttons”, making us 
feel defeated, challenge our authority, and evoke such strong 
emotions in us that we are unable to reason effectively.  But, as 
Brian Mendler says in Discipline with Dignity, 3rd edition, “Who 
gave the students my remote control so that they could push 
my buttons?”  We cannot allow our students to take our dignity 
away by “pushing our buttons”. 

What we need to understand as educators is that students who 
are difficult do so for a variety of reasons.  Students do not just 
wake up one day and decide that they are going to be the 
bane of each of their teacher’s existence.  Many students who 
demonstrate difficult behaviors do so because of their need to 
cover up their concerns of being perceived as stupid.  They are 
protecting themselves from embarrassment that will arise from 
their failure.  They are protecting themselves from looking dumb 
in front of their peers, their family, and most importantly, their 
own self.   

It is difficult to imagine, but students find power in refusing to do 
work and in making difficulties for the teacher and possibly the 
other students in the class.   

Often times, students are capable and competent, but their 
need to be in control is so strong that they will activate a self-
defeating strategy to exert their independence.  Being difficult 
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is a defense mechanism that must be respectfully challenged 
by the teacher in order to make the student make better 
choices for their life. 

It is my belief, and the belief of the researchers that have done 
studies on and worked with difficult students, that we must 
reach out to them and make our best effort to excite them in 
the learning process.  If we give up on them, then we are 
actually doing additional harm to them and their behaviors 
that they exhibit in the classroom will possibly become even 
more disruptive and dangerous, and this will then ripple down 
into the community at large.  The negative behavior is 
perceived by the student as a positive over being looked at as 
stupid, dumb or incapable.  The students who are difficult 
would rather mask their academic inadequacies with poor 
behavior. 

When working with difficult students, we must put “it out there” 
that who they are as people and most importantly as 
individuals, is so much more important than what they do or 
say.  We all make mistakes, so why do we hold what our difficult 
students do against them?  Why can we not forgive and forget 
the student’s transgression and honor who they are as 
individuals?  We need to show that we care more about them 
than what they did or didn’t do.  We need to positively 
communicate with the student their positives and encourage 
them to do more of the positive and less of the negative. 

When working with difficult students, it is necessary to see the 
small steps as progress. Just as we all have learned to walk, 
each milestone was congratulated.  As students work towards 
their “big goal” of appropriate behavior or whatever the goal is 
that they are working to, they must be spoken to or 
acknowledged for their hard work and their commitment to 
making a change in who they are and how they react to 
different situations and people.   
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Research has shown that there is a higher rate of success and 
follow through when a plan or commitment is written down.  
When a difficult student “promises” to do a written plan, they 
are making a commitment to change their behavior. 

Working with difficult students is a difficult task.  If we ask 
students to do something, make sure that you have a reason 
for why they are doing a particular task or lesson.  When 
students can see that they are being asked to do “x” and the 
outcome is “y”, they are much more apt to do it because they 
are not just “being told to”.  We all like to know why we are 
doing something, so why wouldn’t our students like the same 
courtesy?  

When working with difficult students, a classroom management 
plan needs to be set up that is classroom-friendly and that is 
designed to work specifically with the students who are difficult.   

According to researchers, when working with difficult students, 
our behavior needs to be motivated by the following: 

1. All students are capable of learning when they have the 
academic and personal tools to be successful. 

2. Students are inherently motivated to learn but learn to be 
unmotivated when they repeatedly fail. 

3. Learning requires risk taking, so classrooms need to be 
safe places physically and psychologically. 

4. All students have basic needs to belong, to be 
competent, and to influence what happens to them.  
Motivation to learn most often occurs when these basic 
needs are met. 

5. High self-esteem should not be a goal, but rather a result 
that comes with the mastery of challenging tasks. 

6. High motivation for learning in school most often occurs 
when adults treat students with respect and dignity. 
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There are five key processes that need to be applied to create 
strategies that inspire and reinforce positive behavior.  They are: 

1. emphasizing effort 
2. creating hope 
3. respecting power 
4. building relationships 
5. expressing enthusiasm 

Each process will be discussed at length, along with more 
teaching suggestions, strategies and techniques to better 
equip you to manage successfully your difficult students and 
classroom. 
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Emphasizing Effort 

Emphasizing effort is critical to increase achievement, promote 
learning, and minimize behavior problems.  Students who are 
difficult perceive success in school as being “able” rather than 
putting forth the effort to succeed.  Students who are difficult 
see intelligence as a fixed entity and that is the only factor that 
is responsible for success or failure.  They do not attribute 
success to their own personal effort.  It becomes a vicious circle 
in which students do not see that they can work hard and have 
success.  They see it as that they do not have the “brains”, so 
therefore, they will not work at being successful. 

When emphasizing effort, it is critical that the educator looks to 
mistakes as learning tools.  Educators need to frame mistakes as 
part of the instruction process rather than points to be totaled 
up to earn a grade.  Researchers point out that if mistakes are 
dignified by acknowledging what was right, and then students 
will learn from their mistake and see that they had some of the 
information correct.  The educator should always look to 
mistakes as the springboard for future lessons and learning 
processes. 

When working with students who are difficult, always look for 
personal improvement and this will correlate to effort.  Never 
compare students to each other.  Get into the practice of 
looking only at the student as an individual and looking at their 
work each day.  Effort can be “graded” as “working to one’s 
capacity”.  If a student is doing the very best work possible, 
then that is the very best they are able to do and should be 
graded likewise. 

Allow for the “redo, retake, or revise” option.  Allowing a 
student to do any of the three options, allows them to see 
where their mistakes took them, and in redoing, retaking, or 
revising, they are demonstrating to you clearly that they are 
putting forth the necessary effort to succeed.  It is fine for 
educators to show students where they need to improve and 
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the time lines necessary to complete the revised work in.  
Procrastination and minimal effort on the first draft of work does 
need to factor into teacher decisions about the amount of 
redo retake and revise option. 

Have you ever played the game “Monopoly”?  If so, you know 
how great it is to have the “get out of jail free” card when you 
get sent to jail.  Why not make some “get out of jail free” cards 
that students can earn?  That way, if they are caught in a bind 
due to life circumstances or bad decisions, they can “get out 
of jail”, and then can work at “rehabilitating” themselves and 
working at doing the right thing for their success.  

When doing grading, it is a suggestion to look at a grading 
system that takes into consideration the acknowledged 
strengths of the student and also the areas of need that are to 
be addressed.  Two grades could be given: one for 
achievement and one for effort.  The achievement grade 
would represent the degree of mastery demonstrated by the 
outcomes measured, and the effort grade is earned for HOW 
the student performs while learning and is based on certain 
predetermined factors, such as participation and homework. 

When emphasizing effort, it is critical for the student to see how 
they are improving each day.  The area of improvement can 
be in any area that they are having difficulty in, such as 
academically, socially, or emotionally.  Whatever it is that the 
student picks, it needs to be something that will greatly improve 
their life and “make the world a better place”.   

When considering grading, thinking about offering your 
students the following options: 

 Wild Card Question 
 On every test, quiz, or assignment, offer a wild card 

question.  You can think of a question from a past lesson 
or an extension question and offer extra credit for 
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answering it; or, you can have the wild card question take 
the place of any other question on the test. 

 Correcting Papers 
 Allow students to correct their own papers occasionally, 

and allow them to change one incorrect answer with the 
correct answer.  This shows that we trust them. 

 50/50 
 On a multiple choice test, allow a student to come up to 

the teacher.  The student will ask the teacher about one 
of the questions on the test only.  The teacher will cross off 
two of the answers that are wrong.  The student then has 
a 50/50 chance of being correct on that one number.  
This can only be used once per test, per each student. 

 Ask the Teacher 
 At the end of the test, each student may ask the teacher 

for an answer to the test.  This needs to be done 
individually and quietly so that only one answer per test is 
given, per student.  

 Students help write test questions 
 To be able to write a test question, demonstrates mastery 

of the material.  Give it a try and see how much your 
students know. 

 Two Tests, Pick One 
 You create one test, and the students create the other.  

The students get to choose which one they would like to 
do on the day of the test. This is done individually, so some 
may choose the student test, and some may choose the 
teacher test.  On test days, pass out both tests.  The 
students have 5 minutes to review the tests and then 
choose the one they want. It does not matter which one 
they choose, as long as they know that is the one that is 
graded. 

 Get them an easy grade, and learn from them to 
 In this strategy, you are thanking students for their hard 

work in the class.  You give them a “pop” quiz in which 
you thank them beforehand for all of their hard work.  You 
will then think of 2-4 questions that you can learn 
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something about themselves, and something that will help 
you create more engaging lessons.  

As educators, we need to model each and every day what it is 
that we want our students to do and say.  Common courtesy is 
a must in the class.  If a student is working on effort, we need to 
put for the same amount of effort.  Giving timely feedback is 
key for improving and emphasizing effort.  Our thoughtfulness 
can be a major tool in inspiring and sustaining appropriate 
behavior of others. 

When students need to have their behavior corrected, the 
concept of “hammer, hammer, hammer, and hug” is best.  The 
idea behind this is to “hammer” the student, which is the 
correction or criticism, and then “hug” them to wrap up the 
dialogue exchange.   When you hammer, you have to 
balance it out with a hug.  You may not necessarily have three 
hammers, but the concept is to hammer and then hug.  The 
student will get the point about their inappropriate behavior, 
and you will have ended the discussion on a positive note.  For 
example, “Walking late into class is not ok.  I am disappointed 
in you disrupting the class.  You and I are going to come up 
with a consequence after class.  By the way, I really like the 
outfit you have on today.  Where did you get it?” 

Emphasizing effort is a key component in developing our 
difficult students’ self-perception that they are capable 
learners.  Continue to read to discover even more suggestions, 
strategies and techniques to help you with your difficult 
student, and to help you teach them ways in which they can 
see that their effort is their own personal key to success.  
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Teacher Behaviors, Beliefs, and Attitudes that Encourage 
Responsible Cooperation 

 
o More positive orientation to students 
o Accepting 
o Tries to be consistent 
o Commitment to modeling behaviors required of students 
o Process oriented 
o Criteria for requests based on consequences or outcomes 
o Requests 
o Asks 
o Choices are task-oriented 
o All options offered are equal, not good or bad. 
o No pressure for students to choose a particular option to 

stay in the “teacher’s good graces” 
o Trusts student’s ability to make decisions 
o Likely to understand that student is motivated by own 

needs 
o Avoids making decisions for student 
o Will give student information and encourages decision 

making based on that information 
o Guides 
o Helps 
o Encourages independence and initiative  
o Teacher’s needs are equally important to student needs. 
o Respects students’ needs and often attempts to 

accommodate preferences 
o Willing to hold student accountable and allow him or her 

to make and learn from mistakes 
o Resists inclination to rescue, warn or make excuses 
o Can feel powerful and important without solving student’s 

problems or protecting student from unpleasant outcomes 
of choices 

o Leaves responsibility for student’s behavior and 
consequences with the student 
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6 Reasons to Not Ask “Why?” 
 

1.  It focuses on excuses rather than commitment. 
 
2.  It assumes the student knows why he did it, or 
forgot, and can adequately explain his reasons to 
you. 
 
3.  It suggests that your boundaries and limits are 
flexible if your students have a good enough excuse. 
 
4.  It puts you in the position of having to judge the 
validity of your students’ excuses and arbitrarily 
decide whether or not to hold him or her 
accountable. 
 
5.  If you have a good boundary with a positive 
outcome, if your students are capable of doing what 
has been asked, and if they have enough time, 
training, and reminders ahead of time to succeed, 
why does not matter.  The positive outcomes are 
simply not available until the students change their 
behavior or fulfill their commitments. 
 
6. It may give you power to attach or shame a 

particular student who has not met the stated 
boundary, instead of using the occasion as an 
opportunity for the child to make more responsible 
choices and correct his or her behavior. 
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Helping Students Set Goals 

 
1. Decide on a goal that you want to reach. 

 
2. Decide on a plan to attain this goal.  What 

are the steps you need to take and in which 
order should they be taken? 

 
3. Decide on a reward that you will give 

yourself when you achieve your goal.  You 
can also give yourself smaller rewards after 
you achieve one or a few steps in your plan. 

 
4. Check your plan with a parent, teacher, or 

trusted friend. 
 

5. Do each step in your plan, one at time. 
 

6. Reward yourself when you have reached 
your goal. 
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Encourage and Support Positive 
Affirmations 

 
 I am concentrating and 
achieving. 

 
 I am my own person, and I make 
my own decisions. 

 
 I can ask questions when I have 
them because I am confident and 
smart. 

 
 I am becoming smarter and 
smarter. 

 
 I am making good decisions. 

