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Literature on classroom management asserts that the best discipline is preventive, 

with studies on teacher variables such as empathy or enforcement of consequences, as 

well as student variables such as peers reporting positive behaviors with group 

contingencies, among others.  However, there is little in the research that specifically 

targets regular classroom environments wherein large numbers of students 

simultaneously act out in highly frequent and disruptive ways as a large group, rather 

than just a few renegades.   

Written from the perspective of a veteran teacher as an ethnographic self-study, 

this research describes the phenomenon of a highly disruptive, regular education 

primary student group as a whole and teacher interventions attempted to influence 

group behavioral trends.  Conducted in a natural, ongoing context to strengthen 

external validity, the purpose of this research is to add to the literature on classroom 

management and effective teacher interventions specifically addressing large groups 

of disruptive students with high-needs.  Data was collected over the course of one 



school year and strategies from grounded theory and constant comparative analysis 

were used to describe and analyze the types of teacher interventions most frequently 

employed to affect whole-group behavioral trends.  Interventions were analyzed and 

interpreted using choice theory from the field of psychology and by revisiting 

humanistic classroom management models proposed by Marvin Marshall (1998; 2004) 

and Thomas Gordon (1981) and relevant research on selected interventions of peer 

leaders, student choice, and individual counsel.  Research questions were:  1) Given a 

highly disruptive collective primary student group of 24, what interventions were 

employed most often by a veteran teacher in attempts to co-create a more effective 

learning environment?  2)  What were their levels of efficacy? 

The four main findings were: 1) There was evidence of incremental progress 

sprinkled with regressions, yet the data supports that student behavior did improve 

overall, both collectively and individually.  2) Various interventions were often 

employed simultaneously among the twenty-four distinct intervention categories 

identified in the data.  3) One of the least effective interventions for this group of 

students was teaching social skills curriculum in a whole group situation, especially 

for those students most in need of learning social skills.  4) Among the most 

frequently referenced teacher intervention categories for this group of students were: 

1) peer leaders; 2) student choice, and; 3) individual counsel.  This study offers strong 

evidence of improvement in student behavior and of the integrative nature of multiple 

interventions.  The preponderance of evidence supports the success of implementing 

humanistic theories of classroom management to meet student needs for belonging and 



acceptance, power, and freedom through democratic, collaborative interventions to 

improve student behavior.   
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Mob Mentality and Classroom Management: 
Meeting Student Needs and Building Self-Regulation Skills 

 
Chapter One:  Introduction 

Our Community 

I am a veteran first grade teacher who worked one year with twelve students 

(in a class of twenty-four) who had demonstrated excessively challenging behaviors 

for classroom instruction.  The data indicated my perceptions of this particular group 

to have dredged up distant memories of a disturbing novel I had once read entitled, 

Lord of the Flies, written by William Golding in 1959.  When I searched for research 

on classrooms in which half of the students are highly disruptive, I found very little.  

Therefore I studied this problem, using my daily teaching journal and spiritual diary to 

look at what intervention strategies I had used to try to manage this type of class.   

Over 43% of the school's population was economically disadvantaged, located 

on the west coast in a rural-like area that had five jail systems nearby.  Many families 

were living in this area to be close for weekend visits and the like, awaiting the 

opportunity to reunite their family when the children’s father or mother was released 

from jail.  The story told by the data contained some socially pathological information 

about students' lives, with references to drug abuse and kidnapping of a student by the 

parent who had court-ordered restraints on their visitations.  Methamphetamine was 

and continues to be a major social concern, shredding the fabric of family life; I knew 

of three of my students as having been subjected to drug-related issues.  There was 

also evidence of a lack of support for the teacher, both systemically and 



 2 
 

administratively, in addition to student enrollment that didn’t physically comfortably 

fit into the small, ill-equipped classroom.  There was insufficient instructional assistant 

support for the students, particularly given the students’ overwhelming demonstration 

of high needs in a whole group situation.   

The data-story portrayed my perceptions of previous teaching experiences in 

similarly situated neighborhoods indicating that I had established warm, respectful, 

reciprocal relationships and provided opportunities for student-driven, activity-based 

learning as two main (and highly effective) preventive strategies in my classroom 

management style—meeting students’ needs of belonging and acceptance, power, and 

freedom.  However, the story of this year was a unique experience for me.   

This particular cohort had been two separate kindergarten classes the year 

before, one in the morning and one in the afternoon.  However, as a first grade cohort 

in a small schoolhouse with only one first grade and one second grade teacher, they 

were merged altogether into one group for the next two years.  The following excerpt 

from my reflective teacher journal in September of that school year is extensive, but it 

sets the stage for the focus of this research study, dramatically illustrating why I 

became interested in teacher interventions for larger groups demonstrating highly 

frequent disruptive and extreme behaviors.  My research questions were:  1) Given a 

highly disruptive collective primary student group of 24, what interventions were 

employed by a veteran teacher in attempts to co-create a more effective learning 
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environment?  2)  What were their levels of efficacy?  To protect the students in this 

study I chose classic biblical names for pseudonyms, which are sometimes shortened.   

Context and Focus of Study: Our Classroom Learning Environment—A 
Description of the Student Group  
 

[Day 2] 8-9 students are out of their seats every 30 seconds to 1 
minute!  (Daniel, Maggie, Ben, David, Anna, Joshua, Matthew, Mark, 
Ezra, John, Steve) – WOW – 11 of them!  They actually grab onto my 
clothing and my arms and literally HANG off my body.  Today I 
thought they were going to pull me over and that I would end up falling 
on top of them!  They swarm around me as I walk from one  
point in the room to another, despite me asking them to stay in their 
seats and raise a quiet hand.  I cannot hold the whole class’s attention 
for more than four minutes at a time, despite my tricks, jokes, and 
pirouettes!  AUGH!!  I use a froggie clicker to get their attention, but it 
fades within a minute after being captured…(September, lines 62-69).   
 
[Day 6]  This is crazy!  I’m fearful of collapsing under the sheer weight 
of 6 or 7 first-graders literally hanging on my arms and pulling on my  
shirt…I almost fell over today!  YIKES!  Freaked me out!  Why am I 
thinking of one of the most objectionable novels I’ve ever been forced 
to read as a course assignment?  Unwelcome images from Lord of the 
Flies creep into my mind as students belly crawl under desks across the 
floor, whooping, hollering, and shouting out loud.  They scream, run 
around the room, stand up on chairs, and throw things…. What type of 
classroom management works with large groups of students who 
demonstrate extreme group behaviors, rather than just an isolated few 
rebels?  (September, lines 135-42). 
 
There’s such a weird vibe to this group’s energy—something almost 
frightening…(lines 152-53).  Situations quickly escalate into chaotic, 
fragmented outbursts of disruptive behavior, including throwing math 
manipulatives, belly-crawling underneath desks, screaming, shouting 
out, running around the cramped room, spinning on desk tops, standing 
up in chairs, splashing water bottles over desktops, etc.  It would seem 
if one goal of school is to prepare students to be employable citizens of 
the future, we’d better begin focusing on teaching social skills during 
the early grades (September, lines 206-11). 
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As usual, I keep a clipboard with adhesive labels and a pen at several 
locations around the room.  Unlike previous years, the purpose this year 
is to record various disruptive behaviors observed in rapid-fire 
succession among 13-15 students in class (September, lines 212-14).   
 
Today I rearranged the desks for the second time in 2 weeks.  Erratic 
behaviors multiply in intensity and spread exponentially—very 
alarming!  Their group synergy is potent, powerful, and very 
weird…I’m exhausted (September, lines 238-40). 
 
My desperation and sense of being overwhelmed by an unrelenting demand 

without appropriate resources and supplies was strongly heard throughout the data 

right to the very end, despite my years of classroom experience, the numerous 

interventions I had tried that year, having taught classroom management for pre-

service teachers in a college program, provided district and state-leveled professional 

staff development trainings, and given presentations at professional conferences.   

These kids have the weirdest energy vibe—cataclysmic and 
dangerously mob-like mentality.  I wonder…at what age or 
developmental stage are children ready for formalized, constructivist 
reading and math instruction?  Going behind the big curtain, I stood in 
the closet nook behind my teacher’s desk.  I kept saying to my God, “I 
can’t do this!  I know I shouldn’t be focusing on the negative, but I’m 
trying to be realistic and I know I can’t do this for an entire year!  I 
need time to reflect and think; to be alone with my Creator to replenish 
and renew!  Please, open a window, God!”  I’m in mental and 
emotional anguish most of the time, even at home.  I can’t seem to be 
able to reach these kids—there are so many with DEEP NEEDS. The 
pit of my stomach is twisted in knots, I can’t sleep, and all day at 
school I’m on pins and needles trying desperately to keep calm, like 
inside the eye of the storm (October, lines 1276-85). 
 
However, I’m also in extreme inner conflict because I feel so battered 
and bruised that all I want to do is curl up into an embryonic ball and 
sleep, yet this particular [spiritual] book continues to urge me to give 
my personal self at a depth at which I feel my soul is being destroyed.   



 5 
 
 
If I were the flag, my tattered red-and-white ends—those ragged thin 
slivers of threadbare material—would snap in the raging winds.  I feel 
resistant and protective before exposing my deepest self again (March, 
lines 10,019-25). 

 
Looking through research literature, I found much concerning discipline in the 

classroom, but very little specifically targeting regular classroom environments in 

which large numbers of students simultaneously act together in highly frequent and 

disruptive ways—group behavior as opposed to a few individual students’ behavior.  

With the exception of Redl and Wineman (1952), the literature seemed to view 

disruptive students as a few individuals who were the exception (Canter, 1992; 

Curwin, Mendler, and Mendler, 2008; Glasser, 1992), rather than as a larger group or 

classroom norm.  I inferred from most of the literature on classroom management that 

if a larger number of students in the classroom were acting out of control, it was due to 

the classroom teacher’s failure to meet student needs (Curwin et al., 2008; Erwin, 

2003; Glasser, 1992), provide appropriate instruction (Glasser, 1992), explicitly state 

and teach behavioral expectations (Wong and Wong, 1991), or else a teacher's lack of 

some essential quality or characteristic necessary for effective leadership and 

management.  Wong and Wong (1991) wrote, "The effective teacher has a minimum 

of student's misbehavior problems to handle.  The ineffective teacher is constantly 

fighting student's misbehavior problems" (p.91).   
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Furthermore, in reviewing the 1,200 abstracts returned during my search for 

literature on classroom management, in general most were concerned with student 

academic achievement outcomes—even in studies examining student behavior  

(Marzano and Marzano, 2003; Richter and Tjosvold, 1980).  Likewise, the literature 

specific to peer leaders, student choice, and individual counsel was largely presented 

in relation to curricular foci and instructional strategies relative to academic 

achievement outcomes or targeted health-related outcomes pertinent to alcohol, drug, 

sex, or cigarette prevention for older students and adults (Chant, Moes, and Ross, 

2009; Hecht, 2009; Silvestri and Bonis, 2009).  While special education classrooms 

may offer similar contexts as the one depicted in this study, adult-student ratios and 

personnel support are far different than that found in regular education classrooms 

such as described herein.  

 Upon reflection after examining the data, I believe it was my humanistic 

philosophy—what I believed was best for kids—that led me to create peer leaders (in 

the sense described in this study) and to implement interventions of student choice and 

individual counsel specific to student behavioral outcomes rather than as instructional 

strategies, as I had done in the past.  Though during data collection I was unaware of 

my heavy use of these strategies to improve student behavior, analyzing the data 

revealed just how much I had depended on them.   

In the next chapter the relevant literature will be explored, noting the 

complexity of contemporary classroom practice with an overview of social  
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pathologies, followed by a review of theoretical literature and its alignment with my 

classroom management style, and ending with a description of and findings for my 

search for research literature on peer leaders, student choice, and individual counsel. 
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Chapter Two:  Literature Review 
 

Contemporary public education classrooms are extremely complex and have 

been described as "living with uncertainty" in the "messy reality of classroom 

practice" (Dudley-Marling, 1997).  Coming altogether, each student enters the 

classroom with their own personality, identity, and life experiences and strategies.  

Here they meet a teacher who brings their own personality, identity, and life 

experiences and strategies into the mix.  When a behavioral incident occurs in the 

classroom, it can require more than a one-to-one corresponding consequence as 

accorded by a posted expectations chart.  Teachers respond according to their working 

theories of what is most appropriate in a given situation (Burton and Denham, 1998; 

Redl and Wineman, 1952).  Adding to the complexity and found in the data describing 

my own classroom context, contemporary society in the U.S. is plagued with social 

pathologies such as rising rates of incarceration, alcoholism, poverty, and drug abuse.   

According to the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics (n.d.), from 1988 to 1998 

total correctional populations rose by 2,418,400, whether persons were in jail or 

prison, or on parole or probation; from 1998 to 2008 an additional 1,174,000 were 

counted.  Another problem is alcohol use during pregnancy, which is tracked and 

reported by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (USDHHS, 2007), 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA).  They 

estimate that one in thirty pregnant women drink at levels that increase the risk of fetal 

alcohol spectrum disorders (FASD), with the lifetime cost for one individual with  
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FASD to be at least $2 million.  They further assert that people with FASD "are 

vulnerable to a range of difficulties, such as failure in school, substance abuse, mental 

illness, and involvement in the criminal justice system" and with 43% reported as 

having "disrupted school experiences (e.g., dropped out)" (p.2).  Also related to my 

classroom context, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, American Community 

Surveys of September 2009 "an estimated 13.2 percent of the U.S. population had 

income below the poverty threshold in the past 12 months" (p.2).   

Statistics gathered by the House Select Committee on Children, Youth, and 

Families suggested that 375,000 newborns a year may be harmed by drug exposure 

(Brennan, 1989) and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of 

the Inspector General predicted that "the number of births would total nearly 4 million 

by the year 2000" (Thomas, 2004, p.xv).  Contemporary family values often conflict 

with those embraced by most teachers.  Compounding moral problems are 

“tremendous upheavals throughout the world….perhaps most insidious for schools are 

the breakdown of family support for children and the increase in poverty” (Cohen, 

Higgins, and Ambrose, 1999, p.127).   

According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (USDHHS, 

2006), not only is methamphetamine usage in the United States on the rise with more 

than a third of the states reporting high rates of treatment admissions, but long-term 

meth abuse can result in functional and molecular changes in the brain, as well as 

severe structural and functional deficits in brain areas associated with emotion and  
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linked to depression and anxiety, as well as memory.  Chronic meth abusers exhibit 

signs of mental distress, including violent behavior, anxiety, depression, confusion, 

and insomnia, as well as psychotic symptoms such as paranoia, auditory 

hallucinations, and delusions.  USDHHS (2006) continued, stating that despite 

methodological complications such as small sample size and maternal use of other 

drugs, the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) recently launched the first large-

scale study of the developmental consequences of prenatal meth exposure to evaluate 

outcomes such as cognition, social relationships, motor skills and medical status.  

Initial results from this study found that 5.2% of women had used meth at some point 

during their pregnancy, one example as to the rising number of children with special 

needs according to US Department of Education statistics discussed below. 

Moreover, research on trauma asserts that  

All people mature and thrive in a social context that has profound 
effects on how they cope with life’s stresses….Secure attachment 
bonds serve as primary defenses against trauma-induced 
psychopathology in both children and adults.  In children who have 
been exposed to severe stressors the quality of the parental bond is the 
single most important determinant of long term damage (van der Kolk, 
McFarlane, and Weisaeth, 1996, p.185)....The lack of a loss of self 
regulation is possibly the most far reaching effect of psychological 
trauma in…children… Loss/lack of self regulation may be expressed in 
many different ways: as a loss of ability to inhibit action when aroused 
(impulse control); or as an uncontrollable feeling of rage, anger, or 
sadness (van der Kolk et al., 1996, p.187). 

   
These social pathologies were present within the social context of this study, as well as 

being present in the working lives of many more contemporary teachers, doing their  



 11 
 

daily work of reaching and teaching students in public schools, all of which can 

drastically affect classroom management as class sizes increase.   

The US Department of Education’s website (n.d.) contained statistics from 

2000 to 2007 that indicated an increasing percentage of students were being identified 

with autism; however the percentage of students identified with emotional 

disturbances remained relatively stable during that time.  Furthermore, the US 

Department of Education statistics for fall of 2006 indicate that approximately 35% of 

the student population ages 6-21 years old who were served in a federally funded 

program (IDEA, Part B) in the category “emotional disturbance” at regular school 

sites spent about 79% of their time in a regular education classroom, and over 32% of 

those identified with autism did the same.  Current federal legislation requires that 

students be taught in the least restrictive environment and also promote inclusive 

classrooms (USDE, n.d.), which means mainstreaming more children identified with 

special needs into regular education classrooms for longer periods of time whenever 

possible.  Additionally, research indicates that approximately 18-20% of general 

classroom student populations have special needs—mental, emotional, or behavioral 

disorders—that “require extraordinary interventions and treatments that go beyond the 

typical resources available to the classroom” (Marzano and Marzano, 2003).  These 

factors are further elaborated upon in the discussion section of this study. 

Charles’ (1996) analysis of classroom management models gave two basic 

classifications—the foundation models (Redl and Wattenberg, Neo-Skinnerian,  
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Kounin, and Ginott) and application models (Dreikurs, Canter, Jones, Glasser, 

Gordon, and Curwin and Mendler).  Within the foundation models, Charles asserted 

that the model promoted by Redl and Wattenberg approached discipline through 

dealing with the group’s social-psychological factors; the neo-Skinnerian model 

approached discipline through shaping desired behavior (behavior modification); the 

Kounin model approached discipline through prevention techniques such as 

engagement in lessons, and; the Ginott model approached discipline through 

congruent communication, recognizing the important of communication and 

addressing situations, rather than student character.   

Application models approached discipline in a variety of ways, as well.  

According to Charles (1996), Dreikurs’ model promoted democratic teaching, meeting 

student needs, and confronting mistaken goals when student needs go unmet.  Canter’s 

model approached discipline through assertive management and teaching proper 

behaviors, while Glasser’s model approached discipline through quality curriculum 

and meeting student needs without coercion in a humanistic tradition. Gordon’s model 

approached discipline through developing positive relationships and developing 

students’ self-control.  Curwin and Mendler’s model approached discipline through 

dignity and hope and providing students’ needs.   

This chapter has two main sections—theoretical literature on classroom 

management and research-based literature on teacher intervention strategies.  The first 

section (theoretical) contains five subsections which are related to my experiential  
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history, student behavior and needs, and concepts of teacher variables.  The second 

section has two subsections that describe my search for and findings of research-based 

articles related to behavioral interventions of peer leaders, student choice, and 

individual counsel as they had emerged in my study.   

Theoretical Literature: Classroom Management and Me 
 

Teaching in the classroom for many years, my own management style has 

evolved into an amalgam of various models, borrowing generously from many 

different strategies that follow a humanistic philosophy.  Charles (1996) analyzed 

several models of classroom management and found commonalities among three 

theorists.  Revisiting them after so many years, I found I had been using various 

aspects from the classroom management models proposed by Dreikurs, Glasser, and 

Gordon.  Based on Charles, what follows is a brief comparison of various aspects of 

classroom management of these three models.  Items in italics reflect strands woven 

into my own philosophy and strategies, thus flushing out those previously embedded 

and unexamined within my management style. 

The amalgam formed over time. 

 According to Charles (1996), the central focus of classroom management in 

Dreikurs’ model is on helping the student acquire a sense of belonging, and 

identifying and dealing with mistaken goals when students are unable to attain 

belonging.  He found Glasser’s model also focused on meeting student needs and 

helping students make good behavioral choices that would lead to personal success.   



 14 
 

Furthermore, through quality curriculum, teaching, and learning, he believed students 

would willingly engage themselves and have little reason to misbehave.  In his 

analysis of the model presented by Gordon, he found that it focused on how teachers 

acquire influence with students and best use that influence to help students develop 

internal self-control.   

 Charles (1996) also looked at the role of the teacher in regards to power and 

authority.  Dreikurs promoted that teachers treat students as social equals, sharing 

power through democracy in joint decision-making about class procedures, rules, and 

consequences for misbehavior.  He claimed the teacher must combine kindness with 

firmness and motivate students from within, allowing students to exercise freedom 

coupled with responsibility.  Similarly, Glasser believed teachers should stress student 

responsibility in making good choices and how students must live with the choices 

they make.  Rather than accepting any excuses, Glasser promoted that the teacher 

should suggest suitable alternatives and invoke reasonable consequences when 

necessary.  He further asserted that teachers should befriend students and attempt to 

meet students’ needs, provide encouragement, and show willingness to help.  With the 

same humanistic slant, Gordon stressed that the teacher’s power and authority should 

be shared power in problem solving and decision making concerning classroom and 

rules.  He believed teachers should use their authority as influence, not as a source of 

control or coercion.  Gordon also stressed that effective discipline must be developed 

within the character of each individual. 
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 Looking at the aspect of student needs, Charles (1996) depicted Dreikurs’ 

model as attempting to address students’ need for belonging.  Dreikurs model asserted 

that students choose one of four mistaken goals when belonging isn’t acquired—

seeking attention, power, or revenge or the student displaying their inadequacy.  

Alternately, Glasser’s model focused on student needs of survival, belonging, power, 

freedom, and fun.  He believed in giving students choice within the classroom.  

Though Gordon’s model did not directly address student needs, it was designed to 

help students “make positive decisions, become more self-reliant, and control their 

own behavior” (Charles, 1996, p.164), which can be aligned with Glasser’s model of 

students need for power and freedom. 

 Teacher interventions were another aspect of management that Charles (1996) 

examined.  Dreikurs thought the teacher should identify and confront students’ 

mistaken goals.  He believed the teacher should redirect attention-getting, avoid 

involvement in power-seeking, take positive steps against revenge-seeking, and 

encourage those who display inadequacy.  Glasser is also portrayed as avoiding 

punitive interventions to stop misbehavior.  He held that the teacher should help the 

student refocus on class work and make it clear that they would help only when the 

student stays calm.  If the teacher is not able to calm the student down, the student 

should be given time out, but without threat or warning.  Later, after the student has 

calmed down, the teacher should ask the student for things that could be done 

differently so it doesn’t happen again.  Most importantly, the teacher should assign no  
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blame.  Gordon’s model is shown to emphasize ownership of the behavior problem.  If 

only the student is bothered, the student owns the problem and Gordon recommends 

helping skills from the teacher. This includes acknowledgment, invitations to speak, 

passive and active listening, and avoiding communication roadblocks.  If students 

bother peers or interrupt instruction, the teacher owns the problem and Gordon 

suggested that the teacher use confrontive skills.  This involves modifying the 

environment, recognizing and responding to feelings, changing “from a 

sending/assertive posture to a listening/understanding posture” (p.172), and using I-

messages. Otherwise, Gordon recommended using preventive skills for classroom 

management, which include rule setting, preventive I-messages, and participative 

problem solving and decision making. 

 Lastly, Charles (1996) analyzed these models for weaknesses.  He wrote that 

Dreikurs did not show how to incorporate his approach into ongoing classroom 

practice, giving credit to Dr. Linda Albert for systematizing Dreikurs’ concepts.  I 

found that I agreed with Charles’ analysis of weaknesses in Glasser and Gordon’s 

models of classroom management.  Glasser’s model gave discipline much less 

attention and asserted that schools need to reform to his quality curriculum, teaching, 

and learning concept.  Glasser believed this would eliminate most discipline problems, 

leaving teachers with only a “few and relatively easily resolved” (Charles, 1996, 

p.159).  I also believe the current educational climate is not conducive to such reform, 

and I would also submit that the data in my study indicates that there were definitely  
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more than a few discipline problems and they were not easily resolved.  Likewise, 

according to Charles, Gordon’s model portrayed students as more well-intentioned 

than teachers may experience in the classroom.  Furthermore, Gordon’s model 

required teachers to be skilled counselors, which is much how I felt during that long 

year. 

Choice theory and classroom management models. 
 

According to Borich and Tombari (1997), the humanist tradition from the field 

of psychology is called humanist because “its primary focus is the inner thoughts, 

feelings, psychological needs, and emotions of the individual learner.  Humanist 

approaches emphasize allowing the student time to develop control” over their 

behavior, “rather than insisting on immediate behavioral change or compliance” 

(p.285).  From a humanistic teaching philosophy, teachers are seen as more of a 

facilitator than an authority figure (Glasser, 1998; Gordon, 1981; Marshall, 1998, 

2004, 2005).  In this role, teachers use a respectful and sincere tone of voice, model 

prosocial skills, share time and get to know students as individuals, use visual cues 

and private talks, have students actively participate in establishment of classroom 

rules, use cooperative learning techniques, role plays, and class meetings, and validate 

students’ strengths and differences and meet students’ needs by giving students 

choices (Committee for Children, 2002; Glasser,1992; Gordon, 1981; Marshall, 1998, 

2004).   
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Choice theory as conceived by Glasser (1998) from the discipline of 

psychology, and three classroom management models, one each proposed by Glasser, 

Gordon, and Marshall, provide a framework for interpreting findings for three of the 

most frequently referenced teacher intervention strategies that emerged in my study—

peer leaders, student choice, and individual counsel.  The seven stages of prevention 

are also described according to Curwin et al. (2008), and each of these models was 

selected due to its “good fit” with the findings.   

The models proposed by Glasser and Gordon were analyzed by Charles (1996) 

and the other model was proposed by Marshall (2004, 2005, n.d.).  The following 

subsections illustrate key elements of my humanistic teaching philosophy and 

classroom management style as found in the data.  It was from this perspective I 

sought to co-create an effective learning environment with twenty-four highly active 

and reactive first grade students using interventions of peer leaders, student choice, 

and individual counsel.   

Student choice: Individuals choose behaviors from an internal  
locus of control. 

