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The ability to manage student learning behavior is crucial to success as a teacher. It 
has a huge impact on their ability to “make a difference” and their overall satisfaction 
with teaching as a career. Lack of skills in managing student behavior creates a gap 

between the teacher one hopes to be, and the current reality. 
The size of this gap can create significant negative stress for 
teachers. 
 
Unfortunately, the vast majority of teachers have either no 
training or very little in managing student behavior. They go into 
the profession with beliefs about how students will behave or 
about what their role is that turn out to be quite different from 
reality.  
 

The reason for the increase of frequency and intensity of behavior problems is open to 
debate. Depending on who you talk to, it can be blamed on lots of different reasons. 
Whatever the reason(s) might be, teachers can become more skilled in managing the 
things that are within their sphere of control.  Developing these skills can narrow the gap 
between current reality and visions of the type of teacher one wants to become. 
 

Possible Impacts on Student Behaviour 
 

 parenting  
 family structure and values  
 social structure 
and values  
 psychological 
disturbances  
 song lyrics  
 popular culture  
 exposure to societal 
violence  
 failure of societal systems 
(i.e. legal, educational, 
social, political, economic) 
 poverty  
 romantic breakups  
 boredom  
 discrimination 
 big business  
 chemicals  
 radiation from cell phones  
 the depletion of the ozone 
layer  
 food additives 

 inequity  
 invasion of body space  
 coping mechanisms  
 drugs and alcohol  
 computers  
 diet  
 space aliens  
 Elvis  
 politicians/the political system 
 the devil  
 learning styles 
 -teaching styles  
 violence on TV  
 video games  
 the public school system 
 the high school system 
   
  

 medications  
 the weather  
 sun spots  
 phases of the moon  
 TV sitcoms or talk 
shows 
 peers  
 class sizes 
 educational leaders 
 personality clash 
 intrinsic motivation 
 extrinsic motivation 
 interest in subject 
 skills (i.e. reading, writing, math, 
listening) 
  

 
and any other of a thousand things...some more prominent or likely than others.  
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The Four Stages of Teaching  
(related to behavior management skills) 

Adapted from: McIntyre, T. (2004). A Primer on Behaviour Management. Retrieved December 1, 2004 
from  

http://maxweber.hunter.cuny.edu/pub/eres/EDSPC715_MCINTYRE/Primer.html  
 
Stage 1 – The Shiny New Teacher 
 
As the first day of our new career approaches, they’re nervous, but believe 
deep inside that they are going to have a great year. They've studied hard, 
earned degrees in their discipline and/or had plenty of real life experience. 
They believe they have the skills, and the personal approach necessary to 
be a great teacher, after all they’ve been in school for many years and know 
exactly what they liked and didn’t like as a student. 
 
They firmly believe in they’re ability to make a difference and to be different 
than the “bad” teachers they had. They enter the educational profession with 
every positive intention of creating a wonderful, nurturing, supportive, and productive 
learning environment.  
 
Stage 2 – The Shell Shocked Teacher 

 
After a few weeks, students start to “show their spots”. Teachers encounter all sorts of 
things that they didn’t expect. They are quite shocked by this since their 
subject area is so fascinating, they are trying to be nice to students, and 
they have so much interesting information to share with them. They find it 
very difficult to understand why students are not more interested and 
motivated, and why they display behaviours like the ones listed below.  
 not coming to class 
 showing up late and leaving early 
 talking while you are talking 
 missing deadlines 
 not engaging with the material 
 not reading their textbook  
 challenging you 
 trying everything to get out of doing any work 

This isn’t how they were at all as students (or maybe they were, but it is hard to 
remember): 
 
Being unable to teach at the level they expect (and that others talk about), they find 
themselves asking questions like: 
 Do all teachers have students like this? 
 What’s wrong with students today? 
 Why aren’t they more interested? 
 What are other teachers doing to motivate manage students? 
 Why haven’t they learned ______ (to read, to write, to take notes, to listen, etc) before 
now? How can I teach them, when they haven’t mastered the basics? 
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Teachers at this stage can find themselves feeling frustrated, embarrassed, and/or 
incompetent. They work hard, but not necessarily doing the right things and as a result 
see very little positive results for their efforts.  
 
At this point, teachers have several choices: (From McIntyre, 2004) 
 
a) They can continue on as an ineffective teacher (Not recommended). This choice can 
do a lot of damage to many people - students, themselves, other teachers. 
 
b) They can go into another career (Depends). While surveys show that those who 
leave the teaching profession report being paid more and under less stress, they also 
report a sense of loss if they had the heart of a teacher. Of course, if they didn’t have 
the heart of a teacher in the first place, there will be no "hole in the soul".  
 
c) They can get out of the classroom and become an administrator. (No comment)  
 
d) They can take on the attitudes described in Stage 3 (REALLY not recommended).  
 
e) Commit to becoming a Stage 4 teacher and do what it takes. (Highly recommended... 
but read about Stage 3 first)  
 
Stage 3 – The Authoritarian Teacher 
 
It’s sad when teachers get stuck in this stage. They spend a lot of 
time complaining about students and when they do come to 
workshops, they are looking for more strategies of control, 
intimidation, and putting the blame completely on the students for 
learning issues. They deny that they need to change their ways, 
thus proving the old statement: "Denial (Da Nile) ain't just a river 
in Egypt."  
 
To some teachers, this stage may seem better than stage 2 
because there is more fear on the part of students, which results in more pleading 
voices, more timid grins; lower attendance, and more superficial compliance. However, 
for those with the heart of a teacher, this never feels right because it’s so far from the 
ideals teachers had going into the profession – the internal desire to inspire learning, to 
make a difference, to make learning a positive experience etc.  
 