 
 I can smile and feel good 
whenever I want. 
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7 Rules for Staying Positive 

Taken from:  http://fahdiqbal.blogspot.com/2011/05/7-rules-
for-staying-positive.html 

Rule # 1 Wait to Worry 

What were you worried about this time last year? Do you know 
only 8% of what we worry about, ever comes true? 

“Anxiety does not empty tomorrow of its sorrow, but only 
empties today of its strength” ~ Charles Spurgeon 

Rule # 2 Keep an Attitude of Gratitude 

Count your blessing and jot them down.  

“Feeling gratitude & not expressing it is like wrapping a present 
& not giving it” 

Rule # 3 Your Health is your Wealth 

If you lose your health, you lose everything. Take time to 
exercise, catch up on your sleep & eat right 

“One of the main qualities it takes to be successful is energy --- 
it may be the only thing” ~ Katharine Hepburn 

Rule #4 Joy boomerangs 

Do something for someone else, the good you do, boomerangs 
back to you 

“If you want to lift yourself up, lift up someone else” ~ Booker T. 
Washington 
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Rule # 5 Learn to say NO 

We have limits to our time, energy & interests 

“If we always say YES we run a greater danger of severing 
relationship than if we refuse right away” ~ Vicki 

Rule # 6 Understand the Power of Discipline 

If you discipline yourself today, you will enjoy your life more 
tomorrow 

“Hold yourself responsible for a higher standard than anybody 
else expects of you” ~ Henry Ward Beecher 

Rule # 7 Surround Yourself with Positive People 

Find people who will challenge you, believe in you & inspire you 
to improve 

“To love & beloved is to feel the sun from both sides” ~ David 
Viscott  
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 Reminders for Success 

Sometimes our students need reminders from us, but we do 
not want to nag.  Nagging is the death toll for difficult 
students, because they have been nagged for so long, they 
will just add you to the already long list that they have of 
people who nag them to do “whatever”. 

Here are some creative ways to remind students to do “the 
right thing” without nagging. 

Deposit all trash talk here! 

When a student uses “trash talk”, instead of stopping your 
teaching, crumple up a paper and throw it in the trash can.  
This visual cue lets the students know that you heard what 
they said, are acknowledging it, but not stopping what you 
are doing.  This action is powerful, since you are not calling 
out the student’s misdeed, but letting them know it is time to 
correct it. 

Always be teaching, and never be punishing! 

No matter what a student does or says, “Always be 
teaching!”  This does not mean that you are teaching 
science all day long!  What this means is that you are to 
model everything for students.  We don’t want our students 
to use inappropriate language, so they must never hear us 
use inappropriate language.  We want assignments in on 
time; we have to pass back papers on time.  We want 
students to be enthusiastic learners, we need to be 
enthusiastic.  If we want them to say, “please” and “thank 
you”, we need to say, “please” and “thank you”.  
Punishment does not change behavior in the long run.  Our 
teaching does! 
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Promise me that you will always do what is best for [students]! 

Make every decision everyday based on what you think is in 
the best interest of the student.  If you always do what is in 
the best interest of your students, then you are always a 
beneficial part of the education system.  If you keep this 
promise, you will be successful for your students. 

 

Stay personally connected to students without taking 
personally what they do and say! 

This is tough!  If you can stay personally connected to each 
student, but not take what they say or do personally, you will 
continue to be invested in their success, without being hurt.  
When this happens, there are no power struggles, there is no 
frustration, and teaching can continue. 

 

Sports, Music, Video Games, and Money! 

Every student likes one of these 4 topics.  To get students 
involved, use one or more of these topics in your lessons.  The 
more that these topics can be used, the more readily a 
student will want to engage in the lesson. 

 

Turn student talk into a lesson! 

When you hear students talking about something, take the 
time to acknowledge what they say, and try to incorporate it 
in the upcoming lesson.  Students will know that you care 
about them and want to listen to them, and that they do 
have something of importance to offer the class. 
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Q-tip! 

Remember what Q-tip stands for, and it is not what you use 
to clean out your ears! 

Q- Quit 

T-Taking 

I-It 

P-personally 

When students know this strategy, it can help them not take 
comments and words personally as well.  It not only works for 
teachers! 

 

Reward Everyone, in Honor of One! 

In this strategy, one person gets singled out for 
________________________, but the entire class benefits from 
the change of behavior.  If a student has been struggling 
with inappropriate language and by the end of the class, or 
two, or three, there is not more inappropriate language, 
honor the student, but reward everyone.  For example, “You 
know, Jim has been struggling with inappropriate language 
and he has been working so hard and is now using language 
that is appropriate for the class and the “real world”.  I want 
to thank him for his hard work, and because of this, you 
don’t have to do the 5 page paper that is due in two weeks.  
Make it a three page paper instead.  Thanks, Jim for your 
effort.” 

 



 35 

Suggestions for Group Work 

Group work indicates for many students a time to chit chat 
and to not do work.  It signals for them a time to disrupt, but, 
if group work is managed, it can be successful and effective. 

When groups are well organized, great learning can take 
place.   

Suggestions for effective group work are: 

o Groups should have no more than 5 members.  4 
members are ideal. 

o Institute a “no complaint” zone.  If students complain 
about their peer grouping, they will continue to work 
with those peers until they can work without 
complaining. 

o Each member of the group should have a specific role 
and job to carry out.  For example:  1=leader, 
2=readers, 3=note takers, 4=writers, 5=group presenters 

o You do not need to change up the roles when doing 
group work.  Why not let students do what they are 
good at? 

o The teacher should choose the leader, since the leader 
will have a large part of the responsibility.  

o Give specific instructions.  This is the time that the group 
leader needs to use their leadership skills.  The leader 
has to take the given instructions and get the group to 
do their specific jobs.  It is not a time for the group 
leader to be “bossy”.  This would be called the “task”. 

o It is easier to always extend time, than to take it away.  
If you think the project will take 30 minutes, give then 
17.  This gets the students down to work and focused 
quickly, since they know that they do not have time to 
waste.  If, as you are circulating around the class, you 
see that more time is given, tell the students  that you 
will give them 5 more minutes to finish, and then extend 
the time again if need be.  The point is to get the 
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students to focus on their work, not on talking time.  This 
would be the “time”. 

o It is ok to bring groups back if there are only 1 or 2 
groups still working.  Tell the slower groups that they 
have “x” amount of minutes to finish, and that they can 
join up with the class on the next activity.  Down time 
leads to problems, so don’t let there be down time in 
your class. 

o Teach through transition times, and then at a different 
time of the lesson, catch your breath.  When students 
are actively engaged in learning, you can take breaks 
when they least expect.   

o Red cup, yellow cup, green cup.  The leader is in 
charge of the placement of cups.  Red=more detailed 
explanation is needed by the teacher.  Yellow=quick 
question, quick answer.  Green=all is ok.  This allows the 
teacher to see which groups need help, without asking 
each group if they need to, and also stops students 
from walking around the class talking and disrupting 
instead of working. 

o Only talk to the leader.  The teacher will only talk to the 
leader, and the leader will be the only one to talk to 
the teacher.  This allows the teacher to have just a 
select few students to address. 
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Successful Teaching Techniques 
 

• Consistent expectations and consequences. 
• Allowing extra time for processing. 
• Allowing extra time to complete assignments 

and tests. 
• Increasing the amount of modeling, 

demonstration and guided practice. 
• Providing frequent breaks and opportunities to 

move. 
• Providing significantly more positive 

reinforcement. 
• Regular feedback and progress checks. 
• Private, personal cueing. 
• Modified, shortened assignments. 
• Teaching and modeling calming, think-before-

you-respond strategies. 
• Many opportunities for hands-on activities and 

projects. 
• Multi-sensory instruction:  using clear verbal 

presentation, many visuals, color, and 
movement. 

• Frequent opportunities to work cooperatively 
with a partner or small group. 

• Many opportunities to be able to verbalize in 
class and respond in a “safe” climate without 
fear of ridicule. 

• Encouraging and allowing the use of 
technology, but NEVER letting it take the place 
of human interaction, compassion, and 
nurturing. 
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Creating Hope 

Creating hope is a gift we can give our students.  Students who 
believe that they cannot master the curriculum will not be your 
star students.  When they feel threatened by the material, they 
will resort to what is safe, and that is negative behavior.  
Students also need to see that the curriculum is important 
directly to their lives.  If a student is to master something, there 
needs to be a direct correlation to how it will impact their lives.   

The challenge for educators is in finding the right difficulty level 
for the challenge.  If the level is too low, students will not 
engage, and if it is too difficult, they will withdraw.  An analogy 
that I read in my research is that as educators “we need to 
make mountains that our students can climb”.  This says it 
perfectly; if we create Mt. Everest in the class, most will give up 
before trying.  If we make it a hill that can be climbed in 20 
minutes, why even bother with the effort since it is so easy.  We 
need to make our classrooms like Mt. Monadnock; it is a 
relative challenge, and when you get to the top and take in 
the view, you know that you have succeeded in the task!   

The educator must match the aptitude and attitude of the 
student with the task at hand.  This is no easy task, but in using 
differentiated instruction, everyone can succeed.  The 
educator needs to view each classroom and each lesson 
being taught as a mountain chain with varying heights.  When 
the challenge matches the ability, the conditions are right for 
success. 

We cannot expect our students to behave if they are trying to 
protect themselves from perceived threats of any kind.  We 
cannot expect our students to brave the academic world if 
they are not prepared to do so.  We cannot expect our 
students to initiate conversation if they are lost in the content of 
the class.  We cannot expect our students to be zealous 
learners if they are scared of making mistakes.  For a classroom 
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to be a successful place for all learners, all types of learning 
must be allowed.  An educator who employs different 
strategies to engage their learners are giving their students the 
biggest academic advantage possible.  Embracing 
differentiated learning is one of the steps that can make a 
difference in the lives of our difficult students, since they can 
readily see that they can meet with success when they are 
able to handle the material. 

According to Allen and Brian Mendler, “success breeds 
confidence, and confidence breeds success.”  By allowing 
students to learn at their own pace and level, teachers allow 
students to develop their intellect and their emotional well 
being.   

Would it hurt to allow students to use notes on their tests?  Might 
it seem like we are making easy for the students to fill up an 
index card front and back with notes to be used on the test?  
Yes it might, but aren’t they learning since they are taking the 
time to glean out what is most important to know for the test?  
Would it harm students to have input on how the test is 
created?   Would it be helpful to allow students to pick 5 out of 
the 8 essay questions on the test?  Would it benefit students to 
put a line through one test question that they had no answer to 
and develop their own question with the correct answer?  Are 
any of these suggestions overwhelming to the teacher?  No, 
and they are empowering, and hopeful, for the student.   

Continued within creating hope are additional teaching 
suggestions, strategies and techniques that you can use to 
create hope in your classroom and that you can reach the 
difficult students and show them a different way to live their life.  
Each new idea, strategy, or technique will be on its own page 
for printing/copying purposes. 
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A Quiz 

Following on the next few pages, you will find a “quiz” that 
determines your readiness to learn new ways in working with 
difficult students.  Be honest with your responses.  Your honesty 
will dictate your readiness and openness to the new ideas 
presented within. 

In each pair of statements, below, mark the one you identify 
with the most strongly. 

 

_______I try to build a positive emotional climate in the 
classroom. 

_______I prefer to focus on the academics.  The students are 
there to learn. 

 

_______It is possible to have fun with your students and still keep 
their attention. 

_______Student will probably take advantage of a teacher who 
tires to have fun with them. 

 

_______I have a variety of classroom materials out and 
available for my students to take as needed. 

_______Most of the time, I dispense materials. 
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_______I want my students to listen to me, and I try to make it 
need-fulfilling for them to do so. 

_______I want my students to listen to me, and I punish them 
when they do not. 

 

_______I am willing to let my student have opportunities to 
choose responsibly, even though they may not choose what I 
would like. 

_______I am reluctant to let my kids make decisions because 
they might not choose what I want them to. 

 

_______Whether or not my students cooperate, Ii communicate 
my acceptance of them as people. 

_______When my students cooperate, I communicate my 
approval. 

 

_______I try to say something positive about every paper I get. 

_______I focus most of my written feedback on what the 
student has missed or done incorrectly. 

 

_______I like my job most of the time. 

_______I dislike my job most of the time. 
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______It is possible for students to have power in the classroom 
without disrupting the class or hurting anyone. 

______Give them an inch and they will take a yard. 

 

______In my classroom, there are immediate consequences for 
misbehavior. 

_______I frequently give my students warnings and reminders 
when they misbehave. 

 

______When my students behave, it is because they are 
working for positive consequences. 

______When my students behave, it is to avoid punishment. 

 

______My students sometimes chose which problems or 
assignments they want to do. 

______I determine the assignments for my students. 

 

______I want my students to care about me. 

_____I do not care if my students like me as long as they 
behave and do their work. 
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______I know that I am doing a great job when I am prepared 
and doing my job. 