 
Since the 1960s Rotter has studied internal versus external control of 

reinforcement in the field of psychology, claiming that "the concept [of locus of 

control] originated both from theoretical and clinical concerns, with social learning 

theory organizing our thinking in both cases" (1990, p.490).  He asserted that group 

differences in behavior depend in part on perceptions of the resulting reinforcement as  
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being contingent on participants' own behavior or independent of it (1966).  Though 

both authors address locus of control, Rotter's (1966, 1990) perspective on external 

reinforcements as explained above contrasts with Glasser (1998), who wrote 

disapprovingly of external control, stating that it was coercive and maintained an 

imbalance of power. 

Marshall (2004) incorporated Glasser’s (1998) perspective of choice theory, 

and both had an underlying premise that no one can ever change anyone else.  

However, Glasser (1998) proposed that individuals may choose to change their own 

behavior in three ways: “1) change what we want, 2) change what we are doing, or 3) 

change both” (p.71).  Marshall opined that choices are both conscious and 

nonconscious, or habitual (n.d.), and advocated for internal motivation of student 

behavioral choices (1998; n.d.).  He listed seven internal-control principles which, like 

Glasser and me, included the belief that people choose their own behaviors.   

Placing the locus of control within each individual, choice theory as presented 

by Glasser (1998) is the antithesis of what he called “external control psychology,” or 

others’ attempts to force us to do what we may not want to do.  Through external 

control, or stimulus-response thinking, “we end up believing that other people can 

actually make us feel the way we feel or do the things we do.  This belief takes away 

the personal freedom we all need and want” (p.5).  He asserted that  

Other people can neither make us miserable nor make us happy.  All 
we can get from them or give to them is information.  But by itself, 
information cannot make us do or feel anything.  It goes into our brains,  
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where we process it and then decide what to do….We choose all our 
actions and thoughts and, indirectly, almost all our feelings and much 
of our physiology (p.3-4).   

 
Glasser (1998) claimed it is not a stimulus that prompts a response; rather, we are 

prompted by what we want, which is based on the strengths of our five needs 

(described below) and which vary within any given person’s need-strength profile.  He 

explained that we do not answer a phone because it is ringing, but choose whether or 

not to answer based on what we want, instead.  For example, if I were to have a weak, 

low need for belonging (having only a few people in my personal circle of friends) and 

a strong, high need for love (preferring very close relationships), I could choose to 

answer the phone when it rings in the hopes that it will be one of my friends or family 

members with whom I’d like to speak.  However, if I were to have a weak, low need 

for belonging (having few friends) and a weak, low need for love (not preferring very 

close relationships), I could choose not to answer the phone when it rings, preferring 

not to speak with anyone I knew at that time.  Painting a picture of personality as “the 

way we usually relate to other people,” Glasser (1998, p.91) wrote that “the strength of 

each need is fixed at birth and does not change," claiming that we can “learn through 

choice theory how people actually function” (p.4), how we combine our genetic 

personality as need-strengths with what we learn as we live our lives.   
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Student needs: Choice theory according to Glasser's five genetic human  
needs in the classroom. 

 
In school programs, Glasser (1969, 1998) focused on quality curriculum and 

caring relationships, as well as sharing power with students, all in an effort to meet 

students’ basic needs.  Defining happiness as having healthy, loving relationships, 

choice theory (from the field of psychology) places an emphasis on getting along with 

one another, believes that all behavior is chosen and that we always try to make the 

best choice at the time, and is based on the pleasure-pain principle.  Describing what 

he calls “total behavior”, Glasser (1998) asserts there are four components to all 

behavior—acting, thinking, feeling, and physiology.  This theory further states that all 

behavior is an attempt to satisfy five genetically-based needs, the last four being 

psychological in nature, and human beings have the ability to override one need for 

another.  The five basic human needs are:  1) survival; 2) love and belonging; 3) 

power; 4) freedom and; 5) fun.  “More than those of any other higher-order animals, 

our genes motivate us far beyond survival” (Glasser, 1998, p.28).  He continued: 

In our prehistoric past, survival was the single basic need, as it is with 
almost all animals today.  But gradually, those who loved gained a 
survival advantage and, as this advantage continued, love began to 
separate from survival and became a basic need on its own.  The same 
happened with power...(p.33)  

 
The same advantage and separation happened also with freedom and fun.  Jonathan 

Erwin (2003), a faculty member at the William Glasser Institute, described the need  
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for survival and the other four psychological needs according to choice theory in the 

context of the classroom.   

 Though primarily physical (hunger, thirst, and reproduction), the need for 

survival also includes a psychological component—the need for order and security in 

our lives.  In our classrooms, “students need to feel physically and emotionally safe” 

(p.21).  As social creatures, humans need to feel a sense of belonging and acceptance 

by working on teams and connecting with others through quality relationships.  

Regarding the third need (power), Glasser (1998) wrote, “We are the only power-

driven species.  It is this need for power that very early displaces survival and governs 

the lives most of us choose to live” (p.37).  Erwin (2003) differentiated between a 

common, negative perception of power (power over) and his perception through the 

lens of choice theory (power within).  Rather than being synonymous with dominance 

or control (power over), he associated power with personal growth through learning 

and achieving (power within).  In describing the fourth need, freedom, Erwin 

distinguished between freedom to and freedom from.  The former involved student 

choice—in seating, team members, assignments, or performance tasks, and “with 

every freedom comes a degree of responsibility” (p.22).    He described freedom from 

as “avoidance of physical or emotional discomfort, including fear, stress, disrespect, 

and monotony” (p.22).  The need for fun is based on the premise that humans need to 

play and have fun for healthy growth and development, and to maintain healthy 

physical and psychological lives.   
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Taking the concept of choice theory into school environments Glasser (1998) 

wrote, “Any program that focuses on changing the student instead of the system is not 

a choice theory program” (p.269).  He wrote of his desire to redefine education, from 

acquiring knowledge to using knowledge, due to his strong belief in the high value of 

the latter.  He believed that to be able to reach disengaged students who need a lot of 

personal attention, teachers, schoolwork, and schools must exist in the student’s 

mental picture of their quality world, claiming that discipline programs can only work 

on students who have such quality-world pictures.  Promoting that each discipline 

incident be treated individually and its resolution actively seek to meet students’ 

needs, Glasser also believed that schools should teach students in small groups so they 

have opportunities to build relationships, as well as being given a guarantee not to fail 

and positive, caring support.  Under such conditions, reluctant students begin to try 

and to succeed. 

Teacher variables: Role as facilitator and guide. 

At the time this study took place, I was barely familiar with the work of 

Marvin Marshall (1998, 2004), though I had been using several tenets from Glasser’s 

(1969) earlier work, Schools without Failure.  These two authors, as well as Gordon 

(1981), shared the perspective of the teacher’s role as one of a friendly, supportive 

guide.  Incorporating some of Glasser’s (1998) ideas from choice theory, Marshall’s 

(2004) discipline system to raise student responsibility promoted: 1) establishing a 

safe environment, 2) using a noncoercive approach, 3) establishing the teacher role as  
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one of facilitator, and 4) teaching students to take responsibility for their own choices 

of behavior.  Marshall’s (1998) approach to discipline was for the teacher to guide 

students to acknowledge the inappropriate behavior, self-evaluate and take ownership 

of the problem, and reflect on a plan for what they could do differently.  Similarly, 

Gordon’s (1981) ideas align with Marshall’s on these points: 1) developing internal 

self-discipline, 2) students assuming ownership of their problems, and 3) students 

taking responsibility for problem-solving by searching for solutions, which requires 

reflective thinking about what choices we have and what we can do.  All of these ideas 

represent the perspective of choice theory. 

Teacher variables and the key: Quality caring relationships,  
collaborative and reciprocal in nature. 
 
Many researchers have documented the importance of establishing warm, 

caring relationships between teachers and students (Committee for Children, 2002; 

Glasser, 1969; Gordon, 1981; Hendley, 2007; Marzano and Marzano, 2003; Search 

Institute, n.d.; Wong and Wong, 1991).  Marzano and Marzano’s (2003) meta-analysis 

of more than 100 studies found that “the quality of teacher-student relationships is the 

keystone for all other aspects of classroom management” (p.6).  Gordon (1981) and 

Glasser (1998) focus on the quality of relationships as described in the heading above.  

On his website, Glasser (n.d.) listed seven caring habits as 1) supporting; 2) 

encouraging; 3) listening; 4) accepting; 5) trusting; 6) respecting, and; 7) negotiating 

differences. 
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Implementing collaborative responsibility within caring relationships, 

Gordon’s (1981) classroom management promotes establishing democratic, 

collaborative, reciprocal relationships between students and their teacher.  He 

suggested that influence replace control, leadership replace domination, and using no-

lose methods of conflict-resolution.  The no-lose method involves the student and 

teacher collaborating in the problem-solving process, defining their conflict, and 

searching for a mutually acceptable solution.  Mutual satisfaction is the goal, leaving 

no one a loser.  Gordon also suggested role-playing to practice this skill, as well as 

living democratically with students, such as collaborating to set classroom rules and 

expectations, and finding acceptable solutions to the hundreds of conflicts that occur 

over time.   

 Gordon (1981) stressed the need for an ongoing and continuous respect for the 

feelings of each other; reciprocated concern for the well-being of the other is a must.  

He believes that listening for understanding and showing empathy for students’ 

feelings and problems encourages them to talk with their teacher.  Additionally, the 

teacher is expected to be open, honest, and direct in sharing their own feelings and 

problems, which Gordon proclaimed would make students more apt to listen.  Using 

“I” messages are recommended, becoming self-revealing rather than blaming, 

assertive rather than demanding, and self-disclosing rather than accusatory or punitive.  

A most important skill is effective interpersonal communication.   
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Empathic, nonjudgmental listening provides a unique type of help that moves 

away from taking control while moving students towards assuming ownership of their 

problems and taking responsibility for problem-solving by searching for solutions.  

Gordon (1981) paid tribute to Carl Rogers, writing that Rogers inspired humankind to 

have faith that “people have untapped capacities to solve their own problems, given a 

relationship with a warm, empathic, accepting and understanding listener” (p.241).  

Seeking to build healthy relationships, Gordon’s model recognizes the necessity of 

meeting both teacher and student needs.   

Teacher variables: Positivity and choice-response thinking. 

Research asserts that teachers need to use positivity (Committee for Children, 

2002; Hendley, 2007; Marshall, 2005) and offer students choices and opportunities to 

reflect on their choices to promote positive, lasting change in student behavior 

(Committee for Children, 2002; Marshall, 1998, 2005).  Using positivity simply 

means framing statements in positive terms, rather than negative.  For example, to 

redirect student behavior, instead of saying “Don’t run in the hallway” a teacher would 

say “We walk in the hallway.”  Marshall (1998) also wrote that “offering choices in a 

noncoercive environment empowers people to change” (p.36) and helps increase 

student responsibility by giving ownership of response to students.  Of course, it 

naturally follows that students are also held accountable for their choices.  As stated 

earlier, Marshall (n.d.) opined that choices are both conscious and nonconscious, or 

habitual, and advocated for internal motivation of student behavioral choices.  He  
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listed seven internal-control principles: 1) People choose their own behaviors (like 

Glasser, 1998); 2) choice empowers (like Gordon, 1981); 3) self-evaluation is essential 

for lasting improvement (also like Gordon); 4) self-correction is the most successful 

approach for changing behavior; 5) acting responsibly is more satisfying through 

intrinsic motivation; 6) positivity is a more constructive teacher than negativity, and; 

7) growth is greater when authority is used without punishment.   

Similar to Glasser’s (1998) ideas, Marshall (1998) promoted what he calls 

“choice-response thinking” in which students are taught that they are not victims to 

which unfortunate things happen, but rather that they always have the possibility to 

choose a response—regardless of situation, stimulus, or urge.  Thus, the student can 

feel some sense of control and does not “lose,” even if they don’t “win.”  According to 

Marshall, choices help avoid confrontations because “the student retains some power 

and saves face” (1998, p.36).  With the underlying premise that only the student can 

change themselves, in a role of guidance through their actions and words, the teacher 

clearly communicates their interest in the student’s growth.  This is done without 

threat of punishment; however, if a student continues to behave irresponsibly Marshall 

(2004) recommended that the teacher use guided choices, which is employing 

authority without punishment to elicit alternative behavioral choices from the student 

as a different approach in future situations. 
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Teacher variables: Enforcement of reasonable consequences. 

 The previously discussed classroom management models advocate meeting 

students’ needs as a primary prevention strategy.  Though Glasser asserted that 

teachers should invoke reasonable consequences when necessary, Charles’ (1996) 

analysis of this model stated that Glasser believed that quality curriculum, teaching, 

and learning would eliminate most problems, giving much less attention to situations 

that require consequences for students’ poor behavioral choices.  However, there are 

times when students’ behavioral choices must result in corresponding consequences.  

 Curwin et al. (2008) made a distinction between punishment and 

consequences, portraying the former as something that is done to us by others, the goal 

of which is “to achieve the proper amount of misery so that the behavior will not 

recur” (p.83).  They further wrote that “it is impossible to punish most difficult 

students more than life already has” (p.84).  However, they believed that difficult 

students do need consequences, “to see that their behavior has repercussions” (p.84).  

Contrastingly, consequences are outcomes of our own choices that result in 

opportunities to help us learn to make better choices.  Thus the goal of consequences 

is “to teach improved decision-making in the absence of authority” (p.83).  They 

asserted that the most effective discipline was managing behavior without needing a 

consequence.   

In their discussion on classroom management Wong and Wong (1991) wrote 

of the importance of enforcing consequences and of students’ awareness of a teacher’s  
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enforcement or non-enforcement of classroom rules, asserting that students will 

swiftly violate unenforced rules.  Following through with reasonable consequences 

that are both positive and negative is critical for effective classroom management, and 

they advised teachers to tell students that the consequences they receive are the result 

of the students’ behavioral choices. 

An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure. 

Curwin et al. (2008) wrote,  

Prevention is so important when working with tough students….The 
prevention dimension provides structure and direction but is 
sufficiently flexible to accommodate both day-to-day and long-term 
changes as you and your students develop new needs and new 
awareness (p.49).  

  
These authors set forth seven stages in the prevention dimension for teachers.  Stage 

one is to know and express yourself clearly and they suggest keeping a simple journal 

and offer reflection questions as prompts.  Stage two is to know your students’ needs, 

desires, culture, and home life, so they will feel connected to you.  Stage three is to 

make the classroom a motivating place with effective teaching methods by connecting 

to the natural motivation of students.  Stage four is to teach students responsibility and 

caring by involving them in “as many decisions as possible” (p.58), including 

consequences for infractions.  Stage five is to establish effective rules and 

consequences by co-authoring “a list of values, rules, and consequences that define 

proper behavior deemed necessary for good learning and teaching to occur” (p.58) 

with the students.  Stage six is to keep yourself current in child behavior, theories of  
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discipline, and “some of the research into psychology and education as it applies to 

discipline….Knowledge alone will not make you a better classroom manager, but 

knowledge can generate alternatives” (p.59).  The final stage is to deal with stressful 

conflict by teaching “students and ourselves how to remain calm” (p.61) in situations 

that incite our emotions.  Having reviewed some theoretical literature, research 

literature now steps into the arena. 

The Search for Research Literature 

 My study found that three of the most used intervention strategies in my 

classroom were peer leaders, student choice, and individual counsel.  Looking for 

research literature on peer leaders, student choice, and individual counseling, I used 

various search engines including Google Scholar (to cast a broader net).  When using 

Google Scholar, each keyword or search phrase was prefaced with the word 

“research” to help retrieve items that were research-based.  Possible articles found 

there were pursued if they were able to be accessed through Academic Search 

Premiere for scholarly peer-reviewed journals.  I also spot-searched keywords and 

phrases in ERIC (Education Resources Information Center) and, finding most returns 

to be duplicates of returns found by using Academic Search Premiere, primarily used 

the latter.   

Keywords and phrases used in my search included: classroom management 

with large numbers of difficult students (no matches were found in the first one 

hundred abstracts returned), classroom management, difficult behaviors in primary  
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grades, teacher management with difficult students, raising student responsibility, 

elementary student choice, choice theory, psychological choice theory (after receiving 

economic market results from “choice theory” alone), Glasser (trying to retrieve 

specifically-targeted search results), student peer leaders, elementary peer leaders, 

elementary student counsel, and elementary teacher counseling students.   

I read the first one hundred abstracts of those returned for each keyword search 

for a total of almost 1,200 abstracts, excluding books—an extensive search, though not 

exhaustive.  Culling research-based articles that demonstrated pertinence to peer 

leaders, student choice, and individual counseling as they had emerged in this study, I 

found thirty-three research articles that were possible matches and acquired and read 

all of these.  Also, in my professional library I found a study in the Journal of 

Research in Childhood Education and a book by Redl and Wineman (1952) on their 

work with larger groups of children with behavior difficulties in a boys group home, 

both of which were relevant to individual counseling as it had emerged in this study.   

What did not fit. 

In reviewing almost 1,200 abstracts from peer-reviewed research articles from 

the disciplines of education and psychology, I found innumerable articles examining 

diverse aspects of this common phenomenon—working with difficult children.  These 

included teacher quality and characteristics and their influence on student 

achievement; working relationships; instructional leadership; structured games for 

playground time; parental perspectives on causal attributes to difficult student  
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behaviors; ability groups; special education classes; teacher behavior, organization, 

beliefs, planning, practice, reflection, and efficacy; teacher retention and attrition; 

teacher preparation; school reform; professional learning communities (PLC); and 

teacher burnout, to name but a few. 

Similarly, articles returned using the key phrase "raising student responsibility" 

included studies involving middle and high school students, raising standards, 

expectations, and student achievement, project-based learning, reading comprehension 

instruction, culture and raising student achievement, school boards role and raising 

student achievement, technology and student achievement, teacher education program 

needs, and other non-related areas.   

When using Google Scholar I found I had to insert the word "psychological" 

before the phrase "choice theory" to avoid returns relevant to economic markets.  

Using Academic Search Premiere, irrelevant articles returned using the key phrase 

"student choice" were most often related to curricular topics of study or learning 

objectives, project and activity selection, or choosing elective courses.  Other aspects 

included vocational schooling, memory retrieval, effects of stress on human 

performance and social behavior, altruism, emotional and environmental education, 

science and ethics, bullying, service learning, teaching practices, and dropout 

prevention, among others.   
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Using the keyword "Glasser" (the founder of choice theory) returned irrelevant 

articles involving relationship counseling, resilience, promoting social justice, zero 

tolerance, choice contrasted against learned helplessness, choice as used by language 

pathologists, quality curriculum, distance and online learning, affect on counselors 

after being trained in choice theory, and other non-related areas.   

Returns that did not pertain to this study using the key phrase "student peer 

leaders" focused primarily on student academic achievement or nutrition- or health-

related studies such as safe-sex practices and alcohol, tobacco, and violence 

prevention.  Unrelated articles also included aspects such as peer tutors and peer 

coaching, parental choice of schools, computers and equity, using it as an instructional 

approach to increasing student participation and productivity, teaching music, student 

improvement, in the contexts of online learning, student motivation for homework, 

high school settings, teacher leadership, teacher peer groups, and shared leadership as 

teacher-principal teams, among others.   

Using the key phrase "student counsel" brought unrelated returns that focused 

on student achievement and mobility, school counseling programs to improve student 

learning, high school guidance, school-based mental health services, student 

demographics and engagement, teacher characteristics, principal leadership’s impact 

on student achievement, school counseling and college, preparing elementary school 

counselors for career development, psychologists as teachers and mentors, teaching  
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anxiety, learning-centered curriculum, teacher education, graduate students of 

counseling, and other non-related areas.   

A sense of fit. 

Research literature offered a large variety of behavioral intervention strategies 

including providing engaging curricular activities, student choice in academic projects, 

direct explicit instruction and clearly stated goals and expectations, teacher or peer 

modeling, peer tutoring, and reinforcing appropriate behaviors with positive 

reinforcement strategies such as specific praise, free choice, extra recess time, “catch-

them-being-good” slips, or token rewards (such as trading ten Maple Memos for a new 

pencil), and more.  The data in my study demonstrated that most of these research-

based suggestions were already being employed in our classroom at that time.  

However, much of the research literature was primarily related to student achievement 

and academic outcomes.  In contrast, my study focused on student achievement of 

behavioral outcomes.   

After reading the book and all thirty-four articles (thirty-three culled from 

1,200 abstracts returned in my search for literature on peer leaders, student choice, and 

individual counsel), I found that five articles could be related to elementary student 

peer leaders, four articles and the book by Redl and Wineman (1952) related to 

individual counseling, and four articles to student choice, according to the concepts 

that had emerged in the present study.  Of these relevant 13, four articles were earlier 

studies published in 1980, 1987, 1994, and 1998. The remaining twenty-one articles  
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that were not used in this study were not peer-reviewed or research-based, or were 

irrelevant, examining aspects such as the use of performance feedback on teachers 

after staff development, teachers’ cultural competency, teacher and peer ratings for 

selecting peer buddies for children with autism, historically disengaged vocational 

students, college student-school student mentorships, and so forth.   

Peer leaders. 

Of the five research articles related to concepts of elementary student peer 

leadership that emerged in my study, only the study on “tootling” done by Cihak, 

Kirk, and Boon (2009) was significantly relevant to this study.  These researchers 

examined the use of a “classwide positive peer reporting intervention known as 

‘tootling’ (a term meaning peer tattling on observed positive behaviors) in conjunction 

with a group contingency procedure to reduce the number of disruptive behaviors in a 

third-grade inclusive classroom” (p.267).  In another study on emergent leadership in 

children’s discussion groups, Li, Anderson, Nguyen-Jahiel, Dong, Archodidou, Kim, 

Kuo, Clark, Wu, Jadallah, and Miller (2007) examined emergent leadership in the 

context of discussion groups in fourth grade classrooms.  These researchers described 

five categories of leadership behaviors—planning and organizing, turn management, 

acknowledgement, argument development, and topic control.  The leadership function 

they called planning and organizing was evident in the data on peer leaders in this 

study, and all of these are discussed more thoroughly below. 
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Of the other three articles, one was a meta-analysis of research on peer models 

and children’s behavioral change (Schunk, 1987), another reviewed research on school 

aggression and violence (Osher, Van Acker, Morrison, Gable, Swyer, and Quinn, 

2004), and one was a study on the trait emotional intelligence and children’s peer 

relations at school (Petrides, Sangareau, Funham, and Frederickson, 2006).  First I 

discuss the two research studies most pertinent to concepts of peer leaders found in my 

own study; then any relevance gleaned from the other three articles is briefly discussed 

in the order in which the articles are mentioned above. 

Peer reporting and group contingency. 

Cihak et al. (2009) found only two peer-reviewed studies evaluating tootling, a 

classwide positive peer reporting intervention—one by Skinner, Cashwell, and 

Skinner  published in 2000 and one by Cashwell, Skinner, and Smith published in 

2001, neither of which evaluated the effects of tootling on students’ disruptive 

behaviors.  In their study, Cihak et al. specifically evaluated the effects of tootling on 

the reduction of inappropriate classroom behaviors.  These researchers taught third 

grade students in an inclusive classroom to recognize and acknowledge prosocial 

behaviors, or positive actions prompted by a sense of moral values and personal 

responsibility, not personal gain (Cihak et al., 2009).  Also employing an 

interdependent group contingency (a group working to earn a group reinforcer), they 

wrote that students working cooperatively to attain a common goal may build 

cohesion (Cihak et al., 2009).   
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Relative to their study, disruptive behaviors were defined as any student 

demonstrating at least one of the following behaviors: 1) talking out; 2) out of seat 

without permission, or; 3) any motor behavior that interfered with another student’s 

studying (physical contact with student, their desk, or any objects on it).  To track 

outcomes after training and use of tootling procedures, the teacher made a mark next 

to the corresponding student’s initials when a disruptive behavior was observed.  

Results indicated that six students accounted for approximately 75% of the disruptive 

classroom behaviors during the baseline phase and the same six were again 

responsible for 85% of the disruptive behaviors when the tootles’ intervention was 

withdrawn.   

Cihak et al. (2009) found that the use of the “tootling” intervention (positive 

peer reporting) in combination with a group contingency procedure decreased 

students’ disruptive classroom behaviors.  Rewarding students for reporting 

classmates’ prosocial behaviors enacted a change in the proportion of reinforcement 

available for appropriate and inappropriate behavior.  The teacher in the study noted 

strong agreement with the following. 

(a) The intervention would be an acceptable intervention for the 
students’ problem behaviors, (b) most teachers would find this 
intervention appropriate, (c) the teacher would suggest the use of this 
intervention to other teachers, (d) this intervention was a good way to 
handle student behavior problems, (e) the teacher liked the procedures 
used in this intervention, (f) the intervention was relatively easy to 
implement, and (g) overall, this intervention was beneficial for the 
students (p.276). 
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Emergent peer leadership and its functions. 

Investigating emergent peer leadership in discussion groups, Li et al. (2007) 

conceded to the worth of understanding the characteristics of people who become 

leaders, but defined peer leadership as “a reciprocal social process, instead of the 

property of an individual” (p.77).  My own perspective of peer leadership includes the 

existence of student qualities that are demonstrated within given contexts and 

circumstances as well as acknowledgment of the reciprocal social process between 

leaders and those being led.   

Li et al. (2007) wrote of the “limited research on children’s leadership, 

especially emergent leadership in small groups” (p.76), further stating that they were 

“unaware of any previous research that has looked at leadership as it actually takes 

place moment by moment in groups of children” (p.77).  My study adds to this pool of 

research.  Interestingly, in describing the complementary relationship between leading 

and following these researchers wrote that “the central part of the leadership process is 

the interaction between leaders and followers.  Leaders initiate actions; their initiatives 

can be accepted or not by others” (Li et al., 2007, p.77), implying that leadership 

requires the cooperative exertions of others.  Indeed, Li et al. (2007) emphasized the 

following.  