In this stage, teachers become the type of teacher they swore they would never be. 
They do things they always said they would never do - exacting polite and respectful 
behavior in impolite and disrespectful ways. 
 
At this point, teachers have three choices:  
 
a) They can adopt the belief that students are to blame for any behavioural 
issues. This requires staying authoritarian, and justifying actions by placing the 
blame on others – students, systems, etc. It usually results in teachers who 
take every opportunity to complain about students’ behaviours. These teachers 



make every effort to avoid skilled and passionate teachers, because they might 
challenge their current beliefs and actions. (Not recommended)  
 
b) They can seek out some professional development support, but make every effort to 
criticize ideas that might mean changing something as a teacher. This choice involves 
avoiding applying anything that is learned in case it might actually make a difference. 
(Not recommended) 
 
c) They can realize that behavior management is not a hammer and nail scenario. This 
involves dropping the belief in the authoritarian saying: "If a hammer doesn't work, get a 
bigger hammer" and a commitment to stop doing what isn't working. This choice 
involves starting to look for answers and seeking solutions instead of trying to assign 
blame. It means making a conscious decision to strive for Stage 4 (Recommended) 
 
Stage 4 – The Skilled and Caring Learning Manager 
 
When teachers realize that certain practices are counterproductive and roadblocks to 
optimal learning, and are willing to discover and try more effective and beneficial 
interventions, they enter into Stage 4. They renew the possibility of becoming the 
teacher that “makes a difference” and finds satisfaction in teaching as a career. 
 
Teachers at Stage 4 recognize the complexity of teaching and learning, but are always 
striving to improve. They accept that not everything they do will be successful, but that 
by learning themselves they will become better facilitators of learning. They engage in 
activities such as: 
 Asking questions of skilled colleagues  
 Observing students and discussing their behaviours with others with the goal of trying 
to understand what’s going on  
 Talking to students rather than at them 
 Trying to lead and inspire students, rather than pushing them 
 Recognizing aspects of their own behaviour that might have a negative impact on 
students 
 Learning more about the teaching and learning process 
 Attending professional development sessions with an open mind.  
 Looking for new ideas related to learning and classroom management.  

 
When students demonstrate challenging behaviours (and they always will), 
Stage 4 teachers “Use their super powers only for good!” They are: 
 thoughtful about their actions 
 demanding (yet friendly and supportive)  
 firm (yet fair) and NEVER do anything they wouldn't want done to them.  
 reflective about the outcomes of their words and actions, striving 
continually for the most positive and constructive results 

 
Stage 4 teachers are familiar with "the 80/15/5 rule" (Any one technique 
works great with 80% of learners, somewhat with 15% of learners, and not 
at all with 5% of learners). They realize that they need many tools in their 
toolbox, not just a hammer. As Mark Twain said: "To a man with a hammer, everything 
looks like a nail."  



 
With entry into Stage 4, come the perks of being a good learning manager - more 
positive feedback from students, more engagement in the complex process of learning. 
 
Stage 4 teachers approach most days (of course not all) with a "Carpe diem" (seize the 
day) attitude and have enough energy left over at the end of the day to say "Carpe 
noctum" (seize the night). They teach with confidence and charisma.  
 
Stage 5 – Wise Mentor 
 
The teaching profession desperately needs more Stage 4 teachers who are willing to 
move to Stage 5 (the wise mentor). Being a wise mentor is not about having all the 
answers to the complex issues of classroom management, but it involves having 
dialogues, sharing your experiences, and caring about the success of teachers at all 
stages.  
 
Share the wisdom. If not you, who?  
 
Summary and Conclusions  
 
Order, limits, firmness and kindness...the qualities of a positive 
and effective classroom. However, comprehensive classroom 
management doesn't just happen. It takes thoughtful planning, 
implementation and maintenance. Well developed plans 
implemented by a positive and respectful teacher result in well 
managed classrooms that are conducive to learning. Skilled 
learning managers foster a classroom climate in which students 
feel valued and motivated. That outcome is necessary for many 
reasons: 

1. Educators no longer have the same coercive and 
intimidating consequences that were once available to them. What is left to our 
disposal today isn't half as bad as what some of our students experience at 
home, and additionally, the law now requires that students labeled as emotionally 
or behaviorally disordered receive "positive interventions".  

2. It’s necessary for our own emotional health. If you're coercing students into 
behaving, it's time to give up the ghost. In the words of Bob Dylan, "The times 
they are a-changin`."  

3. In ambiguous situations, students look to us for guidance. We are like the banks 
of a river: Our learning management skills guide our students' energy flow. If the 
banks are too weak, the undirected flow causes disaster. If the banks are too 
constrictive, the flow backs up and causes problems elsewhere. We can provide 
the guidance needed by always keeping the following principles in mind:  

 Always treat learners with respect and preserve their dignity.  
 Think prevention 
 Seek solutions, not blame.  
 Model tolerant, patient, dignified, and respectful behavior.  
 Use the least intrusive intervention possible.  
 Connect with your students and build bonds with them.  



 Instill hope for success (otherwise there is no reason for students to make an 
effort in your class).  

 NEVER do anything disrespectful, illegal, immoral, ineffective, bad for 
health/safety, or that you wouldn't want done to you.  

 NEVER give up on a student. Be perturbed with the actions of a student, but 
keep believing in his/her ability to change for the better.  

 CATCH students doing things righ . . . A LOT!!  