______I know I am doing a great job when my students are busy 
learning. 

 

______Everyone works better when there is a meaningful payoff. 

______Students should not have to be rewarded for 
cooperating. 

 

______I try very hard to treat my students with respect, even 
when I am responding to their negative behavior. 

______I shouldn’t have to worry about talking to my students 
respectfully, especially when they misbehave.  I am the 
teacher.  It is sometimes necessary to criticize or humiliate 
students. 

 

_____I have a number of unrelated, non-destructive diversions 
to relieve work-related stress. 

_____Most of my out-of-school time is devoted to my work. 

 

The first set of statements is the philosophy of discipline that sees 
the student as an individual with their strengths that need to be 
tapped into to shape them into a citizen of the classroom.   

The second set of statements is statements that reflect a 
traditional authoritarian approach to dealing with students in 
the classroom.    
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Imagine… 

Describe a school setting that would be ideal for you.  What 
would each of the following look like, feel like or be like? 

 

Building and campus 

 

Schedule 

 

Students 

 

The other staff 

 

Administration 

 

Community 

 

Resources 

 

Other factors  
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 Wish List 
For this wish list, consider what you want and need as an 
educator.   
Consider also what your students want and need as well.   
 
When filling out this wish list, do not consider how your students 
behave currently.   
 
Think about how you “wish” they would behave and act. 
 
Use the following scale to complete the survey: 
5=yes, very much!  Where do I sign up? 
3=Not crucial, but would be nice. 
1=No big deal. 
 
I want my students to: 
______respect school and class limits, standards and rules. 
 
______be good decision makers, be able to evaluate options 
and predict outcomes. 
 
______take care of materials. 
 
______make cooperative choices within the limits I define. 
 
______be committed to their own learning. 
 
______take risks with their learning; try new things. 
 
______exhibit responsibility, accountability and independence. 
 
______interact cooperatively with each other. 
 
______solve their own problems constructively. 
 
______come to class prepared. 
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______listen and follow directions-the first time. 
 
______participate enthusiastically in activities and discussion. 
 
______take initiative for their work and learning. 
 
______stay on task and make good use of class time. 
 
______turn in work on time. 
 
______demonstrate self-control; avoid disruptiveness. 
 
______feel good about themselves. 
 
______mange frustration and setbacks; control aggression and 
rebelliousness. 
 
______enjoy working with me and each other. 
 
______enjoy school and learning in general. 
 
 
Which of the above behaviors do you se your students exhibit 
fairly often? 
 
 
 
Which behaviors do you rarely see exhibited by your students? 
 
 
 
 
Which of these do you feel interferes with learning the most? 
 
 
 
Which of these do you feel puts kids most at risk?  
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Success Orientation 
 

The ability to help a student succeed by: 
 

Giving clear directions 
 

Setting and communicating boundaries 
 

Offering opportunities to choose and negotiate 
 

Requesting age-appropriate behaviors and responses 
 

Accommodating curricular needs, especially with 
regards to readiness and requisite skills 

 
Accommodating learning style and modality 

preferences 
 

Giving opportunities to self manage 
 

Staying in the present 
 

Teaching according to a student’s current needs rather 
than the anticipated demands of future teachers or 

grade levels. 
 

Alternative to unrealistic expectations, 
misunderstandings, instruction or environments poorly 
matched to student’s needs, and ‘set ups” for failure, 

passivity, or rebelliousness. 
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Positivity 
 

The ability to differentiate between the student’s 
worth and his or her behavior.  The ability to 

respect and value each student whose behavior 
is unacceptable. 

 
The ability to focus on what the student is doing 

right and building on strengths. 
 

The ability to create an environment in which the 
consequences are positive outcomes and 

incentive are received or experience as a result 
of cooperation. 

 
The ability to communicate positively. 

 
The ability to recognize cooperative behavior 
without using praise or conditional approval. 

 
The ability to maintain a sense of humor. 

 
Alternative to negativity and punitive orientation. 
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How Positive are You?  An Educator Quiz 
 
In what way is your verbal feedback to students positively 
focused and success oriented? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In what way is your written feedback to students positively 
focused and success oriented? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What sort of information do you collect and record to keep 
track of student progress and performance?  For example, do 
you use letter grades, percentages, and anecdotal records, 
other forms of descriptive data, skill checklists, and completion 
of standard? 
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In what way does your evaluation of student progress and 
performance influence your teaching decisions, such as 
pacing, materials used, review of material, assignment choice, 
for individual students in your class? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What opportunities do your students have to change, improve, 
or renegotiate grades? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What have you done to maintain a positive focus in your 
classroom? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What have you done to encourage your students to maintain a 
positive focus about themselves, school, friends, their work, and 
other aspects of their lives? 
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Guidelines for Reinforcing Positive Behavior 
 

 Use positive reinforcement, whether it is 
verbal or non-verbal, to acknowledge and 
strengthen already existing behaviors.   

 
 Avoid using positive reinforcement before 
the desired behavior has occurred.   

 
 Watch for a tendency to use praise to help 
a student solve a problem or feel good 
about him or herself.  Flattery can appear 
manipulative.  Such messages are 
superficial at best and will not contribute to 
a student’s genuine sense of self-worth. 

 
 Avoid using teacher approval as a means 
of reinforcing desired behaviors.  Learn to 
distinguish between reinforcers intended to 
maintain particular student behavior and 
genuine expressions of appreciation, 
affection, or enjoyment of your students.   

 
 Phrase reinforcements as an affirmation or 
acknowledgment of a behavior the 
student has demonstrated and the positive 
consequences now available.   
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Guidelines for Reinforcing Positive Behavior 
continued 

 
 To reinforce a desirable behavior, first 
describe the behavior that took place.  Be 
specific and concrete and avoid making 
judgments about the behavior or the worth 
of the student. 

 
 Whenever possible, attach a comment 
that connects the immediate benefits of 
the student’s behavior to the student.   

 
 

 Avoid projecting your own feelings and 
values, which may or may not be relevant 
to those of the student. 

 
 Avoid suggesting how the student should 
feel. 

 
 In recognizing students, be aware of any 
tendencies to promote stereotypes.  
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Steps to Effective Student Discipline 

Effective teachers discipline with encouragement and kind 
words much more often than rebukes or reprimands. The goal is 
to help students feel good about themselves and their 
behavior in the classroom.  

Inevitably, though, misbehavior happens. When it does, keep 
the collected wisdom of experienced teachers in mind: 

• Take a deep breath and try to remain calm. It’s natural to 
be overcome with frustration, resentment, and anger. But 
when you are, you become less rational, and your 
agitation becomes contagious. 

• Try to set a positive tone and model an appropriate 
response, even if it means you must take a few moments 
to compose yourself. Acknowledge that you need time to 
think, time to respond. “This is upsetting me, too, but I 
need a few minutes to think before we talk about it.” 

• Make sure students understand that it’s their misbehavior 
you dislike, not them. “I like you, Jason. Right now, your 
behavior is unacceptable.” 

• Give the misbehaving student a chance to respond 
positively by explaining not only what he or she is doing 
wrong, but also what he or she can do to correct it. 

• Never resort to blame or ridicule. 

• Avoid win-lose conflicts. Emphasize problem-solving 
instead of punishment. 

• Insist that students accept responsibility for their behavior. 

• Try to remain courteous in the face of hostility or anger. 
Showing students that you care about them and their 
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problems will help you earn their respect and establish 
rapport. 

• Treat all students respectfully and politely. Be consistent in 
what you let them say and do. Be careful not to favor 
certain students. 

• Be an attentive listener. Encourage students to talk out 
feelings and concerns and help them clarify their 
comments by restating them.  

• Model the behavior you expect from your students. Are 
you as considerate of your students’ feelings as you want 
them to be of others? Are you as organized and on-task 
as you tell them to be?  

• Specifically describe misbehavior and help students 
understand the consequences of misbehavior. 

• Be aware of cultural differences. For example, a student 
who stares at the floor while you speak to him or her 
would be viewed as defiant in some cultures and 
respectful in others. 

• Discourage cliques and other antisocial behavior. Offer 
cooperative activities to encourage group identity. 

• Teach students personal and social skills, such as,  
communicating, listening, helping, and sharing, for 
example. 

• Teach students academic survival skills, such as paying 
attention, following directions, asking for help when they 
really need it, and volunteering to answer. 

• Avoid labeling students as “good” or “bad.” Instead 
describe their behavior as “positive,” “acceptable,” 
“disruptive,” or “unacceptable.” 
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• Focus on recognizing and rewarding acceptable 
behavior more than punishing misbehavior. 

• Ignore or minimize minor problems instead of disrupting 
the class. A glance, a directed question, or your proximity 
may be enough to stop misbehavior. 

• Where reprimands are necessary, state them quickly and 
without disrupting the class. 

• When it’s necessary to speak to a student about his or her 
behavior, try to speak in private; this is especially true of 
adolescents who must “perform” for their peers. Public 
reprimands or lectures often trigger exaggerated, face-
saving performances. 
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Pledge to Keep Working for All 
Students Regardless of Their Behavior 

or Actions Towards Me 

I will not give up on you. 

I will not quit on you. 

I will not lose control with you. 

I will not yell at you. 

I will not be angry at you. 

I will always be here no matter what. 

Because I am a teacher and it is my job 
to show you a better way, I will not take 
personally what you do or say when I do 

not like it. 
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Respecting Power 

 

 Respecting power is not just for the students to have for their 
teacher.   Respecting power is a two-way street in which all 
within the class have the power.   

When people have power, they feel valued and respected.  
They feel competent and capable.  When we have power, we 
have independence. 

Students who are difficult do not feel that they have any 
power, and therefore, they exhibit negative behaviors to get 
some power back. 

Educators need to realize that negative behaviors are the 
students coping mechanism.  If the classroom is set up in such a 
way to empower the students, then negative behavior will 
diminish, and hopefully over time, be eliminated.   

When working with students who are difficult, teachers can 
never take their behavior personally.  If we can shape the 
students “negative” behavior into something positive, then we 
are no longer “bucking heads” but working together.   

Some ways to reframe what we see as difficult behavior is:  if a 
student is late to class, they came.  If a student has their head 
down but is not sleeping, they may be taking in the class 
material.  If a student does not take notes, but does well on 
exams, so be it.  If the teacher spends more time on the 
positives of the student’s behavior rather than nagging about 
the irritating behavior, the more likely a student will begin to do 
positive behavior in class. 

Difficult students want to have power, so why not give it to 
them?  Allen Mendler suggests that we use these two 
sentences to empower a student. 
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1. We both know that you have the power to 
__________________. 

2. Thanks for using it. 

By acknowledging that a student can do a particular thing, 
and that they have the power to do so, we are helping them 
do the right thing, without clearly pointing it out to them.  They 
get to be the captain of their own ship. 

When we respect our students, we value their opinion.  It is ok 
to ask students for their opinion, and it is even more powerful to 
actually use their opinion in shaping the class. 

All students benefit from being able to make real choices.  
When students know that they have input in the class material, 
content, teaching strategies, amount of work, and the amount 
of homework, there is motivation to have a say in the 
classroom.  They will be more prone to pay attention since they 
know that they will be asked for their real option, and then they 
will be given real choice that they have control over in the 
classroom.  Wouldn’t it “blow the minds” of your students if you 
even gave them choice in their consequences?  After every 
opportunity that a student has a choice in the matter, make 
sure that you end the sentence with, “You have the complete 
power to decide”.  Then, the student is the one that is control 
and they are the ones who will determine their fate.  

A strategy by Brian Mendler is “take a shot”.  In this strategy, if 
the student does not like a decision that was made that 
directly impacts their life, they can “take a shot” at changing 
the decision.  In this strategy, Brian Mendler gives students two 
uninterrupted minutes to talk privately about the decision and 
to have the students use their “power and influence” to 
change his mind about the decision that was made.  The 
student should set a timer when they are ready to begin.  When 
the two minutes are up, the teacher and student write a “yes” 
or “no” on a paper to see if the decision will be reversed.  The 
student does accept the outcome of the decision at the end 



 59 

of this practice.  The goal of the practice is ultimately for 
students to learn to advocate for themselves and to give 
themselves a chance at making a change that directly 
impacts their life.  This strategy also works with writing, if the 
student does not feel comfortable speaking uninterrupted for 
two minutes. 

What is most empowering in a class is the “social proof and 
similarity” created by Allen Mendler.  In this skill, there are two 
steps to it.  The first step is to catch students acting or achieving 
appropriately.  The second step is to get them to attribute their 
success to the skills that they already possess.  Students have to 
realize that they were the cause of their success for this to work.   