…from the view of leadership as a reciprocal social process, the 
characteristics of the whole group, the manner in which the members of 
the group work together, and the moment-by-moment circumstances of 
certain discussions affect the kind of leadership that is called for (p.93).   
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In Li et al.’s (2007) study, fourth-grade peers rated classmates on several 

characteristics to determine measures of popularity and peer nominations of best 

friends, people too quiet or talking too much, people who usually have good ideas, etc.  

Students also answered a self-rating question to measure their desire to be a leader.  

The data revealed five leadership functions— planning and organizing, turn 

management, acknowledgment, argument development, and topic control—in addition 

to the emergence of widely distributed leadership among group members in half of the 

learning groups and a primary peer leader emerging among the other half.   

Li et al. (2007) found and labeled one leadership function as planning and 

organizing, a primary purpose of peer leaders in my own study.  Student actions 

provided structure to the situation or monitored group progress, including making 

suggestions about actions to be taken.  The other four functions they found included 

turn management (directing turns to those who had not contributed and asking others 

who interrupted to wait their turn), acknowledgment (an attempt to inspire others, such 

as a peer leader offering positive verbal reinforcement for a student’s sound 

reasoning), argument development (soliciting reasons, evidence, and clarification of 

thinking from others), and topic control (attempts to influence the topic of discussion).  

Now I discuss the remaining three research articles with relevance to peer leaders.   

Peer leaders and coping models. 

From Schunk’s (1987) review of research on peer models regarding the effects 

of model age, sex, background, and competence, and number of models, came the  
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suggestion that “classroom peers can help train social skills, enhance self-efficacy, and 

remedy skill deficiencies” (p.149), highly relevant as this was one aspect of the use of 

peer leaders in my own study.  Regarding a coping model as opposed to a mastery 

model, he also found the following. 

[A] coping model initially was hesitant, made errors, and verbalized 
statements reflecting negative achievement beliefs, but gradually 
performed better and began to verbalize coping statements…. 
Eventually, the coping model’s problem-solving behaviors and 
verbalizations matched those of the mastery model (Schunk, 1987, 
p.163). 

 
Interestingly, “coping models are beneficial in raising self-efficacy and achievement 

among children who have little familiarity with the task and who possess self-doubts 

about their learning capabilities because of previous difficulties with similar content” 

(Schunk, 1987, p.163).  His review led him to expect that “peers would be more 

influential models for social behaviors if children perceived peer social behaviors as 

more appropriate for themselves than those of adults” (p.166).  He also wrote about 

how time-consuming training peer leaders can be, but reasoned that it is much less so 

than teacher methods of remedying that require “near-continuous teacher 

involvement” (p.170).   

Peer leaders and social networks. 

In their review of research on school aggression and violence, Osher et al. 

(2004) examined alternative ways of using early warning signs of problems in schools.  

They discussed indicators found in the physical facility, social skills lessons, positive  
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and negative feedback, and peer groups within the classroom, asserting that 

contemporary educators must “become aware of the risk factors and problems that 

exist in their school setting” (p.26).  Peer groups within the classroom can be related to 

peer leaders as it emerged in my study. 

Based on a 1990 study done by Coie, Dodge, & Kupersmidt, Osher et al. 

(2004) wrote that “peers exert considerable influence on one another’s behavior" by 

providing or withholding attention and affiliation (p.25).  Addressing a 1999 study 

conducted by Farmer, VanAcker, Pearl, and Rodkin, Osher et al. (2004) wrote that 

peer social networks exist in classrooms and "serve to establish, modify, and support 

the beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors of their members" (p.25), referring to both desired 

and undesired behavior.  These social networks are not randomly formed.  

“Specifically, students differentially select, sort, and shape themselves into social 

networks of peer clusters that tend to comprise students who are similar to one another 

on salient social characteristics” (Osher et al., 2004, p.25).   

Peer leaders and trait emotional intelligence. 

Looking at peer leadership as a characteristic of year six pupils in London, 

Petrides et al. (2006) investigated the role of trait emotional intelligence in children’s 

peer relations at school.  These researchers describe trait emotional intelligence as “a 

constellation of emotion-related self-perceptions and dispositions comprising the 

affective aspects of personality” (p.537).  One of the seven distinctive behavioral 

descriptions used in their study, “a leader” referred to peers who were nominated by  
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other classmates as being a leader, a peer they most preferred to be “in charge.”  

However, the emotional intelligence aspects of the article are beyond the scope of this 

paper and are suitable for another study. 

Student choice. 

Two of the four articles relevant to student choice were original research 

studies (earlier studies) and two were not research-based (current decade).  Research 

on student choice conducted by Richter and Tjosvold (1980) shared some of the same 

positive results found in a study done by Dunlap, dePerczel, Clarke, Wilson, Wright, 

White, and Gomez (1994).   

Student choice as decision-making. 

Student choice associated with decision-making was found to improve social 

relatedness and promote interacting more positively with peers, as well as heighten 

task engagement (Dunlap et al., 1994; Richter and Tjosvold, 1980).  Dunlap et al. also 

found student choice to reduce disruptive behavior for students with emotional and 

behavioral challenges. 

In their review of research on democratic, autocratic, and laissez-faire 

leadership styles in schools, Richter and Tjosvold (1980) wrote that groups under 

democratic leaders were more cohesive and internally motivated than those under 

autocratic leaders.  Organizational literature on participation asserted it to be a process 

involving subordinates in organizational decision making and proposed that it “can 

occur in a combination of generation, evaluation, or choice of decision” (Richter and  
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Tjosvold, 1980, p.75).  Richter and Tjosvold challenge the interpretation that related 

research on leadership has shown that "affective and social benefits of democratic 

leadership, such as group cohesion and reduced aggression, come at the cost of 

achievement," finding that student participation in decision making can help develop 

learning and improve cognitive outcomes (p.78).   

In Richter and Tjosvold’s (1980) blind experiment, one class at each grade 

level involved student participation in classroom decision making (79% of the students 

contributed verbally) and the other involved teacher planned conditions (which were 

duplicates of the student choices made in the other classrooms).  These authors found 

that students in the participation condition improved the favorableness of their 

attitudes toward school and the subject (social studies) significantly, showing that 

student-teacher collaborative decision-making can integrate students into school life.  

Furthermore, classes in the participation condition demonstrated a higher percentage 

of positive peer interaction to aggression than did classes in the teacher planned 

condition, supporting that collaborative decision-making can be an effective discipline 

strategy.  While a higher percentage of students in the participation condition showed 

internal motivation by remaining on task when the teacher was absent, there was little 

impact overall on student work whether the teacher was present or absent for this 

group.  Finally, students in the participation condition generally scored higher on 

achievement tests than those who did not participate.   
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Student choice and children with emotional and behavioral  
challenges. 

 
Dunlap et al.’s study (1994) “may be the first such demonstration of 

classroom-based choice making” involving children with emotional and behavioral 

challenges (p.515).  Complementing Richter and Tjosvold's (1980) study, these case 

studies involved two eleven-year-old boys and one five-year-old boy, examined 

student choice, and was conducted in a natural, ongoing context to strengthen external 

validity—a self-contained classroom for students with emotional handicaps (EH).  

This context involved nine students, one teacher, and a full-time aid, as well as two or 

three behavioral consultants who collected data and provided assistance as necessary.   

Dunlap et al.’s (1994) research indicated that “the provision of choice-making 

options was associated with extremely high and stable levels of task engagement” and 

“lowered the percentage of intervals with disruptive behavior relative to the no-choice 

condition” (p.509).  Student “complaints were not displayed during the choice 

conditions, even though the students frequently worked on the same activities during 

both conditions” (p.510).  This further indicates that “the act of choice-making itself 

may have produced an effect beyond the influence of preference” (p.516). 

Throughout their study, appropriate listening and participation were followed 

with specific praise statements and affection from the teacher, while mild off-task and 

disruptive behaviors were ignored.  Occasional verbal prompts were used to encourage 

task engagement.  Levels of interaction between teacher and students were “extremely  
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and consistently high throughout the analysis” (Dunlap et al., 1994, p.513).  This study 

contributed to recognizing choice making as “a robust intervention that is likely to 

have meaningful applications in a wide variety of situations” (p.516).  

The two remaining articles that were not research-based expounded on the 

relationship between choice theory and learning—one connected student choice with 

brain-based theory and the other connected student choice with children of prisoners.   

Student choice and brain-based theory. 

Rose (2003) found consistency among “Glasser’s ideas and many of the major 

practices advocated by brain-based theorists” (p.52).  Learners as choice makers “need 

to wrestle with that which they are learning, not be ‘spoon fed’” (Rose, 2003, p.54), 

which helps develop critical thinking skills.  Rather than being oriented behaviorally, 

he made learning-oriented connections.  Reviewing brain-based literature, Rose wrote 

that a simple but profound idea was that “the brain functions as an integrated system; 

more particularly, emotion and cognition are complementary, even integrated” (p.53).  

He also found that self-management can result in self-motivation by using techniques 

of feedback emphasizing areas of student success and explicitly recognizing student 

emotions.  

Student choice and choice theory. 

Lastly, Edwards' (2009) article on using choice theory with children of 

prisoners asserted that choice theory is a good fit for teaching children of prisoners 

because it can help “advance the social-emotional and educational well-being of  
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children who experience negative life events that lead them to manifest social, 

behavioral, and educational problems” (p.262).  In his review of literature on parent-

child separation, Edwards found that children's attachment to a social network, their 

ability to interact appropriately with teachers and peers, and their school functioning 

and need satisfaction are likely diminished by parent-child separations and disruptions.  

“Choice theory posits disconnectedness as the primary cause of behavioral 

problems….[and] promotes building connections with a valued social network as a 

critical component of child development and psychosocial well-being” (Edwards, 

2009, p.264).  A deeper discussion of choice theory is presented below in the review 

of theoretical literature. 

Individual counsel. 

Of the four articles specific to the intervention of individual counsel, only two 

were original research articles, one of which focused on teachers learning how to 

learn.  Another article described a meta-analysis of learner-centered teacher-student 

relationships, and the last described decision-making through a process akin to 

individual counsel as it had emerged in my own study.  

Individual counsel and children with emotional and behavioral  
challenges. 
  
Oriented towards human development and interactionist perspectives, Burton 

and Denham (1998) studied 4-year-old children “to isolate and describe the key 

factors in the primary prevention program that appeared particularly influential in the  
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emotional socialization process” (p.210).  “Each child was seen as a ‘whole’ 

individual with feelings, thoughts, physical abilities, and a place in the social system 

that together comprise an identity” (p.222).   Furthermore, teacher perceptions were a 

large part of their study and interventions.   

Teachers made decisions spontaneously as events happened, but these 
decisions were soundly based on their working theories of what was 
needed at any given moment….The techniques used by teachers in this 
program have provided an encouraging picture of successful 
intervention for children with major behavioral and emotional problems 
(Burton and Denham, 1998, p.223).   

 
Advocating for early intervention in the social and emotional development of 

children with risk factors associated with the disadvantaged, their social-emotional 

behavior intervention program provided attention to emotional understanding and 

social problem solving, was built on a foundation of trust and consistency, and 

included an emphasis on individualization.  These features are similar to the ways in 

which the intervention of individual counsel was implemented in my study.   

Using purposeful sampling in a case study set in the natural context of the 

child care center where the two participants attended, Burton and Denham (1998) 

looked for evidence of these components in the participants’ behavioral repertoire as 

they interacted with peers over the course of the school year.  Similar to my study, 

these researchers focused on three intervention techniques: the turtle, wherein the 

child folds arms inward and verbalizes feelings; floor time, which is akin to the  
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category positive relationship-building in my own study, and; dialoguing, which was 

similar to the intervention I called individual counsel.   

Floor time was meant to build warm and supportive relationships with 

individual students by having teachers look “for opportunities to join a child, one on 

one, for an interaction that followed the child’s lead” (Burton and Denham, 1998, 

p.213).  After observation, teachers opened a “circle of communication with words or 

physical gestures” (p.213) that either reflected or expanded upon whatever the teacher 

had observed the child doing. Another intervention was the turtle technique, used to 

help children gain control of strong negative emotions.  Children were reminded to 

“fold their arms and use their words to say when they were angry or sad” (p.213).  

These researchers asserted that this technique allowed students to distance themselves 

from the “immediate, concrete present” and reflect on a similar, previous experience, 

thus abstracting the immediate behavior by creating a representation or idea.  The last 

intervention technique was called dialoguing, meant to “help children think about and 

apply knowledge about feelings and social problem solving” that they gained during 

morning lessons” (p.213).  Once the children had distanced themselves using the turtle 

technique, dialoguing stepped into play.   

 The last intervention in their study, dialoguing, was akin to individual counsel 

in my study.  This involved facilitating student reflection “to evaluate what happened 

to get them there and devise a plan of action for the future” (Burton and Denham, 

1998, p.220).  The two participants in their study were guided as described below.  
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[Students were] coached through the steps of stating the problem, 
exploring how the problem made each person feel, generating 
alternative solutions to the problem, determining the consequences of 
each solution, and choosing a solution upon which to act (p.220). 
 
Burton and Denham (1998) found that the participants demonstrated increasing 

response throughout the year to teachers using dialoguing.  Results demonstrated that 

“continuous dialoguing sessions in real-life situations…helped both children to learn 

the rules of successful social interactions by teaching them to verbalize the problem 

and then talk about the feelings of each child involved” (p.220).  Though the children 

became very proficient in this by the end of the intervention, they were “less proficient 

in verbalizing alternative strategies and their resultant consequences” (p.220) and still 

needed an adult present to negotiate solutions verbally.  Although one of the 

participants demonstrated difficulty verbalizing at the beginning of the study, he “was 

increasingly able to describe social situations; explain reasons for his actions; and state 

feelings, needs and motivations of himself and others” (p.221).   

This research showed that both participants did produce more prosocial 

responses as time passed and, in time both participants “did seem able to choose from 

more and more alternative nonaggressive strategies for the solution of their problems” 

(Burton and Denham, 1998, p.221).  They found that, whether or not the social-

emotional lessons played a key part, it was evident that the interventions of floor time, 

turtle technique, and dialoguing were critical.  Moreover, in an earlier meta-analysis of 

social problem-solving programs, “Denham and Almeida (1987) conclude that the  
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presence of dialoguing as a component of the program appeared to be a critical factor 

in determining whether transfer of learning to behavior is obtained” (Burton and 

Denham, 1998, p.222).   

Individual counsel and learning how to learn (LHTL). 

Focused on teachers, James and McCormick (2009) conducted a study on 

learning how to learn (LHTL) in authentic settings.  These authors saw LHTL as a set 

of practices that can be developed by students to help them achieve the objective or 

desired outcome of all LHTL activities or practices—learning autonomy.  Thinking of 

teacher practices associated with formative assessment or “assessment for learning 

(AfL)” as identified by the Assessment Reform Group in 1999, these researchers 

generated LHTL activities that could be recommended to other teachers.  Two relevant 

factors found in AfL practices were making learning explicit and promoting learning 

autonomy.  The former included rich classroom dialogue and questioning to elicit 

student understanding, formative feedback to help students know how to improve, 

sharing learning objectives, criteria, and exemplars of what counts as quality learning, 

and the latter included peer and self-assessment.   

Individual counsel: Teacher variables and student behavioral  
outcomes in a learner-centered model. 

In his meta-analysis of research on learner-centered student-teacher 

relationships, Cornelius-White (2007) credited Carl Rogers as being “the founder of  
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nondirective and client-centered therapy and influenced its spread as the person-

centered approach to…education” (p.113).  Cornelius-White (2007) continued with 

the following stance. 

Classical person-centered education also includes facilitator flexibility 
in teaching methods; transparent compromise with learners, school 
administrations, the public, and the teacher’s own self; collaborative 
and student-self evaluation; and the provision of human and learning 
resources (p.114).   

It is the third aspect listed above—collaborative and student self-evaluation—that 

pertains to individual counsel in my study.  Though the learner-centered model is 

focused on learning and individual learners, there is also an emphasis on cooperation, 

empowerment, and respect.   

Cornelius-White (2007) found correlations between learner-centered teacher 

variables and affective or behavioral student outcomes.  Those pertinent to my study 

and specifically to the interventions of individual counsel and student choice include 

teacher variables of empathy, respect, nondirectivity, encouraging learning and 

thinking, and adapting to differences, all which showed above average effects (r > 

.20).  Some of the highest correlations found by Cornelius-White were for teacher 

variables of nondirectivity (r = .35), empathy (r = .32), and the encouragement of 

higher order thinking (r = .29), all significant to the intervention of individual counsel.  

According to findings in the psychotherapy literature, “resistance appears best dealt 

with by nondirectivity.  Avoiding power struggles through empathy and the  
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encouragement of self-initiated learning seems to help” (Corneilius-White, 2007, 

p.134), which also describes individual counsel as it emerged in my study.  

Correlations found for student behavioral outcomes relevant to my study included 

social connection/skills (r = .32) and the reduction of disruptive behavior (r = .25).  

Reviewing the meta-analysis of Fraser, Wahlberg, Welch, and Hattie (1987), he 

agreed that there is merit in pursuing any correlation greater than r = .20 and that any 

correlation greater than r = .30 should ensue much curiosity (Cornelius-White, 2007).  

Lastly, Cornelius-White cautions that “teacher relational variables may actually be 

caused by student processes and outcomes rather than the other way around.  This 

potentially bidirectional phenomenon is not just a limitation but an important idea” 

(p.136). 

Individual counsel and decision-making. 

The last article discussed decision-making by young children, at school and 

home.  Rubin and Schoenefeld (2009) asserted that young children rarely have 

opportunities to set goals and objectives for learning, or with whom, where, and how 

they might achieve such goals.  Furthermore, “many children do not tolerate” 

circumstances that lack opportunities for self-determination (p.8).  Literature on joint 

decision-making indicates that it is a predictor of higher achievement and lower 

misconduct, increases confidence and proficiency, and develops critical thinking skills 

(Rubin and Schoenefeld, 2009).   

 



 53 
 

To prevent children from becoming overwhelmed by the decisions they face or 

because they may not be entirely aware of the consequences of their actions, teachers 

can establish parameters, such as age appropriateness, time appropriateness, having a 

clear perspective of who actually has control of the decision-making (home versus 

school), the impact on others (short and long-term effects), and core values (generally 

confidence, respect, happiness, honesty, compassion, curiosity, caring, open-

mindedness, and responsibility).  As an open suggestion, Rubin and Schoenefeld 

(2009) realize that there are many other possibilities for setting parameters.  

Rubin and Schoenefeld (2009) suggested that decision-making parameters be 

“explicitly and clearly communicated in a way that a child understands” (p.9) and a 

reasonable rationale be given for the parameter, along with an explanation of how the 

parameter benefits the individual student or group.   However, these authors warn that, 

while establishing parameters for decision-making is necessary, it is not sufficient.  

Children also need to learn and be able to demonstrate in developmentally appropriate 

ways expressive and receptive communication, teamwork, and conflict resolution.   

Teacher variables and collaborative decision-making as individual  
counsel. 
 
Teachers’ social problem-solving skills are equally essential and include the 

ability to gather, understand, and analyze information needed in order to clearly 

identify or define the decision to be made.  Additional skills include brainstorming the 

individual and group pros and cons of a decision, weighing the impact of pros and  
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cons upon self and others, developing a contingency plan as an alternative to a 

decision not producing the desired result, implementing the decision, and evaluating 

the outcome relative to the decision’s intended results.   

In helping students become decision-makers, Rubin and Schoenefeld (2009) 

suggest the first step be to identify what types of decisions will be made by students, 

by the teacher, and collaboratively.  Also, when in doubt, establish a process to 

determine how a decision will be reached.  They clearly state “it is the adult’s 

obligation to possess the skills needed to use such situations [when there are 

differences in opinion between students and adults] as a teaching/learning tool, and 

thereby, to keep conflict adaptive and healthy” (p.9).  The second step in helping 

students become decision-makers is to select the most appropriate method of involving 

them in making a particular decision.   

They discussed four different types of decisions.  1) Directive decision-making 

was described as sensitive adults who model and communicate “the use of parameters 

and social problem-solving skills” in decision-making (Rubin and Schoenefeld, 2009, 

p.10).  2) Independent decision-making involved decisions exclusively within the 

students’ province.  

Non-categorical decisions consistent with the child’s understanding of 
the decision-making parameters and acquisition of the necessary social 
problem-solving skills….The opportunity to make and learn from 
errors in judgment is essential to becoming one’s own leader (p.10). 

   
 



 55 
 

This type was predicated on student criteria such as demonstrating “ongoing 

understanding of the decision-making parameters and the ability to use the required 

social problem-solving skills” (p.10).  Although independent decision-making allowed 

consultation with parents or other adults, the ultimate responsibility and person held 

accountable for outcomes of the decision is the student.  3) Consensus decision-

making was defined as reaching an agreement concerning any particular issue clearly 

of mutual concern to both the adult and student.  Commitment was essential, 

regardless of whether or not it was one’s first choice.  4) The final type was called 

consultative/instructional decision-making and it had three overlapping components.  

First, limiting the number of choices; second, honoring the child’s input consistent 

with their increasing capacity to be involved, and; third, adults assumed responsibility 

for seizing a teachable moment by helping children think critically about the issue at 

hand, evaluate different viewpoints, and recognize possible consequences.  

 Individual counsel: Bits and pieces 

Though the following articles were used earlier in relation to peer leaders or 

student choice, there were also links to the intervention I called individual counsel.  

Schunk’s (1987) review of research on peer models found that “observing adults and 

peers consistently display mature judgments and give supporting rationales best 

enhanced children’s mature judgments and explanations” (p.157).  Osher er al.’s 

(2004) research review asked if “planned and structured activities allow students to 

practice desired alternative behaviors with adequate feedback to support the adoption  
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of these alternative behaviors” (p.24).  Richter and Tjosvold (1980) wrote that student 

participation in decision making can involve “a combination of generation, evaluation, 

or choice of decision” (p.75).  Finally, as previously suggested with student choice, 

“the brain must do its own ‘chewing’ to be nourished, and it must choose what it 

chews” (Rose, 2003, p.54), and these various features were evident in the intervention 

I called individual counsel.   

Redl and Wineman (1952): Individual counsel and working  
with larger groups. 
 
One of the few sources for working with large groups of students with 

behavioral difficulties, Redl and Wineman (1952) listed seventeen intervention 

techniques in their book entitled, Controls from Within: Techniques for the Treatment 

of the Aggressive Child.  Like special education classrooms, the adult-child ratio was 

different in their work than it was in my study as their overall group was smaller and 

comprised only of students with behavioral difficulties.  While the data in my study 

indicated that I had employed most of their techniques during the course of the year, 

their techniques did not include two of the three most frequently referenced 

interventions which became the focus of this study—peer leaders and student choice.  

However, the implementation of the intervention categorized herein as individual 

counseling could be related to three of Redl and Wineman’s techniques: interpretation 

as interference, promises and rewards, and punishments and threats.   
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Redl and Wineman (1952) described interpretation as interference to be when 

an adult redefines or clarifies a given situation to help the student understand the 

situation, or to help the student grasp their own motivation in the issue at hand.  

Promises and rewards was described as promising a student a future reward for the 

purpose of present impulse control, or giving a child some token object, time, or 

activity in reward for and after they have behaved in a specific way.  The intervention 

technique they called punishments and threats was described as an unpleasant 

experience or the threat of an unpleasant experience meant to stop unacceptable 

behavior or having occurred as a result of the student having failed to behave in a 

specific, acceptable way.  When working with children with emotional and behavioral 

challenges, the authors cautioned that “in order for punishment to be perceived as an 

educational act rather than a willful, aggressive action of rejection by the adult,” the 

student receiving punishment must be able to “correctly perceive the intention of the 

punishing adult,” connect the present unpleasantness with their own previous 

behavior, and cope with the resulting frustration, tying their frustration explicitly to 

the real issue at stake.  This is similar to Curwin et al.'s (2008) position on natural 

consequences previously discussed.  

 Chapter conclusion.   

 Summing up, social pathologies are expanding, affecting teaching and learning 

in classrooms.  Humanistic theoretical perspectives promote the role of the teacher as 

a facilitator and guide.  As such, classroom management includes building positive  
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relationships, democratic leadership, non-coercive discipline, raising students’ 

responsibility for their own choices of behavior, validating students’ strengths and 

meeting students’ needs, and giving students choices.  Placing the locus of control of 

behavior within each individual, students always have the possibility to choose a 

response—regardless of situation, stimulus, or urge—thus they can feel some sense of 

control.   Different from punishment, natural consequences can be more acceptable to 

students and may generate less negative student responses.   

 Research-based literature suggests positive results for interventions related to 

peer leaders, student choice, and individual counsel.  Leadership can be seen as a 

reciprocal process, necessitating the cooperative efforts of others.  Peer leaders can 

help train peers in social skills as self-selected peer social networks establish, modify, 

and support the beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors of their members.  Student choice was 

found to improve social relatedness, promote interacting more positively with peers, 

heighten task engagement, and reduce disruptive behavior for students with emotional 

and behavioral challenges.  Limiting the number of choices, honoring the child’s 

input, and helping children think critically about a given situation by evaluating 

different viewpoints and recognizing possible consequences help students learn to help 

themselves.   

 Relating individual counsel to decision-making found that joint decision-

making was a predictor of higher achievement and lower misconduct across all ethnic 

group examined, increased confidence and proficiency, and developed critical thinking  
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skills.  Related to both student choice and individual counsel, learner-centered student-

teacher relationships were shown to have correlations between teacher variables and 

behavioral student outcomes, with some of the highest correlations found for teacher 

variables of nondirectivity, empathy, and the encouragement of higher order thinking 

and, for student behavioral outcomes, social connection/skills and the reduction of 

disruptive behavior.  Having reviewed theoretical literature on classroom management 

and research-based literature on behavioral interventions, in the next chapter I describe 

my materials and methods.  
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Chapter Three:  Materials and Methods 

Written from the perspective of a veteran teacher, this qualitative self-study 

describes the phenomenon of a highly disruptive, regular education primary student 

group as a whole and teacher interventions that were attempted to influence group 

behavioral trends.  Conducted in a natural, ongoing context to strengthen external 

validity, the purpose of this research is to add to the literature on classroom 

management and effective teacher interventions specifically addressing disruptive 

behavior en masse in a regular education setting with a large group of high-needs 

students.   