One strategy to use when working with difficult students when 
there needs to be a correction of their behavior is PEP.  PEP 
stands for privacy, eye contact, and proximity.  This strategy 
helps a student to “save face” and makes them more 
amenable to doing what you have asked them to do.  Instead 
of always doing this method face-to-face, you can also do it 
with sticky notes or index cards.  In doing PEP this way, you 
would just have to stick it on their desk or pass it to them, 
without anyone else being aware. 

LAAD, or listening, acknowledging, agreeing and deferring, is 
another strategy that can be used with difficult students.  LADD 
is explained as: 

 “Listening requires that the person receiving the message 
hears either words or the mood of the speaker and feeds 
that understanding back to the speaker before returning 
to the lesson.”    

 “Acknowledging requires that you let the student know 
that you hear him.”  Acknowledging can be done with 
words or non-verbal communication.  Attention should be 
directed towards the lesson immediately following the 
acknowledgement.  Acknowledgement is done without 
arguing, criticism, or opinion. 
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 “Agreeing lets the student know that what he is saying is 
or might be true.”  Agreeing is powerful since it takes the 
student’s control and puts it right back onto the student. 

 “Deferring lets the student know specifically when you will 
address the issue.”  The goal of this step is to let the 
student know a specific time you are willing to discuss this 
concern or problem that they have. 

When educators can empower a student, positives can occur.  
The “challenge strategy” empowers the students by putting 
them in control of their own behavior to see if they have what it 
takes to win the challenge.   

The key component to the challenge strategy is that the 
student has to possess the skills necessary to “win” the 
challenge.  If the ability to succeed is not present, then this 
strategy will only lead to annoyance and frustration, which are 
two feelings that are not wanted.   

When using this strategy, you are basically saying to the student 
that you are not sure that they can do a particular thing, and 
that they are going to have to prove it to you.   

For many difficult students, they will prove you wrong, just to 
prove you wrong.  Do not rejoice or celebrate this!  Remember, 
you are challenging them to act appropriately, so don’t go on 
and on when they do the right thing.  Instead, challenge them 
to do the same thing tomorrow, by saying something like, 
“yeah, I guess you did.  But, can you do it again tomorrow?  I 
guess we’ll have to wait and see…” 

If you are comfortable with calling the student, this is another 
strategy that can be used.  The phone call is brief and to the 
point.  The idea behind the phone call is to let the student know 
that you care and that you know they are capable of 
succeeding in your class.  This phone call strategy needs to 
happen three nights in a row.  The next time you see your 
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student, assess if the phone calls home have helped.  If not, 
you decide if you want to continue. 

Continuing to learn about respecting power, more strategies, 
techniques and ideas are offered.  Continue to see how the 
gift of power can and will be used correctly by difficult students 
when they are shown the correct way to wield their power.  
“With great power comes great responsibility”, Ben Parker, 
(Peter Parker, AKA, Spiderman’s uncle).   
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Pro-activity 
 

The ability to recognize and, whenever 
possible, accommodate the student’s 

needs for unconditional love and 
acceptance, safety, belonging, 

success, limits, fun, recognition and 
control (power), without allowing 

anyone else’s needs to be violated. 
 

Anticipating; doing before (there is a 
problem); letting the student know limits 

or conditions ahead of time. 
 

Willingness to accept as reality what is 
(rather than complaining about what 
“should” be); willingness to work with 

students where they are (accepting the 
reality of their actual experiences and 

capabilities) 
 

Alternative to reactivity  
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Win-Win 
 

The ability to get one’s needs met without violating 
anyone else, particularly with regard to empowering a 

student without disempowering oneself. 
 

An authority relationship in which one’s authority, or 
power, is used to decide what is and is not negotiable, 
and within that structure, offers choices or negotiates 

options that work for all concerned. 
 

The ability to resolve and prevent conflict by sharing 
power within an authority relationship. 

 
The ability to make meaningful options available to 

students, instead of using power, threat or attempting to 
control and disempowered; a willingness to encourage 

cooperation instead of obedience and people-
pleasing. 

 
An approach to interaction with others that begins with 
the desire to effectively answer the question:  “How can 

we both, or al, get what we want?” 
 

The willingness to consider the needs and desires of 
others before making decisions or demands that affect 

them. 
 

Alternative to win-lose, or powering or permissiveness.  
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The Responsible Student 
 
 

 Motivated by internal factors, such as the need to weigh 
choices, experience positive consequences unrelated to 
others’ reactions, which means getting needs met with a 
minimum of conflict and inconveniences for others. 

 
 Makes choices 

 
 More confident in ability to function in absence of 

authority 
 

 Takes initiative 
 

 Creates safety by identifying and expressing needs 
 

 Takes care of self 
 

 Self-esteem is defined internally, which means that the 
student is worthwhile with or without approval, or even 
with disapproval. 

 
 Self-caring 

 
 Focused on personal needs 

 
 Respects the needs of others as well 

 
 Thinks:  “I am not my behavior, although I am responsible 

for how I behave”. 
 

 Interaction tools include negotiating and compromise. 
 

 Ability to identify and communicate personal needs. 
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 Self-expression 
 

 Ability to make you a deal you can’t refuse. 
 

 Better able to see the connection between behavior and 
consequence. 

 
 Better able to see options or choices available. 

 
 Able to make decisions 

 
 Personal empowerment and independence common. 

 
 Sees self as having choices and power of choice. 

 
 Operates from internal value system. 

 
 Considers the needs and values of others. 

 
 Thinks 

 
 Will evaluate requests made by others and consider the 

effects of compliance before choosing to cooperate. 
 

 Confidence in personal instinct and ability to act in own 
self-interest. 

 
 Better able to predict outcomes or consequences. 

 
 Better able to understand and express personal needs. 

 
 Better able to get own needs met without hurting self or 

others. 
 

 Better developed negotiation skills 
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 Orientation is “You win, I win” 
 

 Shares power 
 

 Cooperative 
 

 Commitment to task 
 

 Experiencing personal outcomes of cooperation. 
 

 Better able to resolve conflict between internal and 
external needs. 

 
 Less inclined toward guilt or rebelliousness. 

 
 May make irresponsible choices to satisfy curiosity or from 

poor judgment or lack of experience. 
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Defusing Strategies 

Defusing strategies are used when students are behaving in 
such a way as to interrupt the flow of teaching and the 
learning process.  When situations like this arise, defusing 
strategies can be used to get the class back on track. 

The goals of defusing are:   

 Treat students with dignity. 
 Preserve dignity for yourself. 
 Keep the student in class  
 Get back to teaching. 
 Become a next-to-last-word person. 
 Walk away from the student. 
 Teach an alternative to aggression. 
 Recognize that the “battle” is about to begin 
 Remember the 4 w’s:  whoa!, what (which means you let 

the student know that you know what is happening), why 
(which means you let the student know why this is 
happening, and it is almost always, that the student wants 
to look cool and save face among their peers, and the 
teacher doesn’t want to look like they are losing control) 
and when (which means that you do not leave the student 
wondering when this issue will be addressed) 

 Use humor 
 Listen to what the student is saying, and not HOW they are 

saying it 
 Acknowledge the student and let them know that you 

hear what they are saying 
 Agree with the student, by saying that what they are 

saying may be true 
 Defer to the student, but let them know when the issue will 

be discussed  
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   Defusing Statements 

I am disappointed that you are choosing to use such angry 
words, even though I am sure there is much to be upset 
about. 

 

I am really concerned.  It is very important that I understand 
why you are so mad.  Please tell me later when I can really 
listen.  Thanks for waiting. 

 

Your word/actions tell me that you are bored.  It takes a lot 
of discipline to hang in there when you are unsure about 
why we are doing certain things.  Thanks. 

 

I know you are angry, but there is no problem so big that it 
can’t be solved.  Do you need some spaced right now, or 
can you talk about it so we can work together to solve this 
problem? 

 

You are just not yourself today, and that must feel lousy.  Let 
me know if there is anything that I can do to help you. 

 

We both know there are other ways of telling how we feel 
while still being respectful.  Please share your thoughts with 
me after class. 
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(State behavior) does not make problems go away.  It only 
creates new ones.  What do you think you can do to express 
yourself differently next time? 

 

I really want to understand what I did to annoy you, but 
swearing at me does not help.  Let’s talk later when we can 
figure this out. 

 

Are you trying to embarrass my/yourself by saying/doing 
that?  It makes me want to fight back, but then we would 
never solve the problem.  Let’s talk about this later. 

 

I’m glad that you trust me enough to tell me how you feel, 
and I’m concerned.  Any suggestions for improvement are 
appreciated.  Please let me know. 

 

There may be some truth to what you are saying, but if you 
really want me to hear you, there is a more respectful way to 
go.  When would you like to discuss this? 
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Caring and Acceptance 
 
Caring and acceptance are powerful motivators in the 
classroom.  When a student knows that the educators in their 
lives genuinely care about them as an individual, then the 
student begins to see the educator as a person that can be 
trusted, and as a person that is going to give and receive 
respect. 
 
Caring and acceptance are not always seen as important to 
the classroom environment because there are so many other 
more important rivals, but if there is caring and acceptance in 
the class, then academic success can happen.  
 
Before continuing any further, answer the following questions to 
see where you place caring and acceptance in your own 
classroom. 
 
1. How often, and in what ways, do you tell your students that 

you care about them? 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Ask your current students to tell you how often and in what 

ways you show them that you care about them. 
 
 
 
3. Do you encourage your students to show that they care for 

you?  In what ways? 
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4. How accepting are you of students who express 
uncomfortable feelings and controversial opinions or who 
make choices you do not agree with?  

 
 
 
 
5. How do they know that you accept them even when you 

disapprove or disagree with their feelings and or behavior? 
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Caring and Acceptance Checklist 
 
There are many ways to demonstrate caring and acceptance.  
Please check all that apply to you, and all that you do on a 
regular basis within your classroom. 
 
__________Listening 
 
__________ Smiling 
 
__________ Having fun  
 
__________ Laughing together  
 
__________ Laughing at jokes 
 
__________ Showing interest in what interests them 
 
__________ Accepting their feelings 
 
__________ Accepting their opinions 
 
__________  Sharing your feelings 
 
__________ Soliciting opinions 
 
__________ Having discussions 
 
__________ Being courteous 
 
__________ Being respectful 
 
__________ Compromising and negotiating 
 
__________ Being involved 
 
__________ Being honest 
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__________ Allowing privacy and space 
 
__________ Sharing 
 
__________ Supporting their dreams 
 
__________ Helping them when they need help 
 
__________ Encouraging 
 
__________  Reflecting their specialness 
 
__________ Being kind 
 
__________  Keeping your care constant, especially in the face 
of misbehavior 
 
__________ Seeing each student in class as a unique individual 
 
__________ Recognizing strengths 
 
__________ Recognizing talents 
 
__________   
 
__________   
 
 
 
 
 



 74 

“Magic Words” for Negotiating 
Key Sentences 

 
 “That won’t work for me.” 

 
 “This isn’t working.”  (Assert without attack) 

 
 
 “Think of a solution that will work for both of 

us.”  (Transfer of responsibility) 
 
 
 “Can you live with that?”  (Confirm 

acceptance) 
 
 
 “Tell me what you just agreed to.”  (Confirm 

and understanding) 
 
 
 “We’ll try again tomorrow.”  (Leave the door 

open to try again.) 
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Consider negotiating with students because: 
 

o It is a great way to communicate your 
limits. 

 
o It is a great way to secure a 

commitment. 
 

o It is a great way to be sure they 
understand what you want and what 
they can expect, positive 
consequences, if they follow through 
on their end. 

 
o It is a great way to accommodate 

students’ need for power and 
autonomy without compromising your 
own authority. 

 
o Sometimes they can come up with 

better ideas and solutions than we 
can!   
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5 Characteristics of a Good Boundary 
 
Boundaries are tools for building cooperation in relationships.  
They are used to let others know what you want and for letting 
students know the options that are available to them, for 
getting what they want. 
 
Boundaries are set when you want behaviors to change and 
wish to avoid negative and stressful behaviors such as nagging, 
yelling, threatening, or punishing to get what you want. 
 
The key to boundaries and their effectiveness is that it allows 
you to follow through on what you have already said without 
getting angry.  Follow through works wonders in the classroom, 
but it requires patience, consistency, and courage. 
 
Boundaries are essential for caring and hope within the 
classroom because boundaries clearly let students know what 
is expected of them and how they will be able to thrive within 
the classroom. 
 
 
Clarity 
Boundaries are clear, specific and clearly communicated.  
They work best when you have the students’ attention, when 
they understand what you are requesting, when the positive 
outcome of their cooperation is clear, and when specific 
requirements, conditions or time factors are spelled out.  
 
Win-Win 
Boundaries respect and consider the needs of everyone 
involved.  They attempt to create ways for both you and your 
students to get what you want.   
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Pro-activity 
Boundaries work to prevent problems and are typically 
expressed before a problem occurs or before it is allowed to 
get worse.   
 