As a self-study, this research is ripe with the hazards of subjectivity, 

controversy, and narrow-mindedness.  Because self-studies present special validity 

problems (Feldman, 2003 as cited in Winograd, 2005), I employed some traditional 

strategies in qualitative research to improve the trustworthiness of my observations 

and assertions.  These strategies included a clear description of data collection and 

analysis, sharing my writing with others for their feedback, prolonged engagement in 

the field, and informing the work with other research and theory (Winograd, 2005).   

There are two sections herein; the first describes data collection and the second 

data analysis, which has seven subsections.  Research questions were:  1) Given a 

highly disruptive collective primary student group of 24, what interventions were 

employed most often by a veteran teacher in attempts to co-create a more effective 

learning environment?  2)  What were their levels of efficacy?   
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Data Collection 

 As has been my custom for many years, I kept a teacher journal and a personal 

diary throughout the school year in which this study takes place.  Keeping a teacher 

journal helps me reflexively record and examine my interactions and relationships 

with students and investigate my classroom and teaching practices with the intention 

of becoming a better, more effective teacher.  The personal diary is also reflexive, 

helping me explore my feelings and emotions in various roles, including that of 

teacher, in a more personal and spiritual sense.  Data was gathered beginning in 

August of that year and continued through the following summer, after the school year 

had ended.   

Teacher journal. 

Teacher journal entries were recorded for almost every day, though there were 

times that exhaustion claimed its toll and days were missed.  I did not target particular 

items to write about, but entries provide specific information about parent-teacher 

conferences, individualizing instruction, lesson reflections, students’ oral and body 

language, student interactions with peers and adults, class discussions, play time at 

recess, student interactions with me in my role as teacher, students’ facial expressions, 

tones of voice, my teacher evaluation, investigations and monitoring of student 

behavior, teacher-created behavior tracking sheets, my interactions and 

communication with parents and staff, and the like.  Embedded within the story-like 

narratives are student pseudonyms as applicable to the specific incidents and situations  
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on a given day, contextual background information, and a description of what I lived 

and observed in the classroom.  All names and identifying information have been 

changed to protect confidentiality using biblical names, sometimes contracted.  Daily 

teacher journal entries as stories were written in a similar manner to provide 

consistency between daily entries. 

Data collection took place within the natural context of the classroom over the 

course of one school year.  I used ethnographical techniques from the field of 

anthropology to create the database teacher journal after the school day had ended.  As 

both the teacher and researcher, I lived as a participant observer using something 

similar to field notes to create the database teacher journal after the school day had 

ended.  During class time, I had kept clipboards at various locations throughout the 

room, each with a blank sheet of address labels and a pencil or pen.  As incidents 

happened during the day, I would grab the nearest clipboard and write the date, the 

name(s) of the student(s) involved, the activity during which the incident took place, 

and a brief description of my direct observation without conjecture as to cause or 

meaning.  For example, writing "Mark cried" rather than "Mark was sad."  Sometimes 

I grabbed a post-it note or blank piece of student writing paper or whatever was closest 

to me, even jotting notes in the margins of my daily lesson plans. 

In creating the database teacher journal, I also referred to school flyers, 

newsletters, duty and bell schedules, specialists' schedules, my formal observation and 

evaluation paperwork, pertinent email communications, parent notes to me, parent  
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notices I sent home regarding student behavior, notes I had taken during staff meetings 

or parent conferences, etc.  Furthermore, I had kept a parent phone log in which I 

recorded every phone communication I had with parents.  The log recorded the date, 

time, the name of the student the call was regarding, whom I spoke with or if I left an 

answering machine message, and notes about the content and outcome of the 

communication.   

Personal diary. 

Keeping a personal spiritual diary helps me record my reflections and 

emotions, my feelings as I live various experiences and this teaching experience in 

particular.  Entries were made as reflections on spiritual readings from several titles 

and oftentimes I perceived connections to my experiences in the classroom with this 

group of children.  This reflexive activity helped me explore my feelings and emotions 

in a more personal, spiritual sense and provided an emotional outlet to release 

powerful, depressive emotions and reaffirm my efficacy as an effective veteran 

teacher, as well as a person in my own right continuously on a spiritual journey for 

improvement.  Personal spiritual diary entries were included in the data based on the 

following quotes and others similar in content.  The entries selected for inclusion in 

this study do not necessarily reflect a daily consistency, but rather are purposefully 

chosen due to their relevance to the data used in this study. 

I continue to faithfully keep my 4:30 – 5:00 am spiritual reading times; 
it actually saves my sanity, gives me hope, enables me to get in the car 
and drive to the hellhole one more day… (March, lines 10,010-012).   
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This well describes my perspective.  I’m primarily of the spirit, 
regardless of the role I’m playing at any given time (April, lines 
12,290-291) 

 
Embedded within the story-like narratives were descriptions of my spiritual, personal, 

and emotional experiences with students’ names (pseudonyms), contextual 

background information, and my personal reactions to what I had lived and observed.  

 Romano (2004) wrote about the story method and, citing Carter (1993), stated 

its use was to “relay the details of the classroom events, as well as the unseen 

reflection, to a particular audience” (p.668).  In the style of this research method, I 

have portrayed the events of the classroom from my teacher perspective as a 

storyteller, describing what happened during my teaching practice and capturing 

unseen reflections around issues of classroom management.   

 Similarly, Marlowe and Disney (2006) wrote of teacher lore as the study of 

“the knowledge, ideas, perspectives and understandings of teachers” (Schubert, 1991; 

Schwarz and Alberts, 1998 as cited in Marlowe and Disney, 2006, p.289), an “inquiry 

into the beliefs, values and images that guide teachers’ work…an attempt to learn 

what teachers learn from their experience” (p.298), though they asserted it is currently 

neglected.  Marlowe and Disney believed teacher lore to be a “necessary construct in 

the education of children with emotional and behavioral disorders” as it can “reveal 

teachers’ work from the inside, holistically, within real life contexts” (p.290). Citing 

other researchers, they promoted narrative as the most natural way for humans to 

make sense of (and share that sense of) their work and lives.  Marlowe and Disney  
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(2006) promulgated the good sense of paying attention to teacher lore in “ongoing 

efforts to improve programs for children with emotional and behavioral disorders” 

(p.290).   

Data Analysis 

During analysis I used strategies from grounded theory, open coding and 

constant comparative analysis, to describe and analyze the types of teacher 

interventions most frequently employed to affect whole-group behavioral trends and 

co-create a more effective learning environment.  Open coding and constant 

comparative analysis are discussed more in-depth below under the corresponding 

subheadings.  Data analysis progressed through four phases: 1) initial coding; 2) 

refinement of categories; 3) data saturation, and 4) dimensions of frequency. 

Before initial coding. 

After electronically arranging and merging all journal and diary entries 

pertinent to this study in chronological order, I inserted handwritten numbers for every 

line of the data base, from BS1 to 15,620, with consecutive numbers running 

continuously throughout from beginning to end, August through June. (BS stands for 

“before school.”)  Before initial coding, I read the entire year’s entries from beginning 

to end for the first time.  During the second reading in its entirety, I stopped at the end 

of each month’s entries to write up highlights in bulleted form (Appendix A).   

 

 



 66 
 

Grounded theory, open coding, and constant comparative analysis. 

Grounded theory can help generate a theory from the data being reported so 

that it helps to interpret or explain the data in a general manner (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967).  This means most hypotheses and concepts come from the data and are 

systematically worked out in relation to the data during the course of the research 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967).  Grounded theory allows discovering theory as a process; 

“…in generating theory it is not the fact upon which we stand, but the conceptual 

category (or a conceptual property of the category) that was generated from it” 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p.23, italics in original work).  Thus a concept will not 

change, while even the most accurate facts do.   

Open coding, a strategy used in grounded theory, approaches data without 

preconceived categories to impose.  Once data is broken down into separate units of 

meaning for coding, the researcher clusters concepts around a related theme, 

determining the properties and dimensions of resulting categories (Brown, Steven, 

Troiano, and Schneider, 2002; Moghaddam, 2006). 

Constant comparative analysis “can be used in a study with a single method of 

data collection, or in situations where multiple data collection methods have been 

used” (Hewitt-Taylor, 2001, p.39).  This method of analysis combines coding data 

with constantly redesigning and reintegrating theoretical notions (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967).  In categorizing teacher intervention strategies, constant comparative analysis 

was ongoing and categories were compared and contrasted throughout.  Analysis  
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progressed through four phases:  1) initial coding; 2) refinement of categories; 3) data 

saturation, and; 4) dimensions of frequency. 

Initial coding and categories. 

I continued to reread the database numerous times, determining “disruptions to 

the learning environment” to be any interruption of our current or planned learning 

activity, whether by student, other person, or circumstance.  Simultaneously, 

refinement of disruption categories emerged, as I noticed differences as to whom or 

what disturbed our learning environment.  Disruptions were marked by circling the 

line numbers in which they were denoted.  

For coding student behavior I used the school-wide behavior rating system.  As 

a standard practice, the school had provided student information cards (Appendix B) 

and teachers were required to complete these at the beginning and end of the year.  

One item on this card was regarding behavior ratings on a five-point scale, with 1 

being best and 5 being worst.  To most effectively ensure alignment of outcomes with 

the data source, these ratings were kept for beginning and ending student behavior 

ratings and the same rating was imposed on the teacher-created mid-year table of 

student behavior ratings.  The direct alignments follow, with capital letters 

representing my teacher-created mid-year behavior ratings and numbers representing 

the school’s beginning- and ending-year behavior ratings as described above.  SC – 

self-control (1 or 2); AB – adjusts behavior with adult reminder (3); RE – reacts and 

escalates situations (4 or 5).   
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Then, I analyzed my teacher intervention strategies using another copy of the 

database.  Interventions were determined to be teacher actions, decisions, 

collaborations, and attempts to influence students' behavioral choices.  Beginning with 

unfocused exploration, open coding allowed me to break down data into separate units 

of meaning for coding.  I identified various teacher interventions by circling key 

words and phrases indicating an intervention strategy.  Then I wrote 2-3 descriptor 

words in margins of the database for the various types of interventions.  Descriptors 

were often the actual words embedded in the database, such as student choice, fresh 

start, celebration, and rearranged desks.   

Next, I clustered descriptor words around a related theme, which then became 

an intervention category.  For example, the intervention category "time out" included 

descriptor words with similar meaning such as time out, removed from class, self-

removal, and recess detention.  Likewise, the intervention category "parent 

communication" included parent letters and notices, parent conferences, me calling 

parents, parents calling me, face-to-face conversations (sometimes daily), etc.—all of 

which focused on student behavior.   

Refinement of categories. 

Continuing to use constant comparative analysis, four categories emerged for 

disruptions to the learning environment—student, math, school event, and other.  

Regarding teacher interventions, there were two groups of intervention strategies that 

were interrelated and designed to be implemented simultaneously.   
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The first group was called “peer leaders” and included student peer leaders, 

peer behavior tracking sheets, special small groups, and math center rotation charts.  

However, through constant comparison and for the purposes of tallying interventions, 

I decided to place math center rotation charts in a separate category called self-

regulation posted prompts, along with posted options for those who finished their 

work early and posted graphics of behavioral expectations.   

The second group was called “student choice” and  included student choice, 

voice, and vote—specifically used regarding peer leaders and the weekly awarding of 

a group trophy.  However, again due to similar meaning, I decided to place the 

descriptor word “trophy” in the category I called “PBS/ABC student,” which 

encompassed positive reinforcement in the form of a bauble or prize of some type.  

These physical rewards were grouped accordingly on the intervention strategy tally 

sheet. 

Through constant comparative analysis, I determined that several intervention 

categories had sub-categories, and some had extenuating conditions.  Looking still 

deeper, I came to realize there were different types of intervention categories.  While 

the purpose of some interventions was to build students’ self-regulation skills, others 

were consequences in response to student choices.  Grouping intervention categories 

accordingly under the types I called “building self-regulation skills” and 

“consequences” claimed most of the interventions I had used that year.  With the 

interventions that remained, I recognized three other groupings.  These were “outside  
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support, more adults, and environmental change.”  Four of the twenty-four 

intervention categories didn’t fit into these established types, so a last type of 

intervention was called “other.”   

Data saturation. 

Continuing to use constant comparison, during the third phase of data analysis 

I checked each reference to an intervention in the database against the key words and 

phrases used for placement within an intervention category to ensure that each 

intervention strategy fit into one of the existing twenty-four categories (or sub-

categories) and no new categories or sub-categories emerged.  Finally, I checked to 

ensure that each intervention category fit into one of the existing types that I had 

created.  All interventions with more than ten references throughout the year were 

accounted for in both respects, thereby achieving data saturation.   

Dimensions of frequency: Analyzing group trends and  
teacher interventions. 

 
Tallies of three aspects—student disruptions from anecdotal references and 

teacher behavior tracking sheets, student behavior ratings, and teacher intervention 

strategies—provided frequency counts that helped me flush out trends and extremes in 

each.  Furthermore, it helped me to see if there were correlations between these 

aspects to help determine general effectiveness of intervention strategies and track 

group progress.  Each of these aspects is described below.   
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 Disruptions to the learning environment.  

Specific to math disruptions, which occurred three times daily due to district-

provided curricular requirements, these were calculated by counting the number of 

instructional days per trimester and multiplying that by three.  All other sub-categories 

of disruption were calculated by totaling the number of specific anecdotal references. 

To tally the total number of anecdotal references to disruption of the learning 

environment by month and trimester, I circled all line numbers throughout the 

database that contained reference to a disruption, further culling out student 

disruptions from other types of disruptions.  On any given day when there were 

anecdotal references to student disruptions accompanied by a student behavior 

tracking sheet tally, the tracking sheet tally was used as the total number of student 

disruptions for the day rather than tallying the anecdotal descriptions for that day.  Per-

page subtotals were written at the bottom of each page in the database.   

I also separately tallied the total number of student disruptions according to 

teacher-recorded behavior tracking sheets embedded within the database, a tool used 

for data collection and as a tracking device throughout the year to record general types 

and frequencies of student disruptions and the number of students involved.  Often, 

tally-sheet information was presented as verbiage followed by the table embedded 

within the journal.  In these cases, tables embedded within the journal were used to 

calculate tallies of disruptive student behavior according to teacher tracking sheets by 

month and trimester.  Although recording student behavior on the behavior tracking  
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sheets was not done on a consistent basis, anecdotal recording of student behavior was 

done daily with few exceptions.  Tallies of student disruptions, both by anecdotal 

mention and behavior tracking sheets, were analyzed across the entire school year to 

reveal trends, extremes, and frequencies.    

 Student behavior ratings. 

Rather than frequencies, student behavior was rated at the beginning, middle, 

and end of the school year, with 1 being best and 5 being worst.  I aligned information 

from the school’s student behavior rating cards (completed at the beginning and 

ending of the school year and embedded in the database) with a mid-year teacher-

created table in January, which rated student behavior and teacher-perceived changes 

in behavior since September.  The student behavior ratings in the mid-year teacher-

created table were aligned according to ratings on the school’s behavior rating cards.  I 

analyzed the data on student behavior ratings for trends in student progress across the 

entire school year.   

Teacher interventions. 

Tallies of anecdotal references to specific intervention strategies were based on 

the number of times a key word or phrase of an intervention category was written and 

was restricted to interventions actually implemented, rather than professionally 

pondered upon.  My rationale was that dramatically low number of references 

indicated the extreme infrequency of such interventions, which should then have had 

little influence on changing student behavior.  Likewise, the most frequently  
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referenced and employed interventions used throughout the school year across all 

three trimesters should have had the most influence on changing student behavior, 

which, in turn, would have been more descriptive and more frequently referenced. 

As interventions were tallied, a checkmark was made in the margins of the 

database and the numerical symbol for the month and page number where the 

intervention was referenced was recorded on the tally sheet.  For example, special 

math groups were first mentioned in September on page eleven.  The corresponding 

tally mark was 9.11, written on the tally line next to this specific intervention listed on 

the tally sheet.  Before moving on to the next page, I counted the total number of 

circled interventions on the page and the total number of checked descriptor words in 

the margins, making sure they were equal.  Exceptions occurred for words at the end 

of a line that were part of a phrase that continued in a circle on the next line.  

Intervention strategies were totaled by month and trimester by counting each of the 

tallies marked by month-page for the intervention strategies listed.  Intervention 

categories were then grouped and labeled according to my perceptions of the type of 

intervention that best described the data.   

Determining general effectiveness of intervention strategies:  
group progress. 

 
General effectiveness of the most frequently cited intervention strategies was 

found by juxtaposing intervention tallies by month and trimester with student 

disruption tallies by month and trimester, as well as student behavior ratings each  



 74 
 

trimester.  The reasoning behind this juxtaposition was that effective intervention 

strategies should reduce the frequency and severity of disruptions and improve student 

behavior.  Furthermore, ineffective interventions would not be repeatedly applied or  

referenced, while more effective interventions would be applied and referenced 

repeatedly throughout the school year.   

Chapter Conclusion  

Using my professional journal and personal diary which were written over the 

course of one school year as the database, this qualitative study used the method of 

teacher lore to bring to life the struggles of classroom management in contemporary 

classrooms of more than twenty students.  Strategies from grounded theory such as 

open coding and constant comparative analysis were used during data analysis to 

uncover the patterns embedded within the lengthy journal and diary entries.  The four 

phases of data analysis were initial coding, refinement of categories, data saturation, 

and determining dimensions of frequency in disruptions to the learning environment 

and references to teacher interventions.  Group progress was determined by 

juxtaposing intervention tallies with student disruption tallies and trimester behavior 

ratings.  There were four main findings from this study that are described in the next 

chapter: one related to group behavioral progress, another related to the nature of the 

interventions, the third related to the least effective intervention, and the fourth related 

to the most frequently referenced teacher intervention categories. 
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Chapter Four:  Findings 

There were four main findings from this study.  First, there was evidence of 

incremental progress sprinkled with regressions, yet the data supports that student 

behavior did improve overall, both collectively and individually.  Second, various 

interventions were often employed simultaneously among the twenty-four distinct 

intervention categories identified in the data.  Third, one of the least effective 

interventions for this group of students was teaching social skills curriculum in a 

whole group situation, especially for those students most in need of learning social 

skills. Fourth, among the most frequently referenced teacher intervention categories 

for this group of students were: 1) peer leaders; 2) student choice, and; 3) individual 

counsel.  Before presenting the other three main findings, we examine findings for 

disruptions to the learning environment. 

First Main Finding: Incremental Progress Marks Improvement 

Though progress was incremental and intermingled with regressions, the data 

supports that collective and individual student behavior did improve overall by the end 

of the school year.   

Disruptions to the learning environment. 

There were a total of 2,918 recorded disruptions to the learning environment 

over the course of the school year, 2,309 of which were caused by students, or just 

over seventy-nine percent.  There were four categories of disruptions to the learning 

environment—student (2,309 total references), math (545), school event (17), and  
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other (47).  School events included such things as fire, earthquake, lockdown, and bus 

evacuation drills, hearing screening, school pictures, and the like.  The category 

“other” included such things as teacher absences, parents, staff, or the weather.  

Requirements for math curriculum caused a total of 545 disruptions over the course of 

the school year, which mainly consisted of rearranging student desks three times per 

day to accommodate newly purchased district curriculum I was required to use, but 

which was not easily possible to execute in our cramped classroom.  

This intermediate room is very small, with no room for centers or circle 
time.  So every day during math time, Bridges math curriculum 
requires a learning circle where all students gather around and the 
lesson/modeling takes place at the center….Thus, it requires us to move 
the 24 student desks to the perimeter of the room each day.  Following 
this portion of the lesson, the math curriculum requires that math work 
stations be created, requiring us to move the 24 student desks into table 
groups of four desks per group, six groups all around the room.  At the 
end of the math lesson each day, we reassemble the desks into the rows 
that students voted as the best layout for their learning.  During an 
additional, separate time each day Bridges math curriculum requires 
another whole group situation that gathers around the calendar.  There 
is only one bulletin board located in the back of the room (adjacent to 
the teacher’s desk) to hold the extensive calendar display, so for the 
Number Corner activities we must move 3 student desks.  Students sit 
in their own seats in the back 2 rows while the others sit on the floor 
where the 3 desks had been.  The desks are replaced 15-20 minutes 
later when this portion of the math lesson concludes.  Various staff 
members (including the principal) have been asked for input as to how 
to alleviate this excessive, constant movement daily, however, they 
have confirmed that, given the physical constraints of the room size and 
structure, it is being done the best way possible.  This group 
desperately needs less movement, but what can I do?  Through no one’s 
fault the situation is what it is. (February, lines 6938-57). 

 
Student individual and group disruptions of the learning environment occurred 

with frighteningly high frequency, with anecdotal reference tallies nearly double those  
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of the teacher behavior tracking sheets, as displayed in Table 4.1 below.  However, 

disruptions gradually became less extreme and intense during the first trimester and 

generally remained so for the duration of the school year, decreasing by approximately 

72%, overall.   

Table 4.1:  Total student disruptions by anecdotal reference and teacher behavior 
tracking sheets 
 
Trimesters            Trimester 1              Trimester 2              Trimester 3                Totals 
 
Anecdotal                 1,235                         727                           347                      2,309 
  references 
 
Teacher behavior        691                         503                             78                      1,272 
  tracking sheets 

 

Trends, extremes, and progress with student behavior. 

While frequency of student disruption was unstable, rising and falling daily, 

there was an overall pattern of decline indicated by both anecdotal references and my 

teacher behavior tracking sheets.  Though there was evidence of a tango back and 

forth as we improved with jerks and stutters, the pattern of decline in frequencies of 

student disruption was supported by twelve students showing improvements in student 

behavior ratings by the end of the school year.   

Today…eh, it was a 50/50 day.  No one belly-crawled; no one 
screamed.  No one punched, kicked, or spit.  But Mark, Maggie, Tim, 
Jeremiah, Ezekiel, David, Esther, Ezra, and Daniel got out of their seats 
nonstop… (September, lines 886-88).  
  
 



 78 

 
 
Now, Mrs. Viche is an animated, interesting, entertaining educator with 
a dynamic curriculum and activity-based learning.  With my group of 
24, she still had 37 disruptive behaviors in a 25 minute lesson.  How is 
it that I’m happy?  Because at least it’s not as frequent, extreme, and 
disruptive as before… (October lines 2577-80). 
 
Today the counselor told me he notices that the group is making 
progress.  I told him that it does seem that all my efforts are beginning 
to work, but in little baby steps! (November, lines 4115-17). 
 
You have got them a long way in the short time you’ve had them.  
Their behavior has definitely improved since I observed them earlier in 
the fall (December, lines 4418-4419, note from substitute teacher). 
 
There continues to be intergroup fighting and impulsive behaviors, 
though I admit that there are less extreme behaviors exhibited daily 
now, so some improvement has been made (February, lines 8466-68). 

 
Focus changes over the year. 

Ensuring that students stayed in their seat was the primary focus at the 

beginning of the year, gradually moving into foci of being self-aware of one’s own 

emotions and those of others, and student choice as related to consequences.   

These students seem to twist and writhe away from any real routines, 
debilitating into chaos unless some novel intervention diverts their 
attention…Before the year began, I imagined the fun of building a new 
community of learners.  Now I just want to prevent outbreaks of mob 
mentality and have 15-minute stretches wherein every person stays in 
their seat!  I’ve regressed to yearning for such simple, basic things… 
(October, lines 1859-73). 
 
Daniel can’t work in his small group of 4 at the math centers this 
afternoon.  He comes to speak with me as I move around the room, 
visiting with students and checking in at the various math centers 
operating concurrently.  Daniel tells me he is mad at his group and is 
afraid if he has to stay with them, he will “do something mad” 
(February, lines 7580-83). 
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Matthew refused to do any work during small reading groups, 
remaining very uncooperative despite my reminders that he’d have to 
finish the work during recess.  He would not finish playing the Silent-e 
game, repeatedly shouting “Steve’s a cheater!”  He refused to 
participate in our blending and dictation activities, indeed staying in at 
recess to finish his work (January, lines 6065-68). 
 
Daniel refused to participate in our math work stations at the beginning 
of that time block.  I reminded him that his choice of behavior didn’t 
support him becoming a leader of his small group, and 15 mins later he 
changed his mind and joined in for the rest of the period (January, lines 
6072-74). 

 
It was the worst of times, it was the best of times. 

The worst day recorded in the entire school year occurred in the first trimester 

on October 5th with a total of 254 extreme and intense behavioral incidents (caused by 

ten students) recorded on behavior tracking sheets on this single day.  However, 

behavior tracking sheets also indicated a steady decrease in incidents throughout the 

month of October with the lowest number of incidents the day before Halloween, 

which had only 22 incidents recorded.  Yet, incidents spiked one week later to reach 

77.  The quote below is from the worst day recorded on October 5th. 

Well, this turned out to be a terrible, horrible, no good, very 
bad day.  I will forever remember this to be the day I chose to ignore 
minor behavioral interruptions.  I chose not to intervene to see if I 
could pursue teaching academics instead of interrupting academics to 
teach yet another social skill lesson just to make it through to the end of 
the period.  After a month of disrupting instruction for both planned 
and spontaneous teachable moments to teach social skills and following 
directions, I decided not to interrupt the lesson today but continued 
teaching, instead.  I will not do this again—it cost us the rest of our day 
and what little progress we’ve made to date—lesson learned but at too 
high a cost.  Burn me once, shame on you; burn me twice, shame on 
me.  I cannot ignore anything, even the littlest, tiniest misbehaviors 
erupt into full-scale disruption if they are not addressed.   
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Today, when I refused to stop the lesson for Jeremiah’s repeated 

burping it rapidly degenerated into a scene from Lord of the Flies, with 
Maggie screaming and jumping off of her desk, Daniel belly-crawling 
across the floor underneath several student desks, Matthew yelling 
“Liar! Cheater! I hate this school,” Peter covering his hearing aid as the 
noise level shot up, and Jeremiah and John snapping rubberbands 
across the room, hitting someone in the eye.  We went right into a class 
meeting after I regained some semblance of control (October, lines 
1383-98).  

  
The first anecdotal reference to significant improvement in individual behavior 

was on September 13, lines 222-23, while the first significant improvement in group 

behavior was documented on September 21, lines 610-12 and again on Sept 22, lines 

685-87 and 747.  The first anecdotal record of improved academic participation was 

recorded on October 4, lines 1318-20, during a math number corner activity.  Students 

“were more responsive and responded more quickly than they have before, calling out 

to peers things like, ‘Go sit down!  She’s gonna get more points than us!” (lines 1319-

20).  The first time I was able to teach all of the lessons planned for the day without 

sacrificing some academic instructional time to teach behavioral instructional time 

occurred on October 16, line 1874.  The data demonstrated that student behavior did 

indeed improve, becoming less extreme and less frequent over the school year.   

Second Main Finding: Intervention Categories 

During multiple readings it became clear that interventions were seldom used 

as an isolated strategy; rather, several were commonly integrated together.  The 

following example with Matthew contains integrated intervention strategies of student 

choice, time out as missing recess (consequence of student choice), counsel towards a  
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choice that promotes a healthier learning environment, and the opportunity to start 

over fresh with a chance to make a different choice “next time.” 

Mark rolled on the ground whining very loudly, “I’m tired…”  Today 
Matthew joined him during the entire small reading group time block.  
Alas, I told him that his choice meant he has to finish his reading group 
work before he can join the others at recess.  “Tough choice; maybe 
you’ll make a better choice next time.  It could be a good thing to use 
the class time for work so you can keep recess time for playing,” I said.  
(October, lines 1562-66). 

 
 There were several intervention strategies that were referenced fewer than ten 

times in the entire school year, such as closed door (noise containment), direct 

forbiddance, and behavior plan (inherited from previous year), none of which were 

further considered according to the rationale provided in chapter three.   

 There were twenty-four interventions with more than ten references throughout 

the school year.  For further analysis, I had set a pre-determined minimum of at least 

100 references over the course of the school year.  Originally, I was going to look 

more in-depth at only the top two, because out of all twenty-four interventions used 

those two alone comprised more than 35% of total interventions.  But, I decided to 

also include the intervention individual counsel due to the fact that it was well 

documented that very frequently it was simultaneously employed with student choice.  

Moreover, I was intensely interested in examining the intervention category type I had 

called building self-regulation skills.  This type of intervention comprised over 48% of 

the total interventions referenced and within this type, the three most frequently  
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referenced intervention categories were peer leaders, student choice, and individual 

counsel. 

 The twenty-four interventions with more than ten references throughout the 

school year are placed in Table 4.2 below.  Total tallies of key words and phrases that 

reference each intervention category are displayed according to trimester.  Intervention 

categories are listed from the most frequently referenced at the top to the least 

frequently referenced at the bottom, according to tallies for the entire school year.  

Trimester and year end tallies are located in bold at the bottom of the table.  An 

asterisk is placed next to the three categories that are the focus of this study. PBS 

stands for positive behavior support, one main aspect of which was becoming an ABC 

student, academically and behaviorally competent.  Likewise, PAT stands for 

preferred activity time.    

 Trends and extremes in intervention frequencies. 

Although most intervention frequencies declined over time there were some 

exceptions, all but two of which occurred during the second trimester.  Frequencies of 

the intervention categories restriction and rearranging desks continued to rise 

throughout the school year.  Interventions that took dips during trimester two included 

praise, parent volunteers, changing lesson plans, investigating, and giving students 

new chances.  Interventions that spiked during trimester two included time out, 

teaching self-awareness, classical music, and private counselor sessions.  Please refer 

to Table 4.2 below. 



 83 

 
 
Table 4.2: Tallies of key words and phrases referencing specific intervention 
categories 
 
Intervention category  Trimester 1 Trimester 2 Trimester 3 Totals 
*Peer leaders         293        160       40     493 
*Student choice        184        123       57     364 
Parent communication 
(regarding behavior)          92                    92                  56                 240 
PBS/ABC student        107                    40                  38                 185 
Time out                      35         67       25     127 
*Individual counsel          46                    28                  29                 103 
TA time           36         34                  29                   99 
Parent volunteers          45         20       31       96 
Relationship-building          40         33       12       85 
PAT/Fun Friday          45         28         8       81 
Class meetings          35         31       14       80 
Teacher prompts          38         30       11       79 
Restriction           12                    20                  25                   57 
Praise            25           9       17                   51 
Self-regulation as  
posted prompts            31                      6                    4                   41 
Change, modify, or stop 
lesson plans or activities         17           8                  12       37 
Direct requests          15           8                    8                   31 
Rearranged desks (anecdotal)           5           7         9 
                             (also maps)                                                         8                   29 
Investigation           12                      7                  10                   29 
Teaching self-awareness, 
  awareness of others            8                    20                    0                   28 
New chances           12                      2                  12       26 
Weekly social skills lessons  
  with counselor          14                      9                    2                   25 
Classical music/CD            4                      8                    1                   13 
Private sessions with counselor        2                      6                    4                   12 
Grand total by trimester         1,153                  796                462              2,411 
 

Intervention Categories and Sub-Categories. 

 During analysis, it became evident that several intervention categories had sub-

categories, and some had extenuating conditions as well.  Various intervention  
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categories and sub-categories without extenuating conditions are listed below in Table 

4.3.  For example, the intervention category student choice had four sub-categories.  

First, students expressed making choices through opportunities to voice their opinions, 

my attempts to meet their needs, and opportunities to share their interests.  Second, 

they had choices of behavior, emphatically evident in the data.  Third, they expressed 

making choices in shared classroom decision-making, such as establishing classroom 

expectations and consequences.  The last sub-category captures how students 

expressed choice by voting for peer leaders of their small groups of four and awarding 

a weekly trophy to a group of peers they thought demonstrated the best examples of 

classroom behavioral expectations.  Please refer to Table 4.3 below. 
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Table 4.3: Intervention categories and sub-categories without extenuating conditions 

 
Intervention category  Sub-categories    
Student choice   Opinions, needs, and interests 
    Student behavior 
    Shared decision-making 
    Voting for peer leaders and weekly group trophy 
 
Individual Counsel  Facilitate 
    Explain (individual) 
    Reinterpret (individual) 
    Redirect 
 
Class Meetings  Discuss/review 
    Explain (group) 
    Reinterpret (group) 
    Partnership 
 
Self-regulation as  Math center rotation charts 
posted prompts  Helpers chart of job duties 
    Behavioral expectations posters 
    Options for early finishers poster 
 
PAT/Fun Friday  Earning the activity 
    Doing the activity 
 
Praise    Verbal 
    Certificate 
 
Restriction   From items 
    From activities 
 
Teacher prompts  Signal 
    Tap 
    Proximity 
    Verbal 
 
More adults   Staff/TA 
    Parent volunteers/mentors 
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Contrastingly, intervention categories that did have extenuating conditions are 

listed in Tables 4.4 and 4.5.  For example, the intervention category of parent 

communication had two sub-categories, teacher-initiated and parent-initiated.  These 

both shared the same purposes related to student behavior, which were the extenuating 

conditions listed in the table below.  Purposes included: to inform, provide guidance, 

seek input, collaborate, and encourage.  Of the categories that had extenuating 

conditions, I chose to report the intervention category of time out in a separate table 

due to its nature as a negative consequence.  Please refer to Tables 4.4 and 4.5 below. 
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Table 4.4: Intervention categories and sub-categories with extenuating conditions: 
Parent communication and relationship-building 
 
Intervention category  Sub-categories   Conditions   
Parent    Teacher-initiated  Varied purposes related 
Communication      to student behavior 
    Parent-initiated  Inform 
        Provide guidance 
        Seek input 
        Collaboration 
        Encouragement 
 
        Varied styles of delivery 
        Face-to-face 
        Parent conferences 

       Student meetings (SST) 
        Letters and notices 
        Telephone 
 
Relationship-building Planned activities   Activity Types 
        Lunch with teacher 
        Share circle 
        Planned lesson activities  
        (fruit salad, flag) 
 
    Nature of teacher  
    interactions with students 
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Table 4.5: Intervention category and sub-categories with extenuating conditions: Time 
out 
 
Intervention category  Sub-categories   Conditions   
Time out        Conditions 
                                                Teacher-determined  Some removals teacher- 
        controlled 
        --to hallway--student- 
          teacher collaborative 
          decision for reintegration 
        --to principal or counselor 
          office – staff decision for 
          reintegration 

         
       Some removals done  

          collaboratively with 
          student—also  
          collaborative decision for  
          reintegration 
 

    
   Student-determined  Collaborative removal and  
       reintegration  
 
   Staff-determined  Adult-controlled removal  
       and reintegration 

 
 

Types of intervention categories. 

There were six types of intervention categories in this study which are depicted 

in Table 4.6 below.  The type I called “building self-regulation skills” comprised 

nearly half of the total number of frequency references to interventions and is the 

focus of another study.  Within this type of intervention, the top three intervention 

categories selected for this study comprised nearly 40% of the total intervention 

reference frequencies—peer leaders, student choice, and individual counsel.  The  
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second type of intervention category most frequently referenced was labeled 

“consequences” and had two sub-types, positive and negative.   

Table 4.6: Types of intervention categories 
Types of categories and total   Intervention categories of this type 
number of references    and total references     
Building self-regulation skills  (1,160) Peer leaders (493) 
      Student choice (364) 
      Individual counsel (103) 
      Class meetings (80) 
      Self-regulation as posted prompts (41) 
      Teaching self-awareness,  
      awareness of others (28) 
      New chances (26) 
      Weekly social skills lessons with  
      counselor (25) 
 
Consequences (501) 

Positive (317)    PBS/ABC student (185) 
      PAT/Fun Friday (81) 
      Praise (51) 

Negative (184)   Time out (127) 
      Restriction (57) 
 
Outside support (252)    Parent communication (240) 
      Private sessions with counselor (12) 
 
Other (224)     Relationship-building (85) 
      Teacher prompts (79) 
      Direct request (31) 
      Investigation (29) 
 
More adults (195)    TA time (99) 
      Parent volunteers/mentors (96) 
 
Environmental change (79)   Change, modify, or stop lesson plans  

     or activities (37) 
      Rearranged desks (29, including 8 maps) 
      Classical music/CD (13) 
Grand total of all interventions referenced 2,411 
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Tables 4.7 and 4.8 below depict one of the six types of intervention categories, 

building self-regulation skills, and the most common key words and phrases for 

determining placement within the intervention categories of this type.  Table 4.7 

describes the intervention categories selected for this study (peer leaders, student 

choice, and individual counsel), while Table 4.8 depicts the remaining intervention 

categories of the same type—building self-regulation skills—that were not selected for 

this study.    Immediately following each intervention category are parentheses listing 

the total number of references found within the data base for that particular 

intervention.  

 For example, in Table 4.7 self-regulation skills had a total of 1,160 references, 

of which 960 specifically referenced intervention categories I called peer leaders 

(493), student choice (364), and individual counsel (103).  A few of the most common 

key words and phrases for classification in the intervention category I called peer 

leaders were:  peer leaders, leadership, peer prompt, peer behavior tracking sheets, and 

report.   

 Appendices C, D, and E similarly depict the other remaining intervention 

types, though none were selected for this study.  Each appendix contains the 

intervention categories belonging within a specific intervention type, with the total 

number of references written in parentheses immediately following each intervention 

as well as the most common key words and phrase for classification.  
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Table 4.7: Type of intervention category selected for this study: Building self-regulation skills—common key words for 
selected interventions 
 
    Intervention categories  
Type of category   and total references made Most common key words and phrases for classification   
Building self-   Peer leaders (493)  Peer leaders, leadership, peer leadership, leaders, peer behavior  
regulation skills (1,160)     tracking sheets, report, record, rating, marks received, group,  
        special small groups, peer prompt, peer investigation 
     

   Student choice (364)  Student choice, students choices, behavior choices, choose,  
        chooses, choosing, chose, chosen, guided choice, I agreed,  
        voice, asked students what they thought, students offered, vote  
        [esp. for peer leaders and awarding group trophy], votes,  
        student needs, need, student need, meet needs, [including  
        learning styles], student interests, talents, given extra time and  
        space [for emotional adjustment] 
     
    Individual counsel (103) Individual counsel, discuss, discussion, talk, talked, talked  
        about, talked privately, talk in private, 1-on-1, spoke with,  
        spoke to, speaking with, facilitating, explain, explained,  
        reinterpretation, conference, redirect, reminder, encourage,  
        school problem-solving steps, helped to determine, encouraged  
        to, inform 
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Table 4.8: Type of intervention category selected for this study: Building self-regulation skills—common key words for 
interventions not included in this study 
 
    Intervention categories  
Type of category   and total references made Most common key words and phrases for classification   
Building self-   Class meetings (80)  Class meeting, classroom meeting, meeting time, group  
regulation skills (1,160)     discussion, class discussions, discuss, discussed, explain,  
        explained, reinterpretation, review, reviewed, encourage,  
        counsel, redirect, school problem-solving steps, partnership,  
        teamwork, work collaboratively, work as a group 
     
    Self-regulation as   Posted, post, teacher posts, self-regulation as posted prompts, 
    posted prompts (41)  rotation, rotation charts, rotation schedule, post behavior  
        expectations, helper chart, options posted, posted list of options,  
        pictograph chart, charts, posted picture chart, rules posted 
     
    Teaching self-awareness, Treat other people, they need to become aware, become aware, 
    awareness of others (28) this awareness, self-awareness, consider others in class, social  
        skills learning 
     
    New chances (26)  New chance, start over, fresh start, new opportunity, next time, 
        start anew, redeem, erase 
     
    Weekly social skills   Counselor, social skills lesson, lesson he’s planned, 2nd Step 
    lessons with counselor  lesson  
    (25)  
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Third Main Finding: One of the Least Effective Interventions 

The data indicated one of the least effective interventions for this group of 

student was teaching social skills curriculum in a whole group situation, especially for 

those students most in need of learning social skills.  Almost every one of the twenty-

five references to social skills curriculum contained negative elements, namely 

delivery and the setting of our learning environment due to inappropriate student 

behavior.  The three exceptions were two references which merely listed this as an 

intervention and one which noted the lesson was cancelled due to the counselor’s 

absence.  There were a total of thirty lessons taught over the course of the school year. 

The counselor’s social skills lessons follow Tuesdays’ math activity 
stations, and today students treated the counselor extremely poorly, 
being extremely rude and very disrespectful of him (September, lines 
1917-19). 
 
At the close of our day, Mr. Cartwright was teaching his Second Step 
social skills lesson to my whole group….(lines 3636-37)  It seems like 
such a waste of time and energy to deliver a wonderful social skills 
lesson to such a needy audience, but not be given an glance or be heard 
at all.  It’s too ineffective to work with this group as a whole group—
they defeat each adult every time.  Their strange synergy needs to be 
diffused, dispersed among many adults rather than gathered together 
against one” (November, lines 3642-45).  
 
How do I make things better when there is no evidence that the group is 
learning the social skills Mr. Cartwright (counselor) comes in to teach 
every Tuesday afternoon? (November, lines 3793-95). 
 
TODAY SUCKED!  The counselor’s social skills lesson was another 
waste of 30 minutes of class time as students entertained themselves 
with coloring, talking to peers, and acting out (April, lines 11,893-95). 
 
Even now when I’m speaking with or listening to a student, there are 
other students who step in between the communicating persons and  
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begin talking into my face.  It’s soooo frustrating that the counselor has 
taught all the 2nd Step lessons about ignoring distractions and how to 
wait so you don’t interrupt people who are talking—all for naught.  Of 
course, most of the students who needed to hear his message were 
probably playing around at that time…(May, lines 12,183-187). 

 
Fourth Main Finding: Most Frequently Referenced Intervention Categories 
 
 As previously mentioned, I had originally intended to look more in-depth at 

only the top two interventions, because out of all twenty-four those two alone 

comprised more than one-third of the total interventions.  But, I decided to also 

include the intervention individual counsel due to its frequent integration with student 

choice.  Thus, this study examined three of the most frequently referenced intervention 

categories which were peer leaders (493), student choice (364), and individual counsel 

(103).  These three intervention categories, out of twenty-four total intervention 

categories identified altogether, comprised 960 of the 2,411 total references, or nearly 

40% of the most frequently cited intervention categories.   

Searching for connections: Aligning student disruptions and  
behavior ratings with teacher interventions. 

 
Aligning three of the most frequently referenced intervention strategies that 

had been selected for this study with student disruptions and behavior ratings helped 

me explore their effectiveness.  Table 4.9 below depicts these findings for trimester 

one, Table 4.10 for trimester two, and Table 4.11 displays findings for the third 

trimester.  In each, the first column displays each month and all other column 

information corresponds accordingly.  September, October, and November were in 

trimester one; trimester two included December, January, February, and the first half  
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of March, and; trimester three covered the last half of March, April, May, and the first 

half of June until the last day of school on the 15th.   

Column two depicts total student disruptions and an asterisk notes the highest 

recorded frequency of each month according to teacher behavior tracking sheets.  

Three exceptions are the highest frequencies cited for February, April, and June, 

wherein I used data from anecdotal records because there were no records of teacher 

behavior tracking sheets in those months.  Due to limited space, Thursday is 

abbreviated as “Th” and months are also abbreviated using common abbreviations.   

Three of the most frequently-referenced teacher interventions specific to this 

study are depicted in column 3.  The totals per trimester head each subsequent month’s 

breakdown, showing total intervention references per month.  Column four displays 

student behavior ratings; the worst levels are 4 and 5 and best are levels 1 and 2.  

Level 3 represents students who would generally adjust their behavior to be more 

cooperative with my guidance.  Each behavior rating is followed by an arrow and the 

total number of students with that particular behavior rating at that time.   

The last column portrays the total number of student disruptions in the month 

that followed total interventions; the abbreviation “disrupt.” stands for “disruptions” in 

order to save space.  I aligned the following month so as to easily flush out the 

possibility of more-direct connections from one month’s interventions to the 

subsequent month’s disruptions, checking to see if there was a more immediate effect.  

If there were more disruptions the following month, a plus sign followed by the total  
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overage is displayed.  This represents a negative outcome due to an increase in 

disruptions.  If there were fewer disruptions the following month, a minus sign 

followed by the total decline is displayed. This represents a positive outcome due to a 

decrease in disruptions.  A change of more than one hundred fifty, whether positive or 

negative, was considered to be significant.  A change of less than fifty, whether 

positive or negative, was considered to be insignificant.  I chose these numbers due to 

the extremely high numbers of disruptions reflected in the data, with monthly 

anecdotal references ranging from thirty-nine to five hundred forty-eight.  At the 

bottom of each table I inserted year totals according to column headings.  This 

included student disruptions, teacher interventions, and student behavior ratings.  

Headings T1, T2, and T3 stand for trimesters one, two, and three, respectively. 
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Table 4.9: Trimester 1—Alignment of student behavior ratings and anecdotal citation 
frequencies of student disruptions with selected teacher interventions most frequently 
referenced 
          Disruptions 
Month and Student Frequencies of selected Behavior  following  
trimester disruptions teacher interventions  ratings  month       . 
Trimester 1 1,235  Peer leaders (293)  
    Student choice (184) 
    Individual counsel (46) 
 
Sept.     455  Peer leaders (1)  4-5  12       548 
  *Highest Student choice (23)     3    2       (+93 disrupt.  
  Fri, 9/15 Individual counsel (9)  1-2    9 negative  
  51 total       outcome) 
   
 
Oct.     548  Peer leaders (189)          232 
  *Highest Student choice (104)            (-316 disrupt. 
  Th, 10/5 Individual counsel (5)    significant 
  254 total       positive 
          outcome)  
 
Nov.     232  Peer leaders (103)     227 
  *Highest Student choice (57)            (-5 disrupt. 
  Tues, 11/7 Individual counsel (32)            insignificant  
  77 total                positive  
                   outcome) 
 
         T1 - T2 - T3 
Year Totals T1 - 1,235 Peer leaders (493)  4-5   12      2      2 
  T2 -    727 Student choice (364)     3     2     12     6 
  T3 -    347 Individual counsel (103) 1-2     9       9   16 
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Table 4.10: Trimester 2—Alignment of student behavior ratings and anecdotal citation 
frequencies of student disruptions with selected teacher interventions most frequently 
referenced 
          Disruptions 
Month and Student Frequencies of selected Behavior  following 
trimester disruptions teacher interventions  ratings  month     . 
Trimester 2    727  Peer leaders (160) 
    Student choice (123) 
    Individual counsel (28) 
 
Dec.     227  Peer leaders (29)     278 
  *Highest Student choice (9)             (+51 disrupt. 
  Th, 12/7 Individual choice (12)    negative  
  190 total       outcome) 
    
 
Jan.     278  Peer leaders (95)  4-5    2    39 
  *Highest Student choice (44)     3   12     (-239 disrupt. 
  Tues, 1/23 Individual counsel (10) 1-2    9 significant  
  165 total       positive 
          outcome) 
 
Feb.       39  Peer leaders (22)     185 
  *Highest Student choice (56)            (+146 disrupt. 
  Fri, 2/16 Individual counsel (5)    negative  
  11 total       outcome) 
   
½ Mar.      183  Peer leaders (14)       87 
(to p.33 in *Highest Student choice (14)              (-98 disrupt. 
journal) Wed, 3/7 Individual counsel (1)    positive  
  148 total       outcome)  
 
         T1 - T2 - T3 
Year Totals T1 - 1,235 Peer leaders (493)  4-5   12      2      2 
  T2 -    727 Student choice (364)     3     2     12     6 
  T3 -    347 Individual counsel (103) 1-2     9       9   16 
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Table 4.11: Trimester 3—Alignment of student behavior ratings and anecdotal citation 
frequencies of student disruptions with selected teacher interventions most frequently 
referenced 
          Disruptions 
Month and Student Frequencies of selected Behavior  following 
trimester disruptions teacher interventions  ratings  month     .  
Trimester 3    347  Peer leaders (40) 
    Student choice (57)  
    Individual counsel (29) 
 
½ Mar.       87  Peer leaders (0)       97 
(p.34 on in *Highest Student choice (1)             (+10 disrupt. 
journal) Wed, 3/21 Individual choice (0)             insignificant 
  57 total       negative  
          outcome) 
    
Apr.       97  Peer leaders (12)     115 
  *Highest Student choice (13)             (+18 disrupt. 
  Tues, 4/17 Individual choice (10)             insignificant 
  18 total       negative  
          outcome) 
 
May     115  Peer leaders (9)       48 
  *Highest Student choice (14)              (-67 disrupt. 
  Wed, 5/16 Individual counsel (15)   positive  
  15 total       outcome) 
 
June       48  Peer leaders (19)  4-5    2 None 
½ month *Highest Student choice (29)     3    6 
  Fri, 6/15 Individual counsel (4)  1-2  16 
  (last day) 
  17 total 
         T1 - T2 - T3 
Year Totals T1 - 1,235 Peer leaders (493)  4-5   12      2      2 
  T2 -    727 Student choice (364)     3     2     12     6 
  T3 -    347 Individual counsel (103) 1-2     9       9   16 
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 Aligned student disruptions. 

Though looking at the results of student disruptions month to month indicated 

a variant pattern alternating between positive and negative outcomes, looking through 

the year by trimester reveals a different picture.  The first two months of trimester one, 

September and October, had the highest number of references to student disruptions 

than any other time during the school year.  November through January demonstrated 

a leveling off at levels about half as frequent as initially recorded.  February showed a 

dramatic dip—the lowest all year—while March through June demonstrated another 

leveling off with another reduction of almost half the previous level of the second 

trimester.  Concurrently, student behavior ratings improved over time, moving from 

the worst levels to median levels mid-year, and more moving to the best levels by the 

end of the school year.    

Aligned student behavior ratings. 

Results from aligning student behavior ratings from the beginning and end of 

the year according to school behavior rating cards (completed by me as their teacher) 

with ratings from a teacher-constructed behavior rating table embedded in the database 

mid-year (in January) indicate that as the year opened, twelve students held a behavior 

rating of 4 or 5, though nine students held constant throughout the year at the best 

behavior levels of 1 and 2.  Yet by mid-year (and held constant through the year’s 

end), only two students remained at the worst behavior rating level.  By mid-year, ten 

students had improved from the worst level of behavior to the median or best levels of  
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behavior.  Of those, six improved to reach the best levels of 1 or 2, joined also by an 

additional new student who had entered at the best behavioral level.  Three students 

showed dramatic improvement of two or more points on a five point scale, nine 

students showed improvement of one to one-and-a-half points, two students showed 

regression of one to one-and-a-half points, one student had no comparisons as they 

were enrolled for the last trimester only, and nine students maintained their original 

behavior rating or demonstrated insignificant change by only a half-point. 