 
Positivity 
The most effective boundaries focus on the positive outcomes 
of cooperation.  They are expressed positively as well as a 
promise for the desired outcome, not as a threat. 
 
Follow Through 
Allowing a positive consequence to occur only when the 
student does what you have asked is what communicates that 
you mean what you say and you say what you mean.  Follow 
through increases the likelihood that your students will do what 
you say the first time, since they know that you will follow 
through on what you said. 
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11 Reasons to Use Boundaries 
1.  Boundaries allow you to express your limits and to 
communicate the conditions or availability of certain privileges 
your students’ desire. 
 
2.  Boundaries prevent conflict and build win-win power 
structures.  They help you take care of yourself while attempting 
to accommodate your students’ needs and/or desires. 
 
3.  Boundaries emphasize positive consequences, which are 
desirable outcomes that are available with cooperation. 
 
4.  Boundaries create less stress and fewer power struggles than 
rules and demands. 
 
5.  Boundaries build mutual consideration and respect. 
 
6.  Boundaries do not rely on the student’s fear of the teacher’s 
emotional reaction. 
 
7.  Boundaries allow positive and negative consequences to 
occur inn a non-punitive atmosphere.   
 
8.  Boundaries with good follow though can minimize student’s 
behaviors such as whining, temper tantrums, defiance, lying, 
and making excuses to get what they want. 
 
9.  Boundaries leave the door open for students to change their 
behavior in order to get their needs met.  Boundaries focus on 
constructive choices. 
 
10.  Boundaries do not threaten emotional safety in 
relationships, the classroom, the school, and the environment. 
 
11.  Boundary-setting is especially effective in an atmosphere of 
love, acceptance, respect and trust.     
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9 Things to Remember When Setting a Boundary 
  

1. Use boundaries to let your students know your limits, 
tolerances, availability, and the conditions under which 
you will participate in some activity, which privileges are 
available, the conditions in which a privilege is available 
to your students.  Use these boundaries to empower your 
students to help them make decisions. 

 
2. Use past experience to anticipate what you will want and 

what your students will probably want as well.  Consider 
both your needs and your students’ needs when 
formulating your boundary. 

 
 

3. Be clear and specific about what you are asking for, what 
you would like, which options are available, and the times 
and conditions under which a positive outcome is 
available, or any other factors that your students will need 
to know in making their choices or anticipating a 
particular event. 

 
 

4. Communicate your boundaries before there is a conflict, 
or before the conflict re-occurs. 

 
 

5. State boundaries positively. 
 
 

6. Be prepared to follow through. 
 
 

7. Examine your attachment to a particular outcome.   
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8. Watch the tendency to make excuses, give warnings, or 
let things slide, “just this once”.  This is a great way to 
teach your students that you don’t really mean what you 
say, and it is ok to disrespect your boundaries.  If you want 
to build in flexibility, do so before your students go against 
the set boundary. 

 
 

9. If the student is unable to perform or complete his or her 
end of the bargain because the request or time limits was 
truly unreasonable, because the instructions were not 
clear or understood, or because the student was 
incapable of, or lacked the necessary skills or experiences 
to do what it being asked, it is a ill-conceived boundary.   
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Motivation and Follow Through 
 

The ability to connect what you want with what the student 
wants in positive ways. 

 
The ability to motivate and reinforce cooperative behavior 
with outcomes other than adult approval or the thereat of 

negative adult reactions. 
 

The willingness to make learning personally meaningful, 
exciting and/or relevant to encourage commitment and 

engagement from students. 
 

The willingness to identify a variety of meaningful positive 
outcomes, including enrichment or additional work, which is 

continually available while students are on task, or when 
certain tasks are complete. 

 
The willingness to withhold positive consequences until the 

student has held up his or her end of the bargain. 
 

The ability to immediately intervene when there are 
breaches in conditions or limits of a boundary, avoiding 
warnings, delayed consequences, punishment or praise. 

 
The willingness to build in flexibility before a boundary is 

violated. 
 

The willingness to resist asking for excuses, which means 
asking a student, “Why?” 
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Guidelines for Offering Choices 
 

 Choices build responsibility and commitment. 
 
 Choices communicate the teacher’s respect for 

students’ needs and preferences. 
 

 Choices are motivational tolls that encourage 
cooperation through input and empowerment.   

 
 Choices can help prevent disruptive behaviors.  

 
 Present options in a positive manner. 

 
 Be honest.   

 
 Make sure that all choice offerings are acceptable.  

Make sure that there are no “wrong” choices. 
 

 Make sure that the choices are clear and specific.  
Define the choices and set clear time limits. 

 
 Start simple when offerings choices. 

 
 Increase choice options when the students can handle 

this procedure. 
 

 As students become capable with this process, allow 
them to develop the choices, providing they follow the 
guidelines of the class. 

 
 If a student picks a choice that you think is 

unacceptable for them, tell them so and offer the 
student to have a discussion with you as to why they 
think it is an appropriate choice. 
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Guidelines for Handling Negative Behavior 
 
 Think prevention.  Take the time to anticipate what you 

and your students will need.  Consider any possibility for 
misunderstandings or difficulties.  Set very specific time 
limits ahead of time. 

 
 When something comes up, think:  am I reacting to the 

student’s personality?  A value conflict?  Is the student’s 
behavior truly interfering with the teaching or learning 
process? 

 
 
 Attack the problem, not the person.  Mentally separate 

the student from the behavior that is being presented.  It is 
the interpretation of the behavior that is annoying, not the 
student. 

 
 
 Minimize your reaction.  Count to 10.   Remind yourself 

that you do NOT have to:  get angry, lecture, criticize, 
interrogate, or punish. 

 
 
 Stay calm.  Minimizing your reaction can many times 

diffuse the situation at hand.  A brief pause may be all 
that the student needs to regain composure or him or 
herself.  

 
 
 Deal specifically with the behavior only.  Do not get into 

the morality of the behavior, past behaviors, past 
incidents, or the personality behind the misconduct. 

 
 
 If your reaction starts to create a “win-lose” situation, back 

off and regain your composure. 
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 At all times, stay responsible to your own words and 

actions.  If you act or speak in a harmful way, apologize.   
 

 
 Look for many ways to offer many choices and positive 

outcomes for cooperation.  
 
 

 Build in incentives and motivators into your lesson. 
 

 
 Withdraw the privilege or positive consequence as soon 

as misconduct occurs.  Keep your body language and 
tone of voice as neutral as possible if and when this 
occurs. 

 
 
 Whenever possible, invite the student to reclaim his or her 

privilege or possession as soon as the misbehavior ceases. 
 

 
 If correcting the behavior does not immediately give the 

student back their privilege or possession tell them when 
they will. 

 
 
 Provide support, feedback, guidelines, and limits to help 

the student.  Leave the responsibility for the student’s 
behavior with the student. 
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Core Beliefs for Effective Discipline 
 

 Dealing with student behavior is part of 
the job. 

 
 Always treat students with dignity. 
 
 Discipline works best when integrated 

with effective teaching practices. 
 
 Adults see it as their professional 

responsibility to make positive, consistent 
connections with their students. 

 
 Acting out is sometimes an act of sanity.   

A wise teacher will look at the outburst 
and see if they were a part of the 
outburst.  Sometimes outbursts are 
indicative of a need of change in 
teaching style. 

 
 Fair is not always equal. 
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The Three Dimensions of Discipline Overview 
 

Prevention Dimension 
 
What can be done to prevent discipline problems? 
1. Know and express yourself clearly. 
2. Know your students. 
3. Make your classroom a motivating place. 
4. Teach responsibility and caring. 
5. Establish effective rules and consequences. 
6. Keep yourself current. 
7. Deal with stressful conflict. 

 
 Action Dimension 

What to do when discipline problems occur: 
1. Stop the misbehavior quickly. 
2. Get back to teaching. 
3. Keep students in class. 
4. Implement consequences. 
5. Collect data. 

 
Resolution Dimension 
 

1. Find what is needed to prevent another problem fro 
occurring. 

2. Develop mutually agreed upon plan. 
3. Implement plan. 
4. Monitor plan/revise if necessary. 
5. Use creative/unconventional methods when necessary. 
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Steps to Effective Student Discipline 

Effective teachers discipline with encouragement and kind 
words much more often than rebukes or reprimands. The goal is 
to help students feel good about themselves and their 
behavior in the classroom.  

Inevitably, though, misbehavior happens. When it does, keep 
the collected wisdom of experienced teachers in mind: 

• Take a deep breath and try to remain calm. It’s natural to 
be overcome with frustration, resentment, and anger. But 
when you are, you become less rational, and your 
agitation becomes contagious. 

• Try to set a positive tone and model an appropriate 
response, even if it means you must take a few moments 
to compose yourself. Acknowledge that you need time to 
think, time to respond. “This is upsetting me, too, but I 
need a few minutes to think before we talk about it.” 

• Make sure students understand that it’s their misbehavior 
you dislike, not them. “I like you, Jason. Right now, your 
behavior is unacceptable.” 

• Give the misbehaving student a chance to respond 
positively by explaining not only what he or she is doing 
wrong, but also what he or she can do to correct it. 

• Never resort to blame or ridicule. 

• Avoid win-lose conflicts. Emphasize problem-solving 
instead of punishment. 

• Insist that students accept responsibility for their behavior. 

• Try to remain courteous in the face of hostility or anger. 
Showing students that you care about them and their 
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problems will help you earn their respect and establish 
rapport. 

• Treat all students respectfully and politely. Be consistent in 
what you let them say and do. Be careful not to favor 
certain students. 

• Be an attentive listener. Encourage students to talk out 
feelings and concerns and help them clarify their 
comments by restating them.  

• Model the behavior you expect from your students. Are 
you as considerate of your students’ feelings as you want 
them to be of others? Are you as organized and on-task 
as you tell them to be?  

• Specifically describe misbehavior and help students 
understand the consequences of misbehavior. 

• Be aware of cultural differences. For example, a student 
who stares at the floor while you speak to him or her 
would be viewed as defiant in some cultures and 
respectful in others. 

• Discourage cliques and other antisocial behavior. Offer 
cooperative activities to encourage group identity. 

• Teach students personal and social skills, such as 
communicating, listening, helping, and sharing, for 
example. 

• Teach students academic survival skills, such as paying 
attention, following directions, asking for help when they 
really need it, and volunteering to answer. 

• Avoid labeling students as “good” or “bad.” Instead 
describe their behavior as “positive,” “acceptable,” 
“disruptive,” or “unacceptable.” 
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• Focus on recognizing and rewarding acceptable 
behavior more than punishing the misbehavior. 

• Ignore or minimize minor problems instead of disrupting 
the class. A glance, a directed question, or your proximity 
may be enough to stop misbehavior. 

• Where reprimands are necessary, state them quickly and 
without disrupting the class. 

• When it’s necessary to speak to a student about his or her 
behavior, try to speak in private; this is especially true of 
adolescents who must “perform” for their peers. Public 
reprimands or lectures often trigger exaggerated, face-
saving performances. 
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 Ideas for Taking Action Effectively 
o How we implement a consequence is often more 

important in determining its effectiveness than the 
consequence.  How we communicate non-verbally is 
even more powerful than our words.  By what we do 
NOT say, we communicate to our students that we feel 
good about who we are and what we do. 

o Simply state the rule and consequence respectfully, 
and offer the value that the rule is based on.  Be 
concise. Avoid long explanations, lecturing, scolding, 
retaliating, or any behavior that makes the student feel 
guilty about their behavior.   

o Use the power of proximity.  Be as physically close to 
the student as you are comfortable when giving a 
consequence.  You need to be calm, or this is not 
effective.  Do not overwhelm the student with lack of 
physical space.  An idea is to even keep your hands in 
your pocket or by your sides so that it is a non-
threatening experience. 

o Make direct eye contact when you deliver the 
consequence.  Deliver the consequence, and then 
move on, and go back to the lesson. 

o Use a soft, yet firm, voice.  Make sure that your 
comments are clear and slowly paced to make a 
strong impact. 

o Do not embarrass the student in front of his peers. 
Public displays often puts the student in defensive 
mode, and thus incapable of hearing the message 
that is being delivered. 

o Be firm and anger free when delivering a 
consequence. 

o Do not accept excuses, but keep the door open to 
another solution. 
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Suggestions for Effective Classroom Management 
 

 Start off the semester with a clear and well thought 
out discipline plan. 

 
 Do not leave your classroom unattended. 

 
 Be reliable and consistent. 

 
 Respect every student. 

 
 Do not ignore poor behavior. 

 
 Do not favor one student over the other. 

 
 Use your voice to control behavior. 

 
 Organize your classroom to control behavior. 

 
 Show zero tolerance for put-downs in your 
classroom. 