 Additionally, there are six figures at the end of this chapter.  The first three 

figures depict data by trimester, the next two figures depict data by the month, and the 

last figure depicts data by month and trimester.  Figure 4.1 depicts student behavior 

ratings (abbreviated as BR) by trimester according to the school wide behavior rating 

system, on a five-point scale with 1 being best and 5 being worst.  Student behavior 

ratings (BR) are grouped thus—the worst levels 4 and 5 are together, representing 

students who reacted and/or escalated situations, level 3 represents students who 

adjusted their behavior with adult reminders, and level 1 and 2 are grouped together to 

represent students who demonstrated some sense of self-control.  All three groups of 

behavior ratings (1-2;  3 and;  4-5) are depicted side-by-side according to trimester, 

beginning with trimester one on the left, trimester two in the middle, and trimester 

three on the far right side of the graph.  As in the tables above, T1 stands for trimester 

one, T2 for trimester two, and T3 stands for trimester three.   
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Figure 4.2 depicts tallies of student disruptions by trimester, and Figure 4.3 

portrays the total number of references by trimester of the three teacher interventions 

selected for this study.  Figures 4.4 and 4.5 depict data by the month, with the former 

illustrating student disruptions and the latter the three teacher interventions selected 

for this study.  Figure 4.6 depicts frequencies of references to student disruptions and 

selected teacher interventions by month and trimester.  All three figures (4.4, 4.5, and 

4.6) use standard month abbreviations, such as Sept for September and Oct for 

October.  In Figures 4.5 and 4.6 the word frequency is abbreviated using "Freq," the 

intervention of student choice is abbreviated using "stu choice," and individual 

counsel is abbreviated by using "indiv counsel."  To envision findings by trimester, 

trimester one comprised September, October, and November; trimester two included 

December, January, February, and the first half of March, and; trimester three 

encompassed the last half of March, April, May, and the first half of June until the last 

day of school on the 15th.  This is why the graphs depict March in two halves.    

Selected intervention as peer leaders. 

For math activity stations I had formed six special small groups, four members 

in each, according to what I had perceived as the most compatible student 

combinations.  Though slight variations were made throughout the year, the basic 

small groups had remained steadfast.  Peer leaders were elected by their own group 

members and they had all worked together as they rotated through various math work 

stations throughout the year.   
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The purposes of this intervention were several fold; first and foremost, to build 

community through positive relationships and co-create a more effective learning 

environment.  There was evidence of a teacher perception of an imbalance of power in 

favor of the students and their disruptive behaviors; peer leadership was an 

opportunity to share power constructively with students.  Another purpose was to 

create additional organizational support during math work stations with manipulatives, 

with peer leaders assisting three other group members as needed.  Finally, peer leaders 

had helped me track student behavior.  According to teacher perceptions recorded in 

the database, this was one of the most powerful intervention strategies—using peer 

leaders to help monitor student behavior in small, specially designed groups of four 

with the support of a group-selected peer leader.  Students were highly motivated to 

seek this position among their small group peers. 

After two months of learning how to work and communicate together, 
Daniel has been working hard to earn a leadership role during math 
centers (November, lines 3609-10). 
 
Students are helped to run the classroom through democratic venues 
with six leaders who are voted in by the students each week, and 
rewards for successful participation as a whole group include preferred 
activity time and extra recess time.  Though we continue to struggle 
with impulsive behaviors, overall there is only one student who has not 
“bought in” to our system (February, 7015-19). 
 
In class discussion, students are expressing that they like this system of 
behavior management and almost every student has expressed a desire 
to behave in a way that earns them the privilege of becoming their 
small group’s leader for the week.  Students are more conscientious 
about making behavioral choices since there is a record of such 
activity.  There seems to be less contention overall and more 
productivity at work stations using this leadership model.  Thank the  



 104 

 
 
Divine One—I’m about at my wits end!!!!  Although, today’s office 
referrals indicate that this method (and my students) have their limits to 
their capacity (December, lines 5125-31). 

 
Job duties of a peer leader. 

The data indicated peer leader job duties to include recording student behavior 

on a tracking sheet I had provided, choosing members for various group jobs, 

reminding members of the posted options if they finished their work early, reminding 

members of our specific, agreed-upon behavioral expectations (sit, stay on task, 

complete your work, use a quiet voice), helping members voice evidence when voting 

to award the weekly trophy to their chosen group, and asking an adult for assistance 

when necessary (academic or behavioral). 

All else went okay except we didn’t do our Bridges math lesson—
instead I instructed students in the use, purpose (to track behavior for 
small group trophy votes), and completion of the Leader Report form 
(on previous pages).  The forms were immediately put to use during 
math work stations (October, lines 2406-09). 
 
Our class awards ceremony included a demonstration of our Friday 
process of voting for the quietest, hardest working group—and today 
Esther’s group received the first trophy!  She assigned Daniel to have 
the trophy on his desk first!  He is so proud and happy—if his shirt had 
buttons, they’d bust off—pop—pop—pop! (October, lines 2,994-98). 
 
But honestly, Joshua is not a good leader, which is a shame because 
he’s a strong reader, has an extraordinary comprehension of number 
relationships, and is very bright.  As one of the larger children in our 
class, he leaves tiny Ruth and Mark behind and to their own devices as 
he moves to each new work station.   Joshua consistently demonstrates 
extremely egocentric behaviors such as this (and banging materials 
against my face when he is through working) as though he is a group of 
one.  Contrastingly, the other group leaders gather their members 
together and move to each new station as a group.  As a leader, Joshua  
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doesn’t fulfill the duties and responsibilities of the leader position, like 
checking his group members’ work (November, lines 3553-60). 

 
Criteria for and benefits of becoming a peer leader. 

Criteria for being a peer leader included being voted in by group members, 

having good behavior reports each day for one week, demonstrating fairness, 

following classroom behavioral expectations, being helpful rather than bossy, and 

checking in on how group members feel.  There was evidence of several benefits for 

assuming the responsibility of peer leadership which included receiving a certificate, 

having one extra day with the group trophy on peer leader’s desk, wearing a medallion 

during group work, and using a glow-yellow clipboard and neon gel pen for 

recordkeeping.  Though this excerpt is lengthy, it beautifully represents the essences 

of the categories individual counsel and student choice as it describes student progress 

towards meeting the criteria of the peer leadership role.   

Though it was a long, exhausting, very tiring day, it seemed to be one 
of our better days, overall.  Also during math work stations, Daniel 
continuously left his group to go work at other groups’ work stations, 
bumping others away from their necessary materials to complete the 
math work task.  I talked with Daniel and made sure he knew that I 
instructed Esther to give him a “minus” mark for his “on-task” behavior 
during this work station on her leader behavior report sheet.  As Daniel 
protested, I reminded him that it was always his choice of behavior that 
brought specific consequences.  Then I proposed that, if he stayed and 
worked with his own group at their assigned work stations, I would 
make sure that Esther changed the “minus” mark to a “check” mark, 
indicating that his behavior was 50/50.  Initially Daniel responded with 
his head down and a pouting expression, which is improvement over 
his scowls at the beginning of the year!  But as we talked, he decided 
that he wanted to keep working towards eligibility as a leader of his 
own group.  Thus he chose to stay with his group and engage 
meaningfully at his work stations, completing his tasks and turning in  
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his evidence of practice activity.  I made sure Esther changed this mark 
and showed it to Daniel, who beamed with pride!  This is an incredibly 
far cry from our initial interactions at the beginning of the year, 
wherein Daniel screamed, ran away, thrashed, scowled, pouted, or 
assaulted other students (hitting, scratching, pushing, etc.)!  Yes, we’ve 
come a long way, one-on-one, but I don’t see the same degree of 
change in the whole group energy yet.  But I don’t deny that sometimes 
as a whole group we can now sit for 15-20 minutes at one time.  We’ve 
experienced high engagement with our Number Corner activities and 
singing our math CD songs.  Though it doesn’t seem as much, still, 
whole group behavior has also improved.  Belly crawling, screaming, 
and hitting/pushing are rarer now than they were before… (November, 
lines 3568-89). 

 
Selected intervention as student choice. 

 The intervention category “Student choice” represented several different types 

of situations.  First, I had invited students to voice their opinions, needs, and interests.  

Evidence indicated numerous opportunities wherein I asked them for ideas on how we 

could co-create a more effective learning environment, and there was a preponderance 

of evidence wherein I continually tried to meet student needs.  This also included 

giving students extra time for emotional adjustment. 

I asked the students what they thought I should do to help improve our 
learning environment (October, lines 1492-93). 
 
As we moved to resolving problems recorded in our spiral notebook of 
playground problems and taking student suggestions for resolving our 
problems…(January, lines 5964-66). 
 
Parent volunteering looks different for our classroom than I’ve ever 
organized it before in order to meet the needs of the students.  
Mentoring one-on-one with an assigned “buddy” is how the parents 
spend their time in the classroom, helping their student buddy make 
good choices and stay on task (February, lines 7001-05). 
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The second change is we didn’t have a class meeting to vote on the 
trophy this week; instead we had our share circle, but even this was 
modified with every child taking a turn to talk instead of sharing 
something they brought from home.  I went with this because, the way 
the children presented their perspective, they weren’t allowed to talk at 
all yesterday with the sub.  I believe that today’s learning goals will 
suffer, and all the days thereafter, if this great need isn’t met.  These 
past few months have taught me that I can’t “wait for it all to blow 
over;” what tends to happen is the opposite in that pressure builds until 
it blows the top off (December, lines 4881-88). 
 
Asking Daniel “What’s up?” he responds, “I don’t want to talk now.”  
Thinking of Brookie [my daughter], I walk away… (November, lines 
3847-48). 

 
Second, during individual counseling there was abundant evidence that 

students chose behaviors, often from options I had explained, and I accepted their right 

to do so.  There is overwhelming evidence of my belief and understanding that student 

behavior is always and ultimately the student’s choice, regardless of adult 

interventions.   

However, Jim and Jacob played rock, paper, scissors instead of reading 
during small reading group.  I asked them about it, giving them a 
choice of working together or having me place them with new reading 
partners.  They chose to do partner reading together.  (October, lines 
1528-31). 
 
I find that I still need to tell myself that I’m not responsible for 
students’ choice of behaviors—only they can choose their actions 
(November, lines 4117-18). 

 
Third, choice involved opportunities for students to vote on classroom 

decisions.  Decision-making about classroom norms often involved student voice. 

Anyway, the class agreed that if a student doesn’t need to be told more 
than 2-3 times a day to stay in their seat, their name stays in the 
drawing at the end of the month.  Each month I’ll have a student draw  
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someone’s name out of the prize purse and that student will win the 
video game.  Today, sweet, quiet Paul was the winner!  Of course, there 
were only 5 student names left in the purse pouch by the end of this 
month! (September, lines 976-81). 
 
Students voted to change the consequences for breaking our classroom 
behavioral agreements.  Now, students may be sent to the office rather 
than time out at the desk in the hallway outside our classroom door 
(January, lines 5907-09). 
 
At the end of the math lesson each day, we reassemble the desks into the rows 
that students voted as the best layout for their learning (February, lines 6946-
47). 

 
Fourth, this intervention category involved the weekly awarding of a group 

trophy.  Criteria for receiving a group trophy are listed in the paragraph that follows. 

Again, I made a public BIG DEAL about their honest evaluations of 
themselves and said they would get extra teacher votes for honesty on Friday, 
when we have our class vote for the winner of this week’s trophy.  I made a 
note at the top of each of their record sheets to ensure that I do so (January, 
lines 6081-84). 
 
We had our class vote for the trophy and well-behaved students received 
Preferred Activity Time (PAT) in the afternoon (January, lines 5955-56). 

 
Criteria for receiving a group trophy. 

The concept of small group cooperatives working with one peer leader 

included students voting each Friday to award the most cooperative group the honor of 

keeping a small, plastic gold trophy on their group’s desktops the following week.  

Student and teacher votes were cast freely, with all voters required to justify their 

choice with behavioral evidence demonstrated by the group that week.  Criteria for 

earning a trophy were founded on working together cooperatively—no fighting—and 

demonstrating agreed-upon classroom behavioral expectations.  Furthermore, each  
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student in the group must have completed all math assignments for the week.  The 

final criteria was a limit on the number of times any one of the students in the honored 

group could have served time out, which was no more than twice during the week, and 

no student could have served time out two days consecutively.  

We spent time this morning checking students’ work and behavior record 
sheets so we could vote on a group to receive the trophy and vote for new 
leaders of our small groups during next week’s math work stations (November, 
lines 4071-73). 

 
Voting criteria and the voting process. 

Each student was allowed to cast one vote for a total of 24 student votes and I 

was allowed 25 teacher votes.  Though there is no evidence in the data, at the time I 

thought my one-vote advantage would be sufficient to ensure that awards were 

received based on a less volatile source than this group demonstrating such erratic 

behaviors.  No one was allowed to vote for their own group or an individual friend.  

Each voter was required to offer specific evidence or observations to justify their 

choice.  The group that received the most votes won and groups could win repeatedly.   

This voting process is working fairly well, with students required to 
think critically for examples of how the group they wish to cast a vote 
for has engaged as a group to accomplish their work tasks.  Reasons are 
becoming more solid and diverse, without simply repeating what 
they’ve heard from the first 3 people voting.  This seems a more 
productive and positive way to engage students in evaluating our whole 
group and small group class behaviors.  The winning team is expected 
to encourage the other groups in hopes of winning the trophy next time, 
and verbally sharing observed examples of cooperation and 
consideration while working together reinforces the ways in which the 
student might begin to form a more cohesive and considerate group as a  
whole.  Now, if transference would only kick in!... (November, lines 
3446-54).  
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The class voted—Esther’s group earned the most votes and received their 2nd 
trophy.  (November, lines 3445). 

 
Selected intervention as individual counsel. 

This intervention epitomized the philosophical orientation of my interactions 

attempting to correct student behavior—a collaborative approach in which I offered 

students choices.  Talking privately with a student one-on-one, I helped students see 

that they always have the choice of response—regardless of the situation, stimulus, or 

urge.  In this way, I helped students assume ownership of their behavior and 

encouraged students’ thoughtful reflection, following the school’s problem-solving 

steps as outlined below.   

1) Students were asked to describe their own behavior, not allowing them to 

blame others for their own choice of behavior.  2) Students were then helped to 

determine whether the behavior is desirable and appropriate for the classroom.  3) 

Often I helped the student develop a workable plan for making a change in their 

behavior.  (They were asked what they thought they could do so that they could work 

without bothering others.  Students had to be specific, such as “I will stay in my seat” 

or “I will not shout out loud,” not say “I will do my work.”).  4) I ensured that the 

student and I both clearly understood the plan and asked the student to make a 

commitment to the plan. (Students summarized the plan in their own words; I asked if  

the student thought it was a good idea and if they would try it.)  5) I reinforced 

students’ efforts to change behaviors. 
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I specifically looked at two of the students who had most often disrupted our 

learning environment and most often displayed the most aggressive behaviors in a 

whole group setting, Daniel and Mark.  Individual counsel as an intervention was very 

often successful with Daniel, who moved from a behavior rating of 5 at the beginning 

of the year to a 3.5 at the end.  This indicated that, with adult guidance, Daniel most 

often adjusted his behavior to be more conducive towards an effective learning 

environment.  Daniel demonstrated moving from expressing his emotions of anger, to 

thinking about his emotions and ways in which he could successfully self-manage 

them.  Contrastingly, with Mark it most often was unsuccessful; his behavior rating 

was a 5 at the beginning of the year and a 4.5 at the end. 

After two months of learning how to work and communicate together, 
Daniel has been working hard to earn a leadership role during math 
centers.  He comes to tell me he can’t work in his small group of 4 at 
the math center….He asks if he can take some geoblocks to the desk 
outside in the hall and work alone there.  I ask him if he thinks he will 
then be able to rejoin his group activity, and he answers, ‘Probably.’  I 
agree to let him go.  This small boy with a ‘run-away- behavioral plan 
extended this year from the kindergarten year before, goes out into the 
hallway and sits down at the desk behind the classroom door, up 
against the wall in a small crook next to a bookcase along the hall wall.  
He sits quietly at the desk, absorbed in playing with the geoblocks.  He 
builds things, crashes things, but sits in the seat at the desk, engaged 
with the geoblocks for 10 minutes.  (I check in on him as I’m checking 
in with everyone else during this activity time.)  After 10 minutes, I 
step into the hall and quietly ask Daniel if he’s ready to join the group 
again.  He says yes, but that he has to ‘clean up first.’  So I go in and 
shut the door behind me.  Less than a minute later, Daniel came inside 
with the bag of geoblocks in hand.  He joined his group at their new  
math center rotation and engaged himself in the new activity!  HUGE 
PROGRESS!  I’m so happy for him—learning these skills could make 
a huge difference in his future relationships and career paths.  You go, 
Daniel!  (November, lines 3609-11 and 3614-27). 
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Later, Daniel said NO! to working at math stations, so I chose this as 
another opportunity to continue our conversations about choices and 
corresponding consequences.  As usual, I conceded that it was his 
choice and we talked privately, one-on-one.  I acknowledged that he 
had the power to choose any behavior he wanted, but as his friend I 
wanted to remind him of all the things he’s worked towards during this 
month.  I said he didn’t have to work, but that would mean he would 
not be earning his chance to be his small math group’s leader, not get a 
Maple Memo, not be earning his ABC student button and 
privileges…BUT it is totally his choice…He thought about it and 
decided he didn’t want to start over….Instead, he informed me that he 
would rejoin his group at their workplace (November, lines 3848-57). 
 
Mark fought students over markers, over paper, over whose ideas for 
pictures were best, and then got mad because no one wanted to sit with 
him at his desk!  We had another of our many, many, many talks about 
what a good friend looks like, sounds like, and acts like.  Again, I asked 
him if, when he fights with people over markers and pictures, he 
thought that he was acting like a good friend.  He yelled, “NO! But 
they’re supposed to be nice and make friends with me anyway!”  
Ah…so Mark…no comment about my father’s illness despite the 
closeness he feels towards his own father… (December, lines 5209-15). 

 
Chapter conclusion. 

There were four main findings from this study.  First, there was evidence that 

student behavior did improve overall, both collectively and individually.  Anecdotal 

references to student disruptions decreased by about 72% from the first trimester to the 

last.  Second, various interventions were often employed simultaneously, with some 

purposely designed to do so.  Third, one of the least effective interventions for this 

group of students was teaching social skills curriculum  

in a whole group situation, especially for those students most in need of learning social 

skills. Fourth, among the most frequently referenced teacher intervention categories 

that supported self-regulation for this group of students were: 1) peer leaders; 2)  
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student choice, and; 3) individual counsel.  The data supported that the intervention of 

peer leaders was perceived to be powerful, by both teacher and students, and student 

choice to be pivotal as it was integrated with both peer leaders and individual counsel.  

A discussion of these findings is provided in the next chapter, with possible 

explanations for the success of each.  Also, as previously described on pages 96-97, 

Figures 4.1-4.6 depict findings on the following pages.    
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Figure 4.1: Student behavior ratings (BR) by trimester: 1-2 is best
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Figure 4.2: Student disruptions by trimester
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Figure 4.3: Frequencies of references to specific interventions by trimester
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Figure 4.4: Student disruptions monthly
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Figure 4.5: Frequencies of teacher interventions by month
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Figure 4.6: Aligned frequencies of references to student disruptions 
and selected interventions by month and trimester
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Chapter Five:  Discussion 

First Main Finding: Incremental Progress Marks Improvement 

 There was evidence, both embedded anecdotally and in calculating numbers of 

references, that student disruptions decreased over time and student behavior 

improved.  Evidence of extreme student behaviors, such as physically hanging on the 

teacher’s body and banging the teacher in the face, help explain why the focus at the 

opening of the school year was to have students stay in their seats.  As this became 

less of an issue, the focus shifted to helping students become more aware of their own 

and others’ emotions and relating student choices of behavior to corresponding 

consequences.   

Disruptions to the learning environment: Trends, extremes,  
and progress with student behavior. 

 
One possible reason for the decrease in disruptions can be found by examining 

changes in student behavior ratings, which indicated that ten students had improved 

their behavior ratings from the beginning of the school year by at least one full point, 

three of which improved their ratings by two or more points on the five-point scale, 

and six of which reached the best levels of behavior rating, 1 or 2, indicating they 

demonstrated some sense of self-control.  So, as student behavior improved, 

disruptions decreased.  However, a case for the "invisible child" is revealed in the 

following excerpt from the data base. 

As students gathered their Maple Memos given to them by the 
TAs and the sub Rachel said, “This is the 2nd one I got.”  There are so  
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many issues represented in this one simple statement from a child.  1) 
As a complacent, invisible-type child, Rachel doesn’t receive Maple 
Memos as often as boisterous, uncooperative children who decide to 
comply on occasion. (Similar situation with Paul before he became 
home schooled.)  It seems those who struggle most with inappropriate 
behaviors receive the many more tickets than those who don’t need to 
be bought off or bribed in the first place.  2) I don’t like using extrinsic, 
physical materials to motivate children—I prefer to know each child 
well enough to use intrinsic, feeling-desire motivators.  Yet the entire 
school inundates the students with this trick, encouraging students to 
save up their tickets and trade them in for a drawing and the chance to 
get a menial prize (candy that rots their teeth out), a 1-for-1 direct trade 
for a pencil, or save up 5 tickets to get a cheap bauble (that breaks 
within 10-15 minutes).  Ugh, ugh, ugh!!!  Resolution to dilemmaI’ll 
try to use their cotton-pickin’ tickets—YUCK!!!!     

The whole thing just feels wrong to me… (December, lines 
4889-4902). 
 
References to Maple Memos were placed within the category called PBS/ABC 

student, within the type called consequences, and represented a positive reinforcement 

as a result of students making appropriate choices of behavior (Appendix C).  

However, the invisible child wasn't subject to Maple Memos, which were a major 

aspect of our school wide positive behavior support system.  The data indicated the 

possibility that Maple Memos were more heavily used for the high-profile, 

behaviorally challenging students.  Contrastingly, the invisible child comes with 

enough self-control not to stand out as a challenge or high need, and the data indicated 

that this could lead to such students receiving less "rewards" for self-directed 

appropriate behavior.  Are such students sacrificed at the alter of positive behavior 

reinforcement for behaviorally challenging students?  One way to mitigate such  
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possibilities is to have regular intervals in which the teacher may give the entire class 

such a reward.   

Another possible reason for the decrease in recorded disruptions could be due 

to teacher exhaustion, which was highly evident in the data.  Exhaustion could have 

influenced how diligently I was tracking behavior, causing me to write down fewer 

disruptions.  

 It was the worst of times, it was the best of times. 

Data indicated that the worst day was “set off” by me refusing to stop 

academic instruction to deal with a minor student behavior—burping.  Though not 

used frequently enough to be noted in this study, the intervention of planned ignoring 

was at play.  Redl and Wineman (1952) describe this to be when the adult does not 

intervene, believing that the inappropriate behavior will run its course and the student 

will return to more acceptable behavior on their own.  The skill of an adult in sizing up 

which behaviors and situations to interfere with and which to ignore “is one of the 

most important practical assets of a group leader” (p.158).  They assert that this 

technique avoids producing frustration- and interference-aggression against the adult.  

Given the ranges of extreme behaviors exhibited by this group of students, it would 

seem that burping would be a low-key disruptive behavior with which I could have 

successfully employed the intervention of planned ignoring.  However, with this group 

of students in this particular circumstance it obviously was not.  Instead, planned 

ignoring had led to student contagion, which Redl and Wattenberg (1959) described as  
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when a student’s “behavior gives expression to impulses which are shared by several 

children and which they are not intent upon controlling” (p.282), thereby sweeping 

through the group.  Given the early time of the year, the extreme student response, and 

my corresponding emotional response, it is sensible that I did not view planned 

ignoring as an effective intervention with this group and that it was not frequently 

referenced or included in this study.   

Interestingly, with the worst day behind us, the lowest number of student 

disruptions recorded on teacher behavior record sheets in the month of October 

occurred the day before Halloween.  I had made parent contacts seeking collaboration 

by that time; perhaps parents had used the holiday as leverage for requiring 

appropriate behavior in the classroom.  Furthermore, the data indicated my 

commitment to persist against the tide, which could help explain improvements noted 

as early mid September.  Consistency and enforcement are more fully discussed 

below. 

As the evidence in this study indicates, behavioral change takes place over 

time with repeated practice, reinforcement, support and guidance (Committee for 

Children, 2002; Wong and Wong, 1991).  It is not typically a smooth endeavor, but 

rather is filled with progress and regressions as previous behavior is gradually 

replaced with new (Committee for Children, 2002; Curwin et al., 2008), as also 

described in this study.  Though it was not possible to draw direct correlations 

between specific interventions and outcomes due to the nature of the data and the  
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natural context of my study, there was evidence of consistent behavioral expectations 

and application of reasonable consequences, possible reasons for the improvement in 

student behavior.  Wong and Wong (1991) wrote of student awareness of a teacher’s 

enforcement or non-enforcement of classroom rules and that students will swiftly 

violate unenforced rules.  Following through with reasonable consequences that are 

both positive and negative is critical for effective classroom management, and they 

advised teachers to tell students that the consequences they receive are the result of the 

students’ behavioral choices.  There was consistent evidence of these two keystones in 

teacher reflections, discussions with students and implementation of consequences.  

The first two excerpts offer evidence of non-enforcement, followed by an excerpt 

offering evidence of enforcement and two excerpts demonstrating me telling students 

that consequences are the result of their behavioral choices. 

Non-enforcement 
I’ve observed the teacher these students had last year in kindergarten 
and have begun to think that students firmly established their rule last 
year, though dividedly as two classes, am and pm kindergarten.  She 
sweetly but futilely calls after this year’s students things like, “Walk; 
don’t run!” as they tear down the sidewalk.  I’ve seen her turn and, 
exhaling deeply with a drawn look on her face, shrug her shoulders 
with a heavy sigh and walk away.  As an aging woman approaching 
retirement, I can imagine why I’ve observed this response.  As the new 
teacher inheriting this group, I struggle with feelings of frustration that 
they have been allowed to become the highly dysfunctional group it 
now is (October., lines 1723-30). 
 