 
 Do not try to speak over the students.  Do not try to 
drown them out.  Quiet them down before 
speaking. 

 
 Develop a routine for dealing with students. 

 
 Show zero tolerance for abusive behavior. 

 
 Keep behavior problems and potential behavior 
problems busy 100% of the time. 

 



 92 

 Do not place students in the hall, or out of your 
sight to do work. 

 
 Show zero tolerance for swearing or foul language 
in your class. 

 
 The sanction you mete out must equal the 
transgression. 

 
 If you have a sanction for a transgression and you 
administer it, you must administer the same 
sanction for the next offender. 

 
 All classroom rules must be: 
 Fair 
 Consistent 
 Respectful of rights and privileges 
 Understandable 
 Workable 
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Building Relationships 

 

Building relationships is the next key component to managing a 
classroom where difficult students can meet with success.  
Research shows that educators need to prevent problems from 
happening in the first place, and the way to do this is to build 
healthy, respectful relationships with all students in your class, 
including those students who make it very difficult to like.   

The more difficult aspect of building the relationships is to 
preserve them when intervention is necessary.  Trust must be 
built with all of our students, especially those for whom life has 
been difficult, and for those students who have been let down 
numerous times by adults and others in their lives.   

According to Allan Mendler, we must at times “make deposits 
into a reservoir of goodwill from which we can make 
withdrawals when necessary.”  If our difficult students know us 
and trust us, then they can become more agreeable in the 
classroom especially when there is no direct connection to their 
life from what is being taught in the classroom.  If difficult 
students trust us, they are more readily accepting of the lesson 
that really does not meet their needs directly. 

One of the easiest ways to get to know students is to greet 
them at the door when they arrive.  Saying “hello” with eye 
contact lets students know that you care about them, and 
want them to be part of your class.  Initiate conversation with 
students as they arrive casually. If you can, remember their 
birthdays. 

On the first day of class, a suggestion to help build community is 
to create an “I am good at board”.  Before the class begins, try 
to be in contact with the students so they can bring in a picture 
of themselves.  If not possible, be prepared to have a digital 
camera and take pictures of students that first class.  This is a 
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great opportunity to start to get to know students and their 
interests.  To do the “I am good at board”, take two note cards.  
On note card “A”, the student puts their name on it, and writes 
down one good thing that they are good at OUTSIDE of school.  
On note card “B”, the student puts their name on it and writes 
down one thing they are good at INSIDE of school.  Put the two 
notes cards between the photos and put on the board.  This 
can be used as a reminder to students that they are good at 
something, and it can also be used to make acquaintances 
based on similarities, and also to find someone with whom they 
can seek out for help when the need arises.  Your photo and 
“A” and “B” card must be hung up too.   

Difficult students need to know that they are more important to 
us as people than what they may do.  We all have at times let 
others down by our behavior, and people have forgiven and 
forgotten our transgressions, so we must be able to do for our 
difficult students.  Allow students to have a “clean slate”. Forget 
what happened in past classes, and only focus on the present.  
Tell students that they will always have a clean slate with you, 
but that you must also be allowed the same, and that they do 
not hold things against you.  Again, this is a two-way street.  
Please allow for a clean slate to occur whenever the need may 
arise.  For some students, a clean slate is needed every ½ hour! 

As an educator, we must commit to making it extremely 
difficult for our difficult students to allow them to make poor 
choices or feel that they are not cared for.  We must commit to 
making students know that they are wanted within our 
classroom.  We must commit to making it as difficult as possible 
for students to reject their education.   

Allan Mendler and Richard Curwin have developed a strategy 
called the “2 minute intervention”.  This intervention calls upon 
the teacher to invest 2 uninterrupted, undivided minutes a day 
for 10 consecutive days with the sole purpose of relationship 
building.  During these 2 minutes, you are to initiate contact 
with the student and have it be uninterrupted for 2 minutes.  
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You do not make the 2 minutes negative for the student.  This is 
a time to get to know the student in an appropriate way, which 
allows the student to see that you are taking the time to find 
out a little about the student in a non-threatening way.  The first 
few interactions may be difficult, but if it is done consistently, 
many times it does break down the barriers between the 
student and teacher.   

In Adult Ed, this intervention would have to be modified since 
teachers do not see their students 10 consecutive days, but 
teachers in Adult Ed are creative, so it is an intervention that just 
might work for you.  Just be sure that when you try this 
intervention that you will have uninterrupted time.  That is the 
key to this intervention.  The student sees that you are focusing 
entirely on them, and that you have taken the time to make 
this happen. 

One necessary component to building relationships within the 
classroom is for our students to be able to give feedback about 
the classroom, and that we are willing to make 
accommodations based on this feedback.  What do you think 
about adding a suggestions box to your classroom?  By being 
anonymous, students are able to place suggestions about the 
classroom, the lessons, and homework policies and so on, and 
then you read them and act on them if appropriate.  How 
empowering is that?  Students need to see that you value their 
thoughts, ideas and perceptions and that you are open to their 
ideas since their ideas may bring them the needed success 
that they desire, and have asked for. 

Some sample questions that could be used for your suggestion 
box are: 

 What can I do to be a better teacher for you? 
 How can I help you to be successful? 
 Two things I say or do that you think I should continue 

doing are: 
 What are the two best things that I do as a teacher? 
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 Two things I say or do that you wish I would do less of are: 
 If you were able to change any two things about me as a 

teacher, what would they be? 

 If you chose to do the suggestion box and made it that 
students had to sign their name, you could send the student a 
thank you note for thinking of such a great idea.  Even if it is an 
idea that you cannot implement, it is still a nice way to let the 
student know that you read their suggestion and that you are 
willing to consider it, but at the current time, cannot implement 
it.  The students will know that you care enough to listen to 
them. 

If you allow students to offer you feedback, then they need to 
accept feedback about their performance and behavior as 
well.  This is a two way street in which they tell you what needs 
to be improved, but you also get to tell them what you think 
needs to be improved.  If feedback is given to students and it is 
genuine, it typically is accepted.  Student strengths need to be 
affirmed, rather than focusing on the negative.  Do not give 
them feedback that is negative; the goal is to increase the 
positive so that more of the positive is done on a daily basis.  
Here are some suggestions that can be used to help you get 
started thinking of difficult students in a positive way: 

I like it when ______________________________________. 

Some days it takes a lot of effort just to show up.  Thanks for 
pushing yourself to be here. 

It helps when you _________________________________. 

Even though this is not your favorite class, you found a way to 
_________________________________________________________. 

In building relationships, we cannot command anyone to do 
anything.  We can make suggestions, we can ask for help, we 
can elicit support, but we cannot make anyone do anything. 
We might think we have the power to do so, but we don’t.  
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When someone does something for us, it is because they chose 
to do so.  In thinking this way, we must eliminate from our 
vocabulary the phrases, “I need you to”, and “You need to”.   
Replace those two phrases with, “Thank you for”, “I would 
appreciate it if”, “Would you mind doing,” “It would be nice to 
see,” or “I trust you will.”  The goal is to talk to our students the 
way we talk to all the other people in our lives.  We have to 
remember that our students are people too and not people 
that we can control. 

At times, no matter how hard we try, we are going to get 
“caught up” in the difficult behavior of our students.  When his 
happens, go on a “positivity campaign”!  Think of your difficult 
students and their behavior in a positive light.  Don’t look at 
your student who is defiant, but look at him as opinionated or 
determined.  Don’t look at your student as always disrupting, 
but as one who is lively and engaged.  Try this for one week 
and see if your attitude has changed towards this student.  
Framing the negative into a positive just might do the trick.  
Once we can get past the “difficult” behavior, good things 
may happen.   

In the same vein as the positivity campaign, try the idea of 
“reframing”. When you reframe a situation, you take what 
happened and you reframe it.  If you can take the situation 
and provide a new interpretation of the situation and then 
respond to that, you have just done reframing.   

When a teacher reframes the situation, it can be a powerful 
way for the teacher to regain a sense of personal control of the 
situation and it helps us to think of new ways to work with the 
difficult student.   

When we stay personally connected with the difficult student, 
but not take their words or actions personally, we are better 
able to continue to work with this difficult student.   
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Research shows that how we choose to perceive the situation 
can greatly change the way in which we deal with the 
situation, and how we are going to react.   

Never reframe the situation with sarcasm.  Reframing requires 
that the teacher see the student as more important than the 
behavior being exhibited.        

As educators, we are so caught up with what needs to be 
taught, lesson plans, grades, student achievement and so on, 
that many times humor loses its place in the classroom.  Please 
find the humor in your class!  Find the humor within one or more 
of your students and use their humor to lighten the mood of the 
class.  We are not all a headline comedy act, but just being 
able to laugh at one’s self, or within the context of the class 
can make magic happen.   

Here is a check list that you can use with your students to bring 
humor to the classroom, especially when there is a large 
assignment due. 

Please check one or more of the following: 

____________I am certain that I will turn in my work on time. 

 

____________Unless I am distracted by winning the lottery or 
something big, my work will be here on time. 

 

____________I plan to turn my work in unless my arms fall off 
overnight. 

 

___________I plan to blow off my work and use my brain cells to 
make up a good excuse about why it didn’t get done. 
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____________There isn’t a chance that my work will get done, 
but I will make no excuses and will completely accept the 
consequences of my actions. 

Pretty powerful, yet funny, don’t you think?  This certainly lets 
the students know that you have a funny bone, but it gets the 
point across at how important it is to do this assignment; 
therefore, not passing it in is not a solution for them, and you 
were not the “grumpy old ogre” giving them countless 
reminders to do your work. 

Within the remainder of caring and acceptance, you will find 
some additional teaching suggestions, strategies and 
techniques that you can use to build relationships in your 
classroom. 
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Are You Causing or Contributing to Discipline Problems?  A 
Rating Scale 

Below you will find characteristics that are often found in a well 
managed classroom that has few behavior problems.  Rate 
yourself on the following statements using a scale of 1-5, with 1 
means almost never and 5 means virtually always. 

 

1.  The teacher does a great job moving and mingling with 
students at the beginning of class. 

2.  The teacher has an enthusiastic, engaging and strong voice. 

3.  The teacher is not easily sidetracked by one student’s 
irrelevant questions. 

4.  The teacher is interested in her students and teaches 
content by using student interests. 

5.  The teacher greets and shows a personal interest in her 
students. 

6.  Concepts are clearly taught and clarified, and the teacher 
is patient when students do not understand something. 

7.  Questions and learning objectives are easily understood and 
prominently displayed. 

8.  The teacher is not tied to any one style of teaching and 
often adjusts to accommodate students at different levels or 
abilities. 

9.  When a student asks a question, the teacher encourages 
student involvement in answering. 
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10.  When the teacher asks a question, he gives time for 
students to think about the answer before calling on someone. 

11.  The teacher almost never leaves any down time in his class. 

12.  The teacher uses current events to help promote her lesson. 

13.  The teacher cares more about her students than the 
subject matter. 

14.  It is obvious that the teacher is passionate about his 
content and works hard to invent creative lessons. 

15.  The teacher gives students numerous opportunities to be 
successful in her class. 

16.  The teacher makes requests and answers questions in a 
respectful, dignified way. 

Add any other comments that you see fit. 

_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
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Supportiveness 
 

The ability to respond to a student’s problems 
or feelings with acceptance, support and 

validation. 
 

The ability to listen. 
 

The willingness to provide outlets for a student’s 
feeling that allow the student to externalize the 

feelings, meaning to get them out, without 
hurting himself or herself, or others. 

 
The ability to help the student seek solutions to 

problems without enabling, fixing, dismissing, or 
judging the child’s problems or feelings. 

 
The ability to resist adopting a student’s feelings 

or take responsibility for the solutions to his 
problems, either directly solving the problems 

or giving advice or solutions. 
 

Never use “shoulds” with your students. 
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Integrity 
 
 The ability to maintain congruence 

between personal values and behavior. 
 
 The ability to hear and respond according 

to inner guidance and personal values. 
 

 The ability to act within personal value 
system despite potential or actual criticism 
from others. 

 
 The willingness to make decisions based 

on what is best for a particular student or 
group of students, rather than simply and 
automatically following a tradition. 

 
 The ability to withstand judgment, criticisms 

and ridicule if necessary, without 
becoming defensive, apologetic, or 
reactive. 

 
 The wiliness to maintain documentation to 

support decisions as necessary. 
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Communication 
 
 The ability to take responsibility for feelings, 

without attempting to make others 
responsible and the wiliness to model this 
skill for students. 

 
 The ability to express feelings in non-hurtful 

ways. 
 

 
 The ability to depersonalize and resolve 

conflict. 
 
 

 The ability to communicate and work with 
the student in trying to solve the difficulty 
within the classroom setting. 

 
 

 The ability to take responsibility for working 
with the student and in developing ways to 
resolve the classroom issues without 
blaming or expecting that others deal with 
the behaviors. 
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Key Social Skills 

Many of our difficult students have not learned social skills, or 
choose not to use them.  It is our job to “teach” our students to 
use social skills, since social skills can open doors that were 
locked.  Our difficult students must learn how to: 

 Greet others.  Teach your students how to say, 
“Hi”, “Nice to see you”, “What’s up?”  We need to 
model this social skill so that students can start to 
develop relationships. 

 To use eye contact.   
 To make a request.  Learn to use, “please”, “I 
would appreciate”.  Say “thank you”. 

 To get someone’s attention.  Learn to use, 
“excuse me”, or “may I speak?” 

 To follow instructions.   
 To accept criticism.  Teach them to say, “Thanks 
for the feedback.” 

 To resist peer pressure.  Teach them how to say, 
“Thanks for the offer, and I would really like to, but 
I just can’t right now.”  “Not now, since I have 
really bad luck, and I am bound to get caught.”  
“Unfortunately I can’t right now, but maybe some 
other time.” 
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Expressing Enthusiasm 

Expressing enthusiasm is the last component to building a 
classroom that difficult students can find success in.  Leo Stein, 
a philosopher and educator made this analogy:  “The perfect 
method of learning is analogous to infection.  It enters and 
spreads”.   

Research has clearly shown that expectations for success by 
others often influence the degree to which the individual shows 
success.  In other words, if we expect success, we often get it.   

If we as educators are enthusiastic and optimistic about 
success, then who wouldn’t want to try to meet those 
expectations of success?  The way in which we teach strongly 
influences the success of our students. 

The easiest way to get students to see that you care is to show 
them how much you care about the material that you are 
teaching and the creative way that you are teaching the 
material.  When students see how enthusiastic you are about 
the material, and the effort that you put into the lessons, they 
are more than likely to see your commitment to learning and it 
will make them more likely to want to join in your excitement.   

When you lose the love of teaching, then you need to find it 
again.  Educators who are just going through the motions or 
have lost their “joie de vivre”, or joy of life, need to be re-
energized to regain their focus of their own passion for 
teaching.  When our attitudes are lighthearted, we are better 
able to process and deal wit the realities of the classroom.  

Another way to inspire students is to let them know that you 
love being their teacher.  You can spread this attitude at every 
class meeting.  You need to let your students know that you 
care about them and that they are important to you.  You must 
get in the habit of seeing your students as individuals and as 



 107 

capable individuals, despite the head aches they may cause 
within the class.   

Within expressing enthusiasm, there are many more suggestions 
that you can use with all students, not just difficult students, to 
keep them coming to class and keep them motivated to do 
the right thing.  Some key phrases that you can use with all 
students who need a little “boost” are: 

I was so impressed today when _______________________. 

This is really challenging stuff we did today, and I especially 
appreciate that you ________________________________. 

I feel like such a lucky teacher to have a class that 
________________________________________________. 

Wow, the progress that I say today when (name a few 
students) did _________________________________is really great. 

Using these affirmations is not easy to do when you are dealing 
with difficult students, but it is reshaping the way you see your 
class.  When life hands you lemons, you have to make 
lemonade! 

No one person is able to keep a sustained effort at being easy 
going, yet firm, light hearted, yet serious, business like, yet 
likable.  So, to help with this, research suggests using a high 
interest activity that will “hook” students to the lesson.  As 
students are coming into the class, be ready with a tidbit of 
information that will get them focused and ready to learn.   

Once they are all ready, get to the mundane and necessary 
components of class while their energy is high, and then finish 
with a finale that will make them want to come to class again.   

Sociologists point out that over a long period of time, it is the 
last event that we hold onto and store into memory.  If we want 
all students to be engaged, why not end with a “bang”?  Don’t 
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entertainers operate on this very idea; isn’t that the reason for 
encores?  Make your students want to come to class the next 
time to see the encore! 

Implementing all of these ideas and strategies will not work until 
you and your class has the discussion of the issue of “fair versus 
equal”.   

The definition of “fair” is that every individual will get what they 
need in order to be successful.   

The definition of “equal” is that everyone gets exactly the same 
thing.   

On the first day of class, these two words need to be defined so 
that students will understand how and why you do what you 
do.  Everyone in the class will be treated fairly, but no one will 
be treated equally.  This is a hard concept for students to 
understand, since classrooms usually run on the idea that 
everything will be equal, but for it to be fair, it cannot be equal.   

You need to stress to your students that you will NOT treat them 
equally, but that you WILL treat them fairly.  The old adage, 
“what’s good for the goose is good for the gander”, does NOT 
work in this type of classroom.  What works for you, may not 
work for me, so a different view point needs to be looked at.  
Fairness rules the classroom, not equality. 

After this discussion, students should readily accept what is 
happening in the classroom.  If not, think about answering 
student questions, with questions of your own.  If a student blurts 
out, “that is not fair!”, ask a question of your own.  “Really, how 
can I make it better for you?”  This completely ends the need 
for debate, and it puts the responsibility to solve the problem 
right on the student’s shoulders, which is where the responsibility 
has to be for the difficult student to grow as a person.  

Knowing the difference between rules and values is critical for 
the success of any class.  Students break rules because they 
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want to assert the little power that they have.  By breaking 
rules, the students are in control.  You can counter this situation 
by asking students to make up rules or propose possible 
consequences for rule breakage.  Keep in mind though, that 
students tend to be punitive in nature, rather than instructional, 
so be the last stand on authority in the class, not the students.  
The goal is for students to feel that they have a say in what 
happens in the class.  

As the educator, you must be ready to identify and explain the 
values that are necessary for school success.  You must be 
explicit in explaining to students what exactly rules and values 
are.     

Rules should always be specific and definite.  Rules tell students 
what to do.   

Values are broad and general.  Values explain why students 
are doing what they are doing.   

Take the time to allow students to work with these concepts.  
Rules are concrete, whereas values are judgmental.   

Getting students to think in this new way is difficult.  An example 
that can be used with your class to help them understand the 
difference between rules and values is:  driving a car safely on 
the highway.  The value of safety is important.  The speed limit is 
maximum 65 mph.  That is the rule.  The value tells us why it is 
important to follow the rule.  If we do not follow the rule of 65 
mph, someone, including us, may get hurt.   

By using the value and rule concept, it is very quickly 
determined if your rule has merit.  If a student asks you, “why do 
I have to follow this stupid rule?”, you can clearly see if it should 
be followed or not if the rule holds up to a value.  If your answer 
to your students is, “Because I said so”, or “I’m the teacher 
here”, these are not values, so therefore, the rule needs to be 
amended or discarded. 
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Expressing enthusiasm is the hallmark of a good educator.  To 
continue being enthusiastic about teaching and being a life 
long learner ourselves, here are more teaching suggestions, 
strategies and techniques to help you work with your difficult 
students and better manage your classroom. 
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Background:  Your School Experience 

Your own educational experiences play an important role in 
some of the teaching choices you use.  To explore this 
connection between your past schooling experiences and how 
you conduct your classroom, complete the following 
statements. 

 

My school experience was: 

 

 

 

Most of my teachers were: 

 

 

 

The thing I remember liking best about school was: 

 

 

 

The one thing I would have changed about my school 
experiences was: 
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The kind of discipline that I was most responsive to was: 

 

 

 

The kind of discipline I felt was most damaging to me and my 
self-concept was: 

 

 

 

What created a sense of emotional safety for me in school was: 

 

 

 

My sense of security and emotional safety in school was 
threatened or compromised by: 

 

 

 

The one thing I would now like to say to my teachers is: 
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The part of my school experience that I would most like to 
share and pass on to my own students is: 

 

 

 

The part of what I learned from my school experiences I would 
most like to change for my own students is: 

 

 

 

What do you want to do for or with your students that your 
teachers did for or with you? 

 

 

 

What patterns do you want to change in you classroom and 
how do you see this change? 
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Attention:  Getting It, Focusing It, Keeping It 
 
 Make eye contact. 
 Model excitement and enthusiasm about the upcoming 

lesson. 
 Ask the class an interesting, speculative question to 

generate discussion and interest in the upcoming lesson. 
 Use visuals. 
 Use color. 
 Use pictures, diagrams, manipulatives and high-interest 

materials. 
 Use a flashlight to get students to focus in their attention. 
 Incorporate demonstrations and hands-on presentations 

as often as possible.  
 Explain purpose and relevance whenever possible to 

“hook” students. 
 Maintain your own visibility. 
 Project your voice and make sure that all can hear you. 
 Keep the lesson clear. 
 Present at a brisk pace. 
 Reduce lag time by being prepared. 
 Structure the lesson so that it can be done in pairs or small 

groups. 
 Call on students with equity. 
 Allow at least 5 seconds of wait time. 
 Make special arrangements to call on students so that 

they are prepared to answer and participate. 
 Have students actively participate in the lesson to keep 

them focused and involved. 
 Allow for choice.  
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4 Characteristics of Motivating Lessons 
 

Get students to recognize and use familiar stimuli. 
 When teaching something new, use TV, movies, ads, and 
songs to help make connections to the new learning.  You can 
further the exploration and understanding of the material by 
having the student create their own songs, TV ideas, movie 
ideas and ads. 
 
 
Ask compelling questions. 

Great questions drive great lessons. 
 
 
Encourage guessing. 
 Once students have made their guesses, they want to 
know if they are correct.  Learning happens when students 
make guesses and then verify their answers.  Let them self-
check their answers for correctness. 
 
 
Use challenge. 
 Challenge is a universal motivator, when context and 
level are taken into consideration. 
 Context is defined as, “the student cares about the 
subject”. 
 Level is defined as, “the degree of difficulty.” 
 In using challenge, the level must be “just right” to 
engage learners. 
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3 Ways to Change Attitudes Towards Learning 
 
What you teach makes students better at something 
they care about. 
 Most people want to get better at what they love.  
Most people don’t mind investing time in what they 
love to do.  Take time at the beginning of the class to 
find out what students love, and incorporate that into 
the class.  The more ways a student feels connected, 
the more they want to be there. 
 
 
Make success possible throughout the instructional 
sequences. 
 Do not let any student fail.  Try to make it 
impossible for a student to fail in your class if they truly 
make an effort. 
 
 
Demonstrate a love and passion for what you teach. 
 Teach with passion and energy.  Let your students 
see how much you love the material.  Teach one new 
thing every class that excites you, even if it is not 
directly tied to the curriculum. 
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Conclusion 
 
This poem can be found in Discipline with Dignity, 3rd edition, 
by Richard Curwin, Allen Mendler and Brian Mendler. 
 

The Bottom Line 
 

Face it. 
Nobody owes you a living. 

What you achieve or fail to achieve in your lifetime  
Is directly related to what you do  

Or fail to do. 
No one chooses his parents or childhood 
But you can choose your own direction. 

Everyone has problems and obstacles to overcome 
But that too is relative to each individual. 

 
Nothing is carved in stone. 

You can change anything in your life 
If you want to badly enough. 

Excuses are for losers. 
Those who take responsibility for their actions 

Are the real winners in life. 
Winners meet life’s challenges head on 

Knowing there are no guarantees  
And give it all they’ve got. 

It’s never too late or too early to begin. 
Time plays no favorites 

And will pass whether you act or not. 
 

Take control of your life. 
Dare to dream and take risks. 

If you aren’t willing to work for your goals, 
Don’t expect others to. 

 
Believe in yourself! 

~Anonymous 
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I thank you for taking the time to read this mini-grant to 
completion.  If you have learned anything from this mini-
grant, I hope it is teach from your heart with compassion and 
understanding.  I hope that you have taken away from all of 
this material that difficult students do not choose to act in 
the ways that they do to hurt us, but to protect themselves 
from yet more failure.   
 
I know that it is easier said than done when difficult students 
are doing everything in their power to alienate us and push 
us away; however, that is the time that we need to reach 
even deeper in our heart’s to be the best educator we can 
be in their life. 
 
I would just like to share with you this story that I read one 
time somewhere, and can’t put my finger on the source.  I 
believe that this message is the heart of what an educator 
should be despite the difficult students we may have sitting 
in front of us.  Difficult students are difficult for a reason, and 
if we can find out why and work with them, we both 
become stronger for it. 
 
Here is the story that touched me… 
 
He was in the first third grade class I taught at Saint Mary’s 
School in Morris, Minn. All 34 of my students were dear to me, 
but Mark Eklund was one in a million.   Very neat in 
appearance, but had that happy-to-be-alive attitude that 
made even his occasional mischievousness delightful.    
 
Mark talked incessantly. I had to remind him again and 
again that  talking without permission was not acceptable. 
What impressed me so much, though, was his sincere 
response every time I had to correct him  for misbehaving - 
“Thank you for correcting me, Sister!” I didn’t know what to 
make of it at first, but before long I became accustomed to 
hearing it many times a day.    