As I’m waiting to guide a small group of students across the street, the 
teacher my students had last year came out to the sidewalk.  Feebly she 
called after a kindergartener in her class this year, “Don’t run…”  I 
watched her wearied facial expression as she sighed audibly among the  
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raucously vacating crowd, both of us watching her student as they 
continued running wildly down the jam-packed sidewalk…and this is 
not the first time I’ve witnessed such a scene (November, lines 3899-
3903). 
 
Enforcement 
Daniel got overexcited and out of hand during our sight word 
competition using name sticks and outside at kickball, and misbehaved 
while we were lining up to go back inside.  He’s been off-task and out 
of his seat repeatedly today, though I’ve warned him 3, 4, 5 times.  I 
had to take away his ABC button and all hell broke loose as he shouted 
out his frustration and threw his papers on the ground.  However, when 
he calmed down enough to listen, I explained that he could start earning 
his ABC button back again right away, by the choices he makes right 
now to finish his work.  God bless him, within 2 mins he picked the 
papers up and started working on them again.  Hooray for you, Daniel!  
(April, lines 11,213-220). 
 
Enforcement relating student behavioral choices to resulting 
consequences 
Matthew continues to sing, yell, say “Cheater! Liar!” and the like 
throughout the entire day.  However, I inform him that his behavior 
shows me the choices he’s making and the consequence that will result, 
whereupon he shouts, “NO! I don’t want to!” and I calmly reply, “Well, 
your behavior is telling me something different than your words.”  
Matthew eventually chooses to do some work, though definitely not up 
to what he can do (September, lines 894-99). 
 
The good part of all of this unrelenting process is that the kids now 
know exactly how it’s played.  Upon my verbalizing the behavioral 
choice they’ve made and the consequence of losing their ABC button, 
they immediately hand it over, sometimes with great drama but more 
often in resignation and admittance that they know how this game is 
played (June, lines 13,740-44).   

 
Consistent follow-through is imperative when attempting to change behaviors.  

Using prompts, cues, and signals can help students remember and engage in agreed-

upon behavior guidelines (Canter, 1992; Committee for Children, 2002; Jones as cited  
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in Charles, 1996; Redl and Wineman, 1952).  One of the intervention categories that 

emerged in this study was called teacher prompts.  This intervention included such 

strategies as verbal prompts and physical cues and signals with evidence that I 

consistently delivered these prompts to help guide student choices.   

Another possible explanation for student improvement could be attributed to 

Marshall’s (2005) assertion that self-correction is the most successful approach for 

changing behavior.  This study provides overwhelming evidence that students were 

taught, supported, and encouraged to self-correct.  Another possible explanation could 

be implementation of effective prevention strategies as the year wore on and I became 

more knowledgeable about students’ personalities and needs.   

The data also contained evidence of Curwin et al.’s (2008) seven stages of the 

prevention dimension.  The database for this study represents the first stage in which I 

examined myself continuously throughout the journal and diary entries, but there were 

examples of both clear and unclear expressions in my deep reflections.  Stage two, the 

data reflected my efforts to know my students’ needs, desires, culture, and home life 

so they would feel connected to me.  However, for stage three the data indicated my 

sense of failure in my attempts to make the classroom a motivating place with 

effective teaching methods by connecting to the natural motivation of students.  There 

were many references indicating I felt hopelessly outnumbered and overwhelmed after 

attempting to teach with center-based learning activities.  Stage four is to teach 

students responsibility and caring by frequently involving them in decision-making,  
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including consequences for infractions.  There was abundant evidence of this found in 

the teacher interventions of peer leaders, student choice, and individual counsel.  Stage 

five is to establish with students effective rules and consequences to define proper 

behavior deemed necessary for good learning and teaching to occur, which was also 

readily evident in the data.  Stage six is to keep current in child behavior, theories of 

discipline, and some of the research in psychology and education as it applies to 

discipline.  Again, the data offered evidence of my efforts to do just that.  The final 

stage is to deal with stressful conflict by teaching students and ourselves how to 

remain calm when emotions run high.  Again, evidence was found in the intervention 

of individual counsel.  These prevention stages could be another reason that student 

disruptions decreased and student behavior improved over the course of the school 

year.    

The first time I was able to teach all of the lessons planned for the day without 

sacrificing some academic instructional time to teach behavioral instruction occurred 

on October 16, line 1874.  Possible explanations include that this also happened to be 

the first day with more adults in the classroom (due to extra instructional assistant time 

scheduled during our afternoon math session), as well as using specially designed 

math groups of four, each with a group-selected peer leader.   

Another factor that may help explain student improvement could include 

certain aspects of the room as a facility.  Wong and Wong (1991) suggested that 

effective teachers prepare the classroom for learning by thoughtfully reflecting and  
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planning the room’s floor space, work areas, student areas, wall space, bookcases, 

teacher areas, and teaching materials.  The Committee for Children (2002) wrote that 

“all parts of the physical space contribute to the atmosphere of the classroom” (p.66), 

recommending that teachers have a welcome poster, display student work, position the 

teacher’s desk so they can see all students, have space for private conferencing, play 

peaceful, calming music during transitions and quiet work times, and provide space 

and time for quiet reflection as well as small group activities and discussions.  There is 

evidence of such positioning of my desk, space for private conferencing, playing 

calming music, and providing time for small group activities.  However, the small 

physical facility and limited possibilities for arrangement of the physical space were 

perceived as one of the obstacles to student progress, according to the data.   

This morning (Fri, end of week 3) I rearranged the desks for the third 
time already this year!  There are so many behavioral challenges it’s 
hard to separate the students out and encircle them with positive 
peers—my usual strategy.  There are so many I can’t even skip every 
other desk, so some behavioral challenges must sit side by side.  The 
room is so cramped with 25 desks and one kidney-bean table in the 
room!  Kids can’t pull their chair out from under their desk without 
bumping into the desk behind them.  This makes me think our 
behavioral challenges are compounded by these types of structural 
restrictions (September, lines 674-80).   

 
There was evidence of other obstacles to student behavioral improvement, 

including a total of eighteen teacher absences, occurring first in December with an 

emergency flight to my ill father’s bedside on the east coast.  In February my father  
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died and I went into severe withdrawal, also helping explain the dramatic decrease in 

recorded student disruptions that month.   

Second Main Finding: Intervention Categories 

 As other researchers have found (Burton and Denham, 1998; Cihak et al., 

2009; Dunlap et al., 1994; Redl and Wineman, 1952), behavioral interventions were 

seldom used in isolation.  Rather, several were commonly implemented together.  In 

this study, by both design and practice, the intervention of student choice was 

frequently integrated with interventions of peer leaders and individual counsel.  Peer 

leaders were elected by group members, thus inherently integrating student choice 

within the intervention of peer leadership.  Likewise, student choice of behavior was 

inherent in the intervention of individual counsel.   

As found by Cihak et al. (2009) with a third grade inclusive classroom, the use 

of positive peer reporting in combination with a group contingency procedure (extra 

recess time) decreased students’ disruptive classroom behaviors.   Though in my study 

with a first grade classroom the peer leaders reported both positive and negative 

student behavior, this was also integrated with a group contingency which was 

executed through student choice—peers elected a small group to whom we awarded a 

group trophy at the end of each week.  This integration of interventions could help 

explain the decrease in student disruptions over time.   
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Third Main Finding: One of the Least Effective Interventions 

The purpose of interventions was to move students towards co-creating a more 

effective learning environment in a positive fashion.   The data consistently indicated a 

negative outcome for the intervention of regular, structured teaching of social skills 

curriculum, with almost all passages relative to this intervention indicating no change 

in student behavior.  The data made a case for a few possible explanations for this 

negative outcome.  First, many of the students most in need of such instruction were 

inattentive during the lesson; second, social skills instruction took place in a whole 

group setting of twenty-four, and; third, the instructor, a part-time counselor, was 

unwilling to hold students accountable for poor behavioral choices during social skills 

lessons.  Any or all of these could have led to the ineffectiveness of this intervention.  

Now we examine the first of these possible explanations. 

Students’ inattention. 

Unfortunately, it seems to me that they treat him as they do me—they 
don’t focus, listen, or look long enough to see who we are and how we 
are different and how we can help.  These children seem to have shut 
us out, and from the first stories of their complicated lives, I imagine us 
to be one of these kids’ richest, most stable resources (October, lines 
3012-15). 
 
It seems like such a waste of time and energy to deliver a wonderful 
social skills lesson to such a needy audience, but not be given a glance 
or be heard at all (November, lines 3642-43).   
 
It’s soooo frustrating that the counselor has taught all the 2nd Step 
lessons about ignoring distractions and how to wait so you don’t 
interrupt people who are talking—all for naught.  Of course, most of  
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the students who needed to hear his message were probably playing 
around at that time… (April, lines 12,184-87). 
 

 When students are inattentive, there is little hope that they will 

meaningfully participate in the curricular lesson, regardless of content matter.  

Without meaningful participation, there is also little hope that students will 

learn and retain what they have learned.  Wong and Wong (1991) asserted that 

on average children need eight repetitions to learn something new.  Simply put, 

students who are inattentive miss out.  Next, we look at the second possible 

reason why social skills instruction was found to be one of the least effective 

interventions. 

Whole group setting. 

It’s too ineffective to work with this group as a whole group—they 
defeat each adult every time.  Their strange synergy needs to be 
diffused, dispersed among many adults rather than gathered together 
against one (November, lines 3643-45). 
 
I just don’t think these lessons can even be heard as a whole group with 
these kids.  They need small groups, 1-on-1—especially for learning 
social skills!!!! (January, lines 5864-66).   
 
After school I spoke with Mr. Cartwright in the hallway and suggested 
that he work with this class in small groups of 4-5 not a whole group of 
23, because his instruction gets lost and the skills don’t become 
meaningful to the students.  I don’t know whether he will pay heed or 
not” (March, lines 9542-45). 
 
I reiterated to the counselor and the principal that I think it will be more 
effective for my group of students to receive their social skills lessons 
in small groups, not as a large intact group.  Rebecca [the principal] 
pointed out the fact that I would have to be engaged as an instructor, to 
which I replied, “It seems that we need to make the instructional time  
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more effective, so I’m totally on-board with that!”  (March, lines 
10,121-125).  [Therefore, my suggestion of teaching in small groups 
meant that I would be teaching social skills lessons along with the 
counselor.] 

 
Some classroom management models include prevention strategies, such as 

engaging curriculum (Charles, 1996; Glasser, 1969; 1998) or using I-messages 

(Gordon, 1981).  One such strategy can be teaching social skills curriculum to all 

students, as happened in this study.  However, classroom management models often 

presume that only a relatively small percentage of students will need additional, more 

intensive intervention strategies (Charles, 1996).  Contrastingly, the data that captured 

my experience played the scene out quite differently, with twelve of twenty-four 

students demonstrating such need for more intensive interventions as the school year 

opened, though by year’s end only two of the original twelve students remained at the 

worst levels of behavior rating.   

On the US Department of Education website (n.d.), statistics from 2000 to 

2007 indicated a rising percentage of students being identified with autism.  Further, 

35% of students identified as having an emotional disturbance at regular sites spent 

almost 80% of their time in a regular education classroom, and more than 32% of 

those identified with autism did the same.  This could help explain the greater 

percentages of high-needs students in my regular education classroom.   

Moreover, according to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 

(USDHHS, 2006), methamphetamine usage in the United States is on the rise, with  
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more than a third of the states reporting high rates of treatment admissions.  Chronic 

meth abusers exhibit signs of mental distress, including violent behavior, anxiety, 

depression, confusion, and insomnia.  The National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) 

recently launched the first large-scale study of the developmental consequences of 

prenatal meth exposure to evaluate outcomes, including social relationships.  Initial 

results from this study found that 5.2 percent of women had used meth at some point 

during their pregnancy, further indicating the need to better understand the 

developmental outcomes for these children and further indication of the rising number 

of children with special needs in regular education classrooms.  In my class of twenty-

four, I knew of three students that had drug-related family issues, one of which was 

confirmed by the court-ordered parent/guardian as methamphetamine. 

In light of this research, this presents a potential problem for a single teacher in 

the classroom, especially as class sizes increase overall.  According to Redl and 

Wineman’s (1952) work with whole groups of volatile students, when working with 

such a group, even for simple interventions such as proximity or touch “…a sufficient 

number of adult personnel, a sufficient amount of flexibility in program, and a 

sufficient smallness of group are primary prerequisites” to (p.167).  Aside from Redl 

and Wineman (1952) and Redl and Wattenberg (1959), the body of research on 

classroom management and teacher interventions in regular education classrooms 

seems to ignore larger composite groups of volatile students with cognitive and 

behavioral habits that have already been developed during early childhood.   
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From practical experience I attest to the fact that having additional personnel in 

the classroom in the form of instructional assistant time one or two hours per day may 

be helpful, but hardly suffices to meet the extreme demands on professional 

evaluations and judgments required with such populations.  Further, some school 

programs use instructional assistant time to serve students with targeted academic 

support in a pull-out program, in which case they don’t ever enter the regular 

education classroom to work with the teacher.  Rather, such instructional assistant 

time is often spent in a separate classroom or space with a certified specialist, such as 

a reading specialist or resource or special education teacher.  Finally, we examine the 

third possible reason why social skills instruction was found to be one of the least 

effective interventions. 

Part-time counselor position: No accountability for  
student behavioral choices. 
 
…today students treated the counselor extremely poorly, being 
extremely rude and very disrespectful of him.  For this particular class, 
I felt he was much too meek and in too much quandary over his not-
yet-enforced boundaries for behavior.  He explained to me later that 
enforcing behavioral expectations is always a quandary for him—his 
time is so precious and few with the students.  Is it better to spend his 
30 minutes establishing working relationships and order, or trying to 
teach the lesson he’s planned?  However, I’ve already learned that the 
lessons he’s planed are ineffective is he hasn’t established working 
relationships and order—same as with me…(October, lines 1917-24). 
 
The down side was the close of our day.  Mr. Cartwright, the school’s 
part-time counselor, delivered a social skills lesson from 2nd Step.  We 
have one lesson every Tuesday at the close of our day, but many of 
these have seemed futile to me because students aren’t held 
accountable for their behavior during the lesson (Oct, lines 3002-05).   
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In ignoring the innumerable rapid-fire problem behaviors in my room, I 
think he hopes that he’ll build meaningful, positive relationships with 
the students during this class time (October, lines 3010-11) 
 
Though I respect Mr. Cartwright for the seemingly kind and sensitive 
soul he appears to be, I ask myself, “How effective can he be?”  Aside 
from being “coddling” at times when I intuitively sense that an incident 
requires the adult to be “firm,” and in addition to his admitted dilemma 
about addressing and resolving inappropriate behavior during his lesson 
versus building positive relationships with the students, the bottom-line 
reality is that he serves 3 different school sites—how much time can he 
really have for such troubled youth with such intensive need?” 
(November, lines 4086-92). 

 
Based on research literature, the Committee for Children (2002) suggested 

modeling, practice, coaching, and positive reinforcement as best practice for teaching 

socially competent behaviors to children.  As stated earlier, consistent follow-through 

is imperative when attempting to change behaviors.  Using prompts, cues, and signals 

can help students remember and engage in agreed-upon behavior guidelines (Canter, 

1992; Committee for Children, 2002; Jones as cited in Charles, 1996; Redl and 

Wineman, 1952).  This study provided evidence that prompts, cues, and signals were 

absent in the interactions between the counselor and students during social skills 

instruction.  Furthermore, the Committee for Children (2002) suggested that the 

instructor step in as “director” to guide role-plays in such a way that students stay on 

track and do not get overly silly, as well as provide feedback for students who 

perform, an important element in teaching social skills through role play.  The data 

indicated that none of these strategies was applied by the social skills instructor when 

students were off-task and inattentive, or when student role plays were inappropriate.   
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This, too, may help explain why social skills instruction was found to be ineffective in 

my study. 

Fourth Main Finding: Most Frequently Referenced Intervention Categories—
Justification of Selected Interventions for this Study 
 
 The most frequently referenced and employed interventions that were used 

throughout the school year across all three trimesters should have had the most 

influence on changing student behavior, while interventions that were least referenced 

should then have had little influence on changing student behavior.  With this in mind, 

this study focuses on the three most frequently referenced interventions within the 

intervention type that most captured my interest—building self-regulation skills.  

These intervention categories were peer leaders (493 references), student choice (364 

references), and individual counsel (103 references).  Peer leaders and student choice 

topped every other intervention and, together, accounted for more than one-third of the 

total references to teacher interventions.  Also, it was well documented that individual 

counsel was frequently simultaneously employed with student choice.  These three 

interventions out of twenty-four total altogether comprised 960 of the 2,411, or nearly 

40% of the most-frequently referenced intervention strategies.   

In alignment with suggestions made by the Committee for Children (2002), the 

intervention of peer leaders was a form of coaching and positive reinforcement for 

teaching socially competent behaviors to children, while individual counsel was a  
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mixture of modeling, practicing, and coaching with positive reinforcement for 

appropriate choices in student behavior.   

Searching for theories for interpretation of selected findings. 

The findings section presents evidence of overlap and simultaneous 

implementations of multiple interventions, some incidental and others by design.  In 

their work with groups of volatile children, Redl and Wineman (1952) found that often 

any one of the adult intervention techniques applied was done so in conjunction with 

others (p.166).  They further asserted that their own illustrative incidents and examples 

with such populations couldn’t avoid illustrating this fact, as was also evident in my 

study.   

Based on the data, to interpret findings I sought a theory that emphasized 

getting along cooperatively (an emphasis of my teacher interventions) and situated the 

student as the locus of control and sharing in decision-making (pervading teacher 

belief and action throughout the data).   

There were several elements of Glasser’s (1998) choice theory, many reflected 

in this study as teacher interventions, which can help explain the improvement in 

student behavior.  These include an emphasis on getting along with one another, the 

teacher role as a guide rather than an authoritarian, the belief that behaviors are by 

choice, individualized responses to incidents rather than a pre-established behavioral 

consequence chart, and giving students think time.   
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Regarding student needs of belonging and acceptance, power, and freedom, 

Glasser’s (1998) choice theory is, again, a good fit.  Since Marshall’s (2004) 

classroom discipline system for raising student responsibility incorporates several of 

Glasser’s ideas, it is also highly aligned with findings on the intervention categories of 

individual counsel and student choice.  Besides satisfying student needs of belonging 

and acceptance, power, and freedom, the intervention of peer leadership also lines up 

with Gordon’s (1981) democratic theory of classroom management.  I discovered that 

my approach with the intervention categories peer leader, student choice, and 

individual counsel had closely followed Glasser’s (1998) choice theory, Marshall’s 

(1998, 2004) classroom management for raising responsibility, and Gordon’s (1981) 

democratic classroom management.  These three theorists shared a humanistic 

approach to interventions and, as this is my own approach to classroom management, 

the three most frequently referenced intervention categories selected for this study 

were interpreted through this lens.   

 Intervention as peer leaders. 

As previously mentioned, Li et al. (2007) wrote about the reciprocal nature of 

leadership and the necessity of those being led to cooperate with their leader.  It was 

the disjunction between my own democratic leadership style and the lack of 

cooperative efforts among students that prompted my own study and influenced my 

perceptions of needing to use peer leaders in the fashion that I had.  Indeed, Li et al. 

(2007) referred to the moment-by-moment circumstances that affect the kind of  
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leadership that is called for.  It was in exactly such a manner that my own study took 

place and the most frequently referenced interventions emerged. 

Of the seven distinctive behavioral descriptions used in a study of year six 

pupils in London conducted by Petrides et al. (2006), “a leader” referred to peers who 

were nominated by other classmates as being a leader, a peer they most preferred to be 

“in charge.”  This directly correlates to the process of selecting peer leaders as it 

emerged in my own study, though for a dramatically younger age group in first grade.  

There were several purposes for using student peer leaders, some of which previous 

researchers have also identified.  1) To help track student behaviors; 2) build 

community and positive relationships (Edwards, 2009); 3) provide an organizational 

structure (Li et al., 2007) for our constructivist math work stations, and; 4) to share 

power constructively with students by building positive peer-leadership capacity.  Of 

course, from my humanistic orientation, it was also among my attempts to meet 

student needs of belonging and acceptance, power, and freedom (Glasser, 1969, 1998; 

Gordon, 1981).  However, I had created the intervention of peer leaders (as it was 

specifically manifested in this study) as an invaluable aid to me working as an 

overburdened teacher.  The surprise was the particular manner in which I had 

implemented this whole group intervention with first grade students—I did not find 

other studies with similar implementation when I went back and reinvestigated the 

literature.   
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My findings indicated peer leaders to have been perceived as a powerful 

intervention, both from a student and teacher perspective, highly motivating students 

to rethink and choose more appropriate choices of behavior.  As previously 

mentioned, one possible reason this intervention may have been successful can be 

related to the study by Cihak et al. (2009) in which they found that positive peer 

reporting in combination with a group contingency procedure decreased third grade 

students’ disruptive classroom behaviors.  Peer leaders may also have been a 

successful intervention as related to a study conducted by Li et al. (2007) in which 

they found a leadership function among fourth grade students provided an 

organizational structure.  In my study, a primary purpose of peer leaders was to 

provide an organizational structure for our constructivist math centers and to monitor 

student behaviors.  Li et al. further found peer leadership to be a reciprocal social 

process, wherein leaders initiate actions that may or may not be accepted by others.  

Osher et al. (2004) found that peers exert “considerable influence” on one another’s 

behavior by providing or withholding attention and affiliation, other reasons this 

intervention may have been successful.  Similar to Osher et al.’s (2004) assertion, peer 

social networks were also not randomly formed in this study.  However, unlike their 

review wherein students self-selected their social networks of peer clusters, the data 

indicated that I had strategically comprised small groups of four based on my teacher 

perceptions of the most compatible combinations that were least likely to cause 

disruption.   
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Schunk’s (1987) review of research on peer models confirmed that peer 

models may help train peers in social skills, another possible reason peer leaders may 

have helped decrease student disruptions in my own study.  Though rare, the data also 

held evidence of a coping model—Daniel’s progress over time wherein he made errors 

and verbalized statements reflecting negative achievement beliefs, but gradually 

performed better and began to verbalize coping statements.  Schunk’s meta-analysis 

found that the behaviors of a coping model eventually matched those of a mastery 

model, and found coping models beneficial in raising self-efficacy among those with 

little familiarity with the task and who possess self-doubts.  Yet another possible 

reason the intervention of peer leaders may have been successful is the powerful way 

it met student needs of belonging and acceptance, power, and freedom.   

Jonathan Erwin (2003), a faculty member at the William Glasser Institute, 

described these three needs according to choice theory and in the context of the 

classroom; points relevant to the intervention of peer leaders are included herein.  

Students feel a sense of belonging and acceptance when teachers “teach students how 

to work cooperatively, and give them regular opportunities to learn in structured 

cooperative activities” (p.21).  This was the context within which peer leadership 

operated and was one of the purposes for which it was designed.  He asserted that 

students need for power could be met by giving students a voice in the classroom and 

soliciting their input.  (While the intervention of peer leaders directly exemplifies 

these traits, they are also found in the interventions of student choice and individual  
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counsel.)  Lastly, meeting students’ need for freedom involves choices, and “with 

every freedom comes a degree of responsibility” (p.22).  Erwin (2003) described 

freedom to and freedom from: the former involved choices in seating, team members, 

assignments, or performance tasks.  The data indicated teacher perceptions that, due to 

the volatility of a preponderance of students, it wasn’t possible to freely offer choices 

in seating or team members.  However, there was evidence of freedom of assignments 

or performance tasks. 

Freedom from involved keeping students’ attention by changing teacher and/or 

student locations, using various kinds of music to introduce lessons, using various 

instructional strategies, beginning class with teambuilding activities, or regularly 

changing partners or team members.  There was evidence I had employed all of these 

strategies except the last, which is noted in the paragraph above.  

A difference between Erwin’s (2003) uses of student choice to meet student 

needs for freedom and the uses of student choice found in this study is that Erwin 

focused on choices of seating assignments, performance tasks, and changing students’ 

cooperative learning partners or team members. Contrastingly, evidence from my 

study demonstrates that choices also focused on student behavior and peer recognition 

for positive group collaboration.  Regardless, this intervention was perceived by the 

students and teacher alike to be a powerful way to meet student needs of belonging, 

power, and freedom. 
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Gordon (1981) advocated a democratic management style in which influence 

replaces control and leadership replaces domination.  He believed students and 

teachers should collaborate in solving problems.  Highly evident in this study, these 

could be additional reasons that the intervention of peer leadership may have had a 

positive effect on improving student behavior.  Still another possible explanation may 

be found in revisiting Marshall’s (1998) internal-control principles in which he 

claimed that acting responsibly is more satisfying through intrinsic motivation.  Peer 

leadership was shown to be a powerful intrinsic motivator, with no permanent 

privilege or prize connected to the position and weekly opportunities for any group 

member to hold the coveted position. 

Finally, another possibility is simply the Hawthorne Effect, of which one 

aspect is that productivity increases when workers feel that supervisors are interested 

in them (Light, Keller, and Calhoun, 1989).   

I need more time to re-teach how to complete this [peer behavior 
tracking] form; repeating directions at the start of each math work 
station time block isn’t getting the job done.  I’m not giving up yet; it 
appears that students are responding with the Hawthorne Effect; if 
nothing else, at least they care that their behavior is being recorded 
(October, lines 2938-41). 

 
Intervention as student choice and individual counsel. 

The intervention category student choice had four sub-categories: 1) opinions, 

needs, and interests; 2) student behavior; 3) shared decision-making, and 4) voting for 

peer leaders and the weekly awarding of a group trophy.  Individual counsel also had  
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four sub-categories: 1) facilitate; 2) explain; 3) reinterpret, and; 4) redirect.  These two 

interventions were simultaneously employed and deliberately integrated, the former 

representing methods of student engagement and the latter representing methods of 

teacher engagement.  Through the sub-categories of individual counsel (facilitate, 

explain, reinterpret, and redirect), I attempted to honor student choice (opinions, 

needs, and interests) as well as influence student choice (student behavior, shared 

decision-making, and voting for peer leaders and the weekly awarding of a group 

trophy). 