 119 

 
One morning my patience was growing thin when Mark 
talked once too often, and then I made a novice teacher’s 
mistake. I looked at Mark and said, if you say one more 
word, I am going to tape your mouth shut!”   It wasn’t ten 
seconds later when Chuck blurted out, “Mark is talking 
again.”  I hadn’t asked any of the students to help me 
watch Mark, but since I had stated the punishment in front of 
the class, I had to act on it.  I remember the scene as if it had 
occurred this morning. I walked to my desk, very deliberately 
opened my drawer and took out a roll of masking tape. 
Without saying a word, I proceeded to Mark’s desk, tore 
off two pieces of tape and made a big X with them over his 
mouth. I then returned to the front of the room.   As I 
glanced at Mark to see how he was doing, he winked at 
me.  That did it! I started laughing. The class cheered as I 
walked back to Mark’s desk, removed the tape, and 
shrugged my shoulders. His first words were, “Thank you for 
correcting me, Sister.”    
 
At the end of the year, I was asked to teach junior-high 
math. The years flew by, and before I knew it Mark was in my 
classroom again. He was more handsome than ever and just 
as polite. Since he had to listen carefully to my instruction in 
the “new math,” he did not talk as much in ninth grade as 
he had in third.   One Friday, things just didn’t feel right. We 
had worked hard on a new concept all week, and I sensed 
that the students were frowning, frustrated with themselves 
and edgy with one another. I had to stop this crankiness 
before it got out of hand. So I asked them to list the names of 
the other students in the room on two sheets of paper, 
leaving a space between each name. Then I told them to 
think of the nicest thing they could say about each of their 
classmates and write it down. It took the remainder of the 
class period to finish their assignment, and as the students left 
the room, each one handed me the papers. Charlie smiled.  
Mark said, “Thank you for teaching me, Sister. Have a good 



 120 

weekend.”   That Saturday, I wrote down the name of each 
student on a separate sheet of paper, and I listed what 
everyone else had said about that individual.    
 
On Monday I gave each student his or her list before long, 
entire class was smiling.   Really?” I heard whispered. “I never 
knew that meant anything to anyone!”  I didn’t know others 
liked me so much.”   No one ever mentioned those papers in 
class again. I never knew if they discussed them after class or 
with their parents, but it didn’t matter. The exercise had 
accomplished its purpose. The students were happy with 
themselves and one another again.    
 
That group of students moved on.   Several years later, after I 
returned from vacation, my parents met me at the airport. 
As we were driving home, Mother asked me the 
usual questions about the trip, the weather, and my 
experiences in general.   There was a lull in the conversation. 
Mother gave Dad a sideways glance and simply says, 
“Dad?” My father cleared his throat as he usually did before 
something important. “The Eklunds called last night,”  he 
began “Really?” I said. “I haven’t heard from them in years. 
I wonder how Mark is.”   Dad responded quietly. “Mark was 
killed in Vietnam,” he said. “The funeral is tomorrow, and his 
parents would like it if you could attend.”  To this day I can 
still point to the exact spot on I-494 where Dad told me 
about Mark.  
 
I had never seen a serviceman in a military coffin before.  
Mark looked so handsome, so mature. All I could think at 
that moment was, “Mark, I would give all the masking tape 
in the world if only you would talk to me.”   The church was 
packed with Mark’s friends. Chuck’s sister sang “The Battle 
Hymn of the Republic.” Why did it have to rain on the day of 
the funeral? It was difficult enough at the graveside. The 
pastor said the usual prayers, and the bugler played taps.   
One by one those who loved Mark took a last walk by the 
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coffin and sprinkled it with holy water. I was the last one to 
bless the coffin. As I stood there, one of the soldiers who 
acted as pallbearer came up to me. Were you Mark’s math 
teacher?” he asked. I nodded as I continued to stare at the 
coffin. “Mark talked about you a lot,” he said.    
 
After the funeral, most of Mark’s former classmates headed 
to Chuck’s farmhouse for lunch. Mark’s mother and father 
were there, obviously waiting for me. “We want to show you 
something, his father said, taking a wallet out of his pocket. 
“They found this on Mark when he was killed. We thought 
you might recognize it.” Opening the billfold, he 
carefully removed two worn pieces of notebook paper that 
had obviously been taped, folded and refolded many times. 
I knew without looking that the papers were the 
ones on which I had listed all the good things each of Mark’s 
classmates had said about him.   “Thank you so much for 
doing that,” Mark’s mother said. “As you can see, Mark 
treasured it.” Mark’s classmates started to gather around us.  
Charlie smiled rather sheepishly and said, “I still have my list. I 
keep it in the top drawer of my desk at home.” Chuck’s wife 
said, “Chuck asked me to put his in our wedding album.” I 
have mine too,” Marilyn said.  “It’s in my diary.” Then Vicki, 
another classmate, reached into her pocketbook, took out 
her wallet and showed her worn and frazzled list to the 
group. I carry this with me at all times,” Vicki said 
without batting an eyelash. “I think we all saved our lists.” 
That’s when I finally sat down and cried. I cried for Mark and 
for all his friends who would never see him again.    
 
http://www.truthorfiction.com/rumors/m/markeklund.htm 

Please finish this journey with this: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iv49FLJ6mxo&feature=re
lated 

Thank you for all the work you do with difficult students, and all 
students who enter your classroom.  Know that you make a 
difference in the lives of your students, whether you know it or 
not.
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https://www.facultyfocus.com/account/downloads/?grant_tok
en=77 
 
 
Discipline by Design 
http://www.honorlevel.com/x47.xml 
 
 
The Teacher’s Guide 
http://www.theteachersguide.com/ClassManagement.htm 
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Teacher Learning Center 
www.tlc-sems.com 



 124 

Video Links to Encourage Students and Inspire  
 
The Power of One 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LIttSYvAn5A&feature=related 
 
Succeed With a Positive Attitude 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yvtUByxnrGU 
 
Walk the Talk 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t4AJFyK63Hg&feature=related 
 
Impossible is Nothing 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GPSi2XYgVKU&feature=endscreen&N
R=1 
If you love sports, this is the one to watch! 
 
The Nature of Success 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IU4cfiJdYwA 
 
Finish Strong, Never Give Up 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2D9QTloDN9U 
 
Stress is a Choice 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CT5AaSBSpNQ 
 
The Power of Attitude 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wkffx_NbzEg&feature=related 
 
The Butterfly Effect 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-PggnK1FC3o&feature=relmfu 
 
 
Learning to Dance in the Rain 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X89rZkKBnPU&feature=relmfu 
 
Laughter is an Instant Vacation 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vqrx7jN_om8&feature=related 
 
Don’t Quit Poem 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VkCFeNeqyHk 
 
 
 



 125 

The Strangest Secret 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BxtrSuRBHtI 
 
 
Two Wolves Story 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MXGUBqxKLpQ&feature=related 
 
 
The Power of Teamwork 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mR0_SK1K8xY&feature=related 
 
 
The Meaning of Team 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o9mdHMtxOjY&feature=related 
 
 
People Come into Your Life for a Reason 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bLltt5cPDOc&feature=related 
 
 
Seven Wonders of the World 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cgB5QsZIiJc 
 
 
The Dash 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zsY6UrFIsNs 
 
 
Don’t Give Up 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kZlXWp6vFdE&feature=related 
 
 
What Do Students Expect From Teachers? 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UbgPl1ryrwg&feature=related 
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Positive Quotes 

 
I can't change the direction of the wind, but I can adjust my 
sails to always reach my destination.   
~Jimmy Dean 
 
I have taken over 9,000 shots in my career.  I have lost almost 
300 games. On 26 occasions I have been trusted to take the 
game winning shot…and missed.  And I have failed over and 
over and over again in my life, and that is why…I succeeded. 
~Michael Jordan 
 
No matter how good you get you can always get better and 
that is the exciting part! 
~Tiger Woods 
 
Our greatest glory is not in never falling but in rising every time 
we fall. 
~Confucius 
 
To climb steep hills requires a slow pace at first. 
~Shakespeare 
 

Gratitude is an appreciation of your life right now, versus where 
you want it to be.  ~Dr. Robert Emmons, The Psychology of 
Gratitude 
*Noted in his book: People who write down the things they are 
grateful for every day have stronger immune systems, more 
happiness, and less reaction to negative events. 

When everything seems to be going against you, remember 
that the airplane takes off against the wind, not with it.    ~Henry 
Ford 

Life is hard by the yard, but by the inch, it's a cinch. ~Gean 
Gordon 



 127 

Challenges are what make life interesting; overcoming them is 
what makes life meaningful.   ~Joshua J. Marine 

The pessimist sees difficulty in every opportunity. The optimist 
sees the opportunity in every difficulty.  ~Winston Churchill 

Every wall is a door.  ~Ralph Waldo Emerson 

When you change the way you look at things, the things you 
look at change.  ~Max Planck, Nobel Prize-winning physicist 

It is not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the most 
intelligent that survives. It is the one that is the most adaptable 
to change.  ~Charles Darwin 

What you leave behind is not what is engraved in stone 
monuments, but what is woven into the lives of others.  ~Pericles 

Right now at this very moment we have a mind, which is all the 
basic equipment we need to achieve complete happiness.  
~Howard Cutler 

Our attitudes control our lives. Attitudes are a secret power 
working twenty-four hours a day, for good or bad. It is of 
paramount importance that we know how to harness and 
control this great force.   ~Tom Blandi 

Our attitude toward life determines life’s attitude towards us.  
~Earl Nightingale 

You cannot tailor make the situations in life, but you can tailor 
make the attitudes to fit those situations before they arise.  ~Zig 
Ziglar 

You can’t get much done in life if you only work on the days 
when you feel good.  ~Jerry West 

Your aspirations are your possibilities.  ~Samuel Johnson 
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Your attitude is an expression of your values, beliefs and 
expectations.  ~Brian Tracy 

Your living is determined not so much by what life brings to you 
as by the attitude you bring to life; not so much by what 
happens to you as by the way your mind looks at what 
happens.  ~John Homer Miller 

Whenever you’re in conflict with someone, there is one factor 
that can make the difference between damaging your 
relationship and deepening it. That factor is attitude.  ~Timothy 
Bentley 

Where I was born and where and how I have lived is 
unimportant. It is what I have done with where I have been that 
should be of interest. ~Georgia O’Keeffe 

Whether you think you can or whether you think you can’t, 
you’re right.  ~Henry Ford 

Your own mind is a sacred enclosure into which nothing harmful 
can enter except by your permission.  ~Ralph Waldo Emerson 

The person who sends out positive thoughts activates the world 
around him positively and draws back to himself positive results.  
~Norman Vincent Peale 

The real voyage of discovery consists of not in seeking new 
landscapes but in having new eyes.  ~Marcel Proust 

The state of your life is nothing more than a reflection of your 
state of mind.  ~Dr. Wayne W. Dyer 

The time is always right to do what is right.  ~Martin Luther King, 
Jr. 

Sometimes we are limited more by attitude than by 
opportunities.  ~Anonymous 
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Take charge of your attitude. Don’t let someone else choose it 
for you.  ~Anonymous 

The greatest revolution of our generation is the discovery that 
human beings, by changing the inner attitudes of their minds, 
can change the outer aspects of their lives.  ~William James 

The last of the human freedoms is to choose one’s attitude in 
any given set of circumstances.  ~Victor E. Frankl 

Things don’t go wrong and break your heart so you can 
become bitter and give up. They happen to break you down 
and build you up so you can be all that you were intended to 
be.  ~Charles “Tremendous” Jones, Motivational Speaker and 
Author 

 

The stop sign reminds us to slow our pace, take a 
moment's rest, and look around. Therein lies a whole philosophy 
of life.  
~Philip Toshio Sudo 

Set Yourself Free 

 

The power of your thoughts can open any door and you can 
set yourself free. 
~Lucy MacDonald 
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 Experiment With Your Life 

Don't be too timid and squeamish about your 
actions. All life is an experiment.  

~Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 

Fail to dare or dare to fail 

Failures are made only by those who fail to 
dare, not by those who dare to fail. 
~Lester B. Pearson 

 

The Past 

The past can't be changed, only your attitude 
toward it can.  
~Gregg Levoy 
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The Door to Happiness 

The door to happiness opens outward.  
~From a Little Book of Happiness 

All Life is a Journey 

All of life is a journey; which paths we take, 
what we look back on, and what we look forward to is up to us. 
We determine our destination, what kind of road we will take to 
get there, and how happy we are when we get there. ~From A 
Little Book of Happiness 

 

The Essence of My Being 

If the essence of my being has caused a smile 
to have appeared upon your face or a touch of joy within your 
heart, then in living I have made my mark.  

~Thomas L. Odem Jr. 