Representing my humanistic orientation, one of the purposes of individual 

counsel and student choice was to resolve difficulties and conflict in an environment 

of mutual respect and caring for all those involved while attempting to meet student 

needs of acceptance, power, and freedom through shared decision-making.  These 

interventions were also opportunities for me to model positive conflict resolution and 

for students to practice the same.  Last but perhaps most importantly, individual 

counsel and student choice were attempts to increase student capacity for self-

regulation and raise students’ awareness of themselves and others.   

Dunlap et al.’s (1994) case studies of a five-year-old and two eleven-year-olds 

and Richter et al.’s (1980) study of students third grade through sixth offer some 

reasons why student choice may have been successful in my study of first grade 

students.  First, student choice as related to decision-making was found to improve 

social relatedness and promote interacting more positively with peers, as well as  
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heighten task engagement.  Furthermore, Dunlap et al. found student choice to reduce 

disruptive behavior for students with emotional and behavioral challenges, though the 

levels of interaction between teacher and students were “extremely and consistently 

high,” descriptions which could also be applied to my own study.  They recognized 

choice making as “a robust intervention that is likely to have meaningful applications 

in a wide variety of situations” (Dunlap et al., 1994, p.516).   

Additionally, as the teacher I would counsel students in the hopes of 

influencing their behavioral decisions.  Treating each incident individually, I would: 1) 

remind them of the group’s agreed-upon behavioral expectations of the members in 

our classroom; 2) prompt them to consider how those involved might be feeling; 3) 

acknowledge the student’s freedom to choose their own behavior, and; 4) remind them 

of corresponding consequences relative to various behavioral choices they may make, 

making sure to consistently follow through with whatever consequence had been 

drawn for any particular behavioral choice.  This process was similar to the 

intervention technique called dialoguing in a study conducted by Burton and Denham 

(1998) and to shared decision-making as studied by Richter and Tjosvold (1980) and 

reviewed by Rubin and Schoenefeld (2009). 

In their study of four-year-olds, Burton and Denham (1998) found that 

dialoguing was a “critical factor in determining whether transfer of learning to 

behavior is obtained” (p.222).  Dialoguing was meant to help children reflect on and 

evaluate situations involving conflict, including how each person in the situation  
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might feel, and generate alterative solutions, choosing one upon which to act.  As in 

my own study with first grade students, the results of the study conducted by Burton 

and Denham (1998) indicated that children did indeed learn the rules of successful 

social interactions and improved their capacity to verbalize the problem and the 

feelings of each child involved, though students continued to need adult guidance to 

generate alternative strategies and consider resultant consequences.  Though one might 

expect better outcomes with six- and seven-year-olds than with four-year-olds, the 

outcome in my study was similar. 

Students are doing better staying in their seats more, but there 
are still many, many callouts, off-task behaviors, and many 
interruptions as I work with small groups or individuals.  However, 
students are also more responsive and quicker to respond than before.   

We did temperature for Number Corner—it was our most 
wonderful line up—the best and quietest all year so far.  However, at 
lunch line up…Jacob punched Isaiah in the back VERY LOUDLY (we 
heard the S-M-A-C-K!), Anna shoved Maggie and knocked her into the 
ladder bungee-corded to the wall, and Ezekiel jump-kicked in the 
cafeteria line.  I asked Jacob about the incident, for which he had no 
explanation and did not deny; he readily accepted giving an apology to 
Isaiah and spending lunch at recess detention.  As for Anna, she 
claimed an innocent stumble and offered an apology, which Maggie 
accepted, and so then did I.  But I also followed up by reminding Anna 
about our lining-up behaviors and to remain still in her place in line so 
as not to cause any accidents.  Once in the cafeteria for Ezekiel’s jump-
kick exhibition, I held him back.  We talked about why this isn’t a good 
place to do such activities and explored possible hazardous outcomes.  
When he spoke of understanding not to do this here again, I had him 
join the end of the lunch line; 2 other classes had already gotten in line 
behind our own—oh well!  That’s how it goes when you have to stay 
behind for a behavioral reason… (October, lines 1901-16).    
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Similarly, Rubin and Schoenefeld (2009) wrote that joint decision-making is a 

predictor of lower misconduct across all ethnic groups examined (Lamborn, Sanford, 

and Steinberg, 1996 as cited in Rubin and Schoenefeld, 2009) and develops critical 

thinking skills.  Though the authors cautioned that children also need to learn and be 

able to demonstrate in developmentally appropriate ways expressive and receptive 

communication, teamwork, and conflict resolution, they also looked at teacher 

variables.  They found it essential that teachers have well-developed problem-solving 

skills, including the ability to gather, understand, and analyze information needed to 

clearly identify or define the decision to be made, brainstorming pros and cons of a 

decision, weighing the impact of those pros and cons upon self and others, developing 

alternative plans in case the decision selected doesn’t produce desired results, and 

implementing and evaluating outcomes relative to the decision’s intended results.  

These variables are similar to the way in which the interventions of dialoguing and 

individual counsel were implemented and can help explain their possible success as 

interventions.   

Of the four different types of decisions Rubin and Schoenefeld (2009) 

discussed, the one most relative to the interventions of student choice and individual 

counsel was consultative/instructional decision-making.  This type of decision had 

three overlapping components:  1) limiting the number of choices; 2) honoring the 

child’s input consistent with their increasing capacity to be involved, and; 3) adults 

assuming responsibility for seizing a teachable moment by helping children think  
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critically about the issue at hand, evaluate different viewpoints, and recognize possible 

consequences.  All of these were evident in the interventions of student choice and 

individual counsel.   

Another possible reason for the success of individual counsel may be found in 

a study conducted by James and McCormick (2009) with secondary and primary 

schools in England.  They found that making learning explicit and promoting learning 

autonomy helped students achieve learning autonomy.  Making learning explicit 

included rich classroom dialogue and questioning to elicit student understanding, 

formative feedback to help students know how to improve, and sharing learning 

objectives, criteria, and exemplars of what counts as quality learning.  Promoting 

learning autonomy involved peer and self-assessment.  These techniques were part of 

the intervention individual counsel, during which I posed questions to elicit student 

understanding and provided formative feedback specific to how student could 

improve.  I had also shared behavioral objectives, criteria, and exemplars of what 

counted as quality behavioral choices and prompted students’ self-assessment of their 

behavioral choices within any given situation.  Peer leaders had provided peer 

assessments of student behavior.   

Still another reason why individual counsel may have been successful may be 

found in Cornelius-White’s (2007) meta-analysis of research on learner-centered 

student-teacher relationships, which stress collaborative and student-self evaluation 

along with cooperation, empowerment, and respect.  He found correlations between  
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learner-centered teacher variables and behavioral student outcomes.  Teacher variables 

with above average effects included empathy, respect, nondirectivity, encouraging 

learning and thinking, and adapting to differences—all of which came into play during 

the interventions of student choice and individual counsel.  Especially pertinent were 

avoiding power struggles and nondirectivity, which his review found to be best in 

dealing with resistance.  Individual counsel was an attempt to influence student 

behavior without using direct authority, respecting the fact that students have the 

freedom to choose their own behavior.  The teacher variables identified in his meta-

analysis were correlated to positive student behavioral outcomes such as social 

connection/skills and the reduction of disruptive behavior.  However, he cautioned that 

student-teacher relationships may be bidirectional.  Other possible reasons for the 

success of individual counsel and student choice may be found yet again through the 

lenses of choice theory (Glasser, 1998) and Marshall (1998, 2004, 2005) and Gordon’s 

(1981) theories of classroom management.   

Glasser’s (1998) choice theory and Marshall’s (1998) theory of raising 

responsibility assert that individuals choose their behaviors and others cannot change 

us; only we can change ourselves.  Joining their emphasis on getting along with one 

another, Gordon (1981) promotes using a non-coercive approach through the role of 

facilitator and guide in which teachers help students take responsibility for their own 

choices of behavior as well as searching for solutions to resolve the difficulty or 

conflict.  All three authors promulgate a collaborative approach wherein teachers  
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guide students to self-evaluate, take ownership, and reflect on what choices the student 

has and what they could do, either in the current situation or differently the next time.  

This study offered abundant evidence of all of these characteristics, particularly within 

the interventions individual counsel and student choice.   

Another possible reason this intervention could have influenced improvement 

in student behavior may be due to its capacity to meet student needs for acceptance, 

power, and freedom.  I typically accepted students’ choices without blaming, even 

while attempting to redirect them into more positive possibilities.  I shared power 

when resolving disruptions that arose due to student choices of behavior and 

collaboratively sought solutions, and freedom of student choice was prevalent 

throughout this study.  According to Marshall (1998), giving students choices helps 

avoid confrontation because it meets the student’s need for power and saves them 

face.  Additionally, Glasser (1998) promoted that each discipline incident be treated 

individually, which is overwhelmingly evident in the data, with few exceptions.  

Lastly, Glasser (1998) wrote that, to be able to reach disengaged students who need a 

lot of personal attention, teachers and schools had to exist in the students’ mental 

image of their quality world.   I believe this is possible by establishing quality, caring 

relationships between students and their teacher and, until my father’s death and the 

resulting withdrawal I chose, there is abundant evidence of my desire and attempts to 

establish such relationships with this group of students.  Perhaps some of these  
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students had created such images of me as a positive source in their quality worlds, as 

demonstrated in an excerpt from this study. 

Although it took me far longer than ever before in my previous years of 
teaching experience in similarly low socioeconomic environments, now 
that we have established a reciprocated caring relationship they 
generally strive to meet my high expectations and trust that, should 
they make a poor choice, they have new opportunities to redeem 
themselves (February, lines 6963-67). 

 
Marshall (1998) coined the phrase “choice-response thinking” wherein 

students are taught that they are not victims of unfortunate happenstance, but rather 

they always have the possibility to choose a response, regardless of situation, stimulus, 

or urge.  He believed that through the teacher’s actions and words they communicate 

their interest in the student’s growth, all of which are highly evident in this study and 

could offer yet another explanation for improvement in student behavior.   

Possible reasons for improvement in student behavior beyond  
selected interventions. 

 
Other possible reasons for improvement in student behavior could be due to 

interventions not explained herein and/or a synergistic influence and interplay among 

numerous interventions.  An example could be home environment influences that were 

partially captured through the intervention of parent communication and collaboration, 

or Gordon’s (1981) assertion that teachers should be open, honest, and direct in 

sharing their own feelings and problems, which was evident in the intervention of 

class meetings, another intervention not selected for this study.  Furthermore, class 

meetings offered evidence that I was self-revealing rather than blaming, assertive  
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rather than demanding, and self-disclosing rather than accusatory, all elements of 

Gordon’s (1981) premise that the teacher role be one of facilitator.  Still another 

reason could simply be due to students’ developmental maturity. 

As stated earlier, the complexities of contemporary classrooms have been 

described as uncertain and messy (Dudley-Marling, 1997).  Such classrooms are 

beyond a simple one-size-fits-all approach or explanation, becoming more conducive 

to democratic leadership than a simplified behaviorist approach.  Complex classrooms 

become more conducive to interactions among various intervention strategies that are 

simultaneously employed rather than a one-to-one direct correspondence for every 

successive behavioral incident, such as changing a marker according to a color scheme 

per total incidents.   

Though there was evidence in this study of the implementation of some 

behaviorist strategies, such as positive reinforcement through Maple Memos, ABC 

student nominations, and awarding a trophy each week to the small group 

demonstrating the most collaborative, appropriate team behaviors, these behaviorist 

strategies were dramatically less frequently referenced (185) than those of building 

self-regulation skills (1,160).  Moreover, collaborative criterion for awarding of the 

weekly trophy is an example of a group contingency implemented with the 

interventions of peer leaders and student choice.   Even though the total number of 

references for both positive and negative consequences (within the type of category 

called consequences) totaled 501, this was still significantly less than the category type  
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called building self-regulation skills (1,160).  In this study, enforcement of classroom 

expectations came about through such consequences as a result of students' choices of 

behaviors after multiple discussions, checking for understanding, and posted 

expectations. 

Unlike Glasser (1998), Marshall (2004), and Gordon (1981), I had used 

negative consequences, which they referred to as punishment.  Despite their avoidance 

of such measures, the data suggests I had felt it was absolutely necessary to impart 

some negative consequences in such extreme and unrelenting circumstances, thereby 

attaining some sense of student accountability.  Alternately, Marzano and Marzano 

(2003) stated that a teacher “must acknowledge students’ behavior, reinforcing 

acceptable behavior and providing negative consequences for unacceptable behavior” 

(p.8), which was also promoted by Wong and Wong (1991) as the necessity of 

enforcing classroom expectations.  In this study, the interventions of time out and 

restriction were the only two typed as negative consequences among all twenty-four 

intervention categories.  Yet, perhaps these two interventions were also an influence 

on the improvement of student behavior, a stabilizing balance towards student 

accountability. 
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Chapter Six:  Conclusion 

Findings 

 There were four main findings from this study.  First, there was evidence of 

incremental progress sprinkled with regressions, yet the data supports that student 

behavior did improve overall, both collectively and individually.  Student disruptions 

decreased by approximately 72% from the first trimester to the last.    Based on the 

data and findings, my theory is that this dramatic decrease in student disruptions was a 

result of my having used a humanistic, democratic approach that attempted to meet 

student needs (Glasser, 1998; Gordon, 1981; Marshall, 2005) along with consistent 

enforcement (Wong and Wong, 1991).  I believe that together these helped students 

learn to become more aware of their own and others’ emotions and to make better 

behavioral choices in light of corresponding consequences.  

Secondly, congruent with previous research (Redl and Wineman, 1952) this 

study indicated that various interventions were often employed simultaneously among 

the twenty-four distinct intervention categories identified in the data, both incidentally 

and by design.  Multiple, integrated interventions are conducive to real-world settings 

where teachers in the trenches of public education develop ongoing proficiency in 

classroom management skills.  Working with ever-increasing class sizes composed of 

an expanding range of students with varying strengths and needs, and given the 

complexity and uncertainty of classroom practice (Dudley-Marling, 1997),  
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contemporary teachers can employ multiple interventions simultaneously to help co-

create more effective learning environments.    

Third, one of the least effective interventions for this group of students was 

teaching social skills curriculum in a whole group setting.  Students most in need of 

learning social skills needed instruction in smaller groups.  It is also important for the 

teacher of social skills curriculum to model and practice the skills, and reinforce 

students’ efforts to do so, as well (Committee for Children, 2002; Wong and Wong, 

1991).  Using prompts, cues, and signals can help students remember and engage in 

agreed-upon behavior guidelines. 

Fourth, among the most frequently referenced teacher intervention categories 

for this group of students were: 1) peer leaders; 2) student choice, and; 3) individual 

counsel.   

My Theory and Building Choice Theory 

This study provides strong evidence of improvement in student behavior and of 

the integrative nature of multiple interventions.  The preponderance of such evidence 

supports the success of implementing humanistic theories of classroom management 

to meet student needs for belonging and acceptance, power, and freedom through 

democratic, collaborative interventions to improve student behavior.  Based on the 

data and findings, my theory is that an effective approach to classroom management 

with a large group of students demonstrating challenging behaviors is to use a 

humanistic, democratic approach that attempts to meet student needs (Glasser, 1998;  
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Gordon, 1981; Marshall, 2005) and which also employs multiple, simultaneously 

employed interventions (Redl and Wineman, 1952) and follows through with 

consistent enforcement of expectations (Wong and Wong, 1991).  Altogether, these 

can help students learn to become more aware and make better behavioral choices in 

light of corresponding consequences. 

Contributing to choice theory in a classroom context (Glasser, 1998; Erwin, 

2003), this study also offers a broader conception of meeting student needs for 

freedom through student choice.  Prior to this experience, I, too, held a more 

curricular, though still democratic conception of student choice.  Working with larger 

groups of students demonstrating extreme and/or excessive behaviors, this study found 

it was helpful to broaden student choice to reach beyond academics into the social-

emotional realm, to include aspects such as students’ choice of behavior and 

purposeful, structured peer recognition for observed behaviors that demonstrate 

positive group collaboration.   

The Contribution of Peer Leaders 

The intervention of peer leaders as it emerged in this study was something I 

did not find in previous research, such as the democratic fashion in which I had 

implemented peer leaders within this study, with first grade students firmly in control 

of voting for their small group leader.  Also unique to this study, two purposes of the 

intervention peer leaders were to help track student behaviors and reshape the 

disruptive, collective power of the student group as a whole into a more constructive  



 157 
 

community of shared power.  Peer leaders was perceived to be a powerful method of 

redirecting disruptive, en masse student power into more constructive, responsible, 

and collaborative expressions through intrinsic motivation, which could prove to be a 

valuable intervention as class sizes increase and more students with emotional needs 

spend more time in regular education classrooms.  I believe it can begin to fill the gap 

where current classroom management models focus on “a few renegades” versus the 

reality of larger groups of such students in regular education classrooms.   

Maintaining Teacher Lore 

Lastly, though I was an accomplished veteran teacher at that time, I had still 

felt too intimidated by the judgments of others to publicly share my dismay over my 

classroom beyond one-on-one communications.  In this cohort, half of the students 

had serious behavior issues and no self-control, prompting images from the novel Lord 

of the Flies that kept intruding in my mind.  Given a similar classroom composition, 

how much more so could such circumstances derail and intimidate a fledgling teacher?  

Breathing additional life into the craft of teacher lore, this study provides valuable, in-

depth information and a rare opportunity of insight into teacher reflections, decisions, 

and reactions which may help guide a new teacher faced with a similar type of cohort.  

Limitations 

 Some limitations of this study include its reflection only of a single, Western 

perception of experience; therefore, generalizations cannot be made.  However, there 

is still some craft knowledge here to be gleaned.  Also, because this was a self-study  
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of teacher lore through story rather than an experimental design, it was impossible to 

have a controlled experiment with one intervention isolated from another to gain direct 

correlations between a specific intervention and student behavioral outcomes.  Even 

more confounding, some interventions were designed to be implemented together, 

while others were also implemented simultaneously, though incidentally.   

Moreover, findings for improvement in student behavior may be explained in a variety 

of ways; this study uses only one—the lens of humanistic philosophy, due to its 

alignment with the data and findings and teacher philosophy.     

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Repeatedly, the data in this study suggested class size as an issue in 

maintaining classroom management, with evidence that there are more students with 

greater need in regular education classrooms.  As budget cuts are made class sizes 

increase, bringing even more high-needs students into a single classroom.  In this 

study there was a strong case and strong teacher perceptions that when larger portions 

of a class demonstrate high needs and extreme behaviors, even a class of 24 is too 

large for a single, experienced adult to create an effective learning environment.  

Future research should include a focus on the impacts of class size and the growing 

percentage of students with high needs on classroom management and the creation of 

effective learning environments.  Further studies involving student choice and 

nondirectivity as behavioral interventions for students demonstrating challenging 

behaviors were also warranted.   
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 Though not a part of this study, the data also indicated the need for additional 

research studies that are listed below; these shall be part of my own future research.  

 Student emotional competence as it relates to school readiness; emotional 

intelligence trait 

 Teacher identity 

 Other interventions not selected for this study, such as parent communication 

or time out 

 The interactive nature of interventions 

 Positive behavior support and invisible children  

Completed research articles will be submitted for publication to journals such as two 

divisions of the National Communication Association (Ethnography and Performance 

Studies), the Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, journals of the American 

Educational Research Association (AERA), and Qualitative Sociology. 

Recommendations for Classroom Practice 

 As class size increases and there are more high needs students in regular 

education classrooms, teachers may still have a positive influence on student behavior 

by using tenets of choice theory and democratic leadership, building positive student-

teacher relationships, creating smaller groups within the larger classroom context, 

building positive peer leadership capacity, consistently enforcing consequences, and 

striving to meet student needs.  However, the data also indicated the strong necessity  
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of tending to one’s own needs as well.  It is important for teachers to provide 

themselves quiet reflection time, in addition to time away for self-renewal.   

Furthermore, in an increasingly stressful educational environment, teachers in 

high-enrollment classrooms with high-needs students need administrative support and 

understanding.  Administrators can observe, support, and explain to staff any need to 

reallocate resources such as counselor and/or instructional assistant hours, assuring 

those in upper grades that (given the resources are still active) those same resources 

will be allocated to their classrooms at that time.  When such high-needs groups 

cannot be reassigned or dispersed, the same allotted resources should follow the high-

needs student group through the years as they progress up the grades.  Teachers need 

to collaborate and be willing to pool resources such as counselor and instructional 

assistant hours to ensure that, whenever possible, classrooms with the most needs 

receive appropriate support. 
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Appendix A 
 

2nd Reading – Monthly Highlights 
There is so much data it is overwhelming!  To begin to get a handle on it all, I’ve 
decided to reread the entire data set for the second time, stopping at the end of each 
month to write down highlights.  This may help me get a sense of how I experienced 
events as they played out over time.   
 
August, before school started   

- student-choice, student-centered lesson planning 
- learning centers, small work groups of 4 students each 
- casual informal social spaces (reading corner, science and social studies 

display and work centers) 
- group, collaborative, student input 
- analyzed standards and curricular goals, developed thematic, contextualized 

instructional deliveries 
- help prepare parents for transition to new teacher (me) after 30 years 
- saw classroom for first time—location upstairs—at first accepted as less than 

ideal but manageable, then shocked at the actual condition of room 
 
September 

- 26 original bus assignments; dropped 2 
- 43 bus changes / parents requesting exceptions 
- 25 phone calls to parents for all reasons 
- 10 behavior notices to parents by 9/21 
- quickly overwhelmed by tracking 13 students’ behavior in a meaningful, 

consistent way 
- early shock and panic; new teacher survival mode 
- immediate strategies and techniques for managing/modifying student behaviors 

and building a more effective learning environment 
 9 different interventions/strategies in the first 4 days 
 behavior tracking sheets created by 9/18; used by 9/21 
 each day frantically trying and changing strategies one after another as 

students don’t respond at all or only respond the first time the strategy 
was used 

- no personal/spiritual diary entries 
- desperation about the severity of the non-productive learning environment  
- constant succession of disruptions  
- despair and exhaustion 
- tumultuous, hectic, conflict, unrestrained, erratic student behaviors 
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October 

- principal observes me for the first time 
- many alternative strategies; documented some effects though not attributed to a 

specific strategy 
- student leadership idea for math workplaces; not fully implemented as 

designed 
- breathless, depressed, anxiety-ridden 
- felt completely unsupported, though more teacher assistant time was 

painstakingly sought and then allotted to me 
- overwhelmed, staggering under blow after blow, despair, drowning, exhaustion 
- at the end of Oct, feeling that some progress has been made (no matter how 

small) 
- MUCH parent contact and communication 
- few personal/spiritual diary entries 
- concern over lack of productive instruction and learning due to extreme student 

behaviors 
 
 
November – END OF 1ST TRIMESTER 

- Mark stands out 
- Mr. Cartwright’s ineffectiveness 
- Matthew’s cartoon characters 
- Ezra becomes more disruptive 
- back and forth questioning about whether or not progress has been made; some 

progress observed 
- personal/spiritual diary entries beseeching the Creator for strength and peace; 

dismay expressed 
- back and forth between spiritual fortitude and being overwhelmed and losing 

my sense of teacher efficacy 
- some improvement in math learning workplace stations? 

 
 
December 

- Dad’s health failed and Jackie and I rushed to his bedside; left mid-month, the 
last week of school before winter break; no skin, no strength even to speak 

- Dad rallied and spoke of character education mentorship for my students via 
emails/internet through the principal 

- Benedict’s Way; co-create various spiritually, positive healthy environments 
- I realize that I can’t continue to focus on negatives; it’s breaking my spirit 
- encouraging personal/spiritual diary passages—trust, continue on, the Creator 

is my strength 
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- student leadership sheets went from sloppy, careless, and filled out incorrectly 
to more carefully organized and appropriately filled out; I changed sheet to 
have 3 separate boxes, 1 per workplace 

 
 
January 

- student leadership sheets contain positive comments about group members 
- lost a lot of ground; loss of previous progress; Mark progressively more erratic 

in behavior; Daniel and Maggie becoming more disengaged and having more 
disruptive behaviors 

- interrupted instruction; changed lesson plans according to student behavior 
- teacher burnout, tune-out, dropout, disengagement, retreat, Dad is dying; 

Jackie is there with Dad while I’m here with this class 
- Dad regrets not being able to teach my students character education; I tell him 

he’s done enough 
- LOTS of parent contact and communication 
- torn in a million directions 
- staggering load; principal observes me for the second time 
- no personal/spiritual diary entries 

 
 
February 

- Dad died; funeral 
- good day, bad daystudents backslide, yet show some improvement also 
- quiet, complacent Anna surprises me with kicking, defiance, pinching, biting 

and scratching as I remove her from the room and dump her on Mr. 
Cartwright’s floor 

- Daniel acts up more 
- lots of personal/spiritual diary entriesencouraging, guiding, forgiving self, 

challenging me to trust despite the chaos 
- very long personal/spiritual diary entriesaccepting those sent to me; giving 

up my worries and concerns to the Creator; wanting to be joyful; 
acknowledging my limitations after doing my best, so need to let the rest go 

 
Up to March 15 – END OF 2ND TRIMESTER 

- long personal/spiritual diary entries requiring that I “perceive love in 
everything” and giving me permission to say “no to anything or anyone—free 
to change my life” 

- personal/spiritual diary demonstrates my struggle to apply spiritual guidance to 
my classroom environment 

- hell in class 
 



 170 

 
 

- students regress in behavioral choices though seems not as low as the 
beginning of the year 

- inner conflict between “hospitality” and retreat from chaos and severe stress 
- desperately searching for guidance within 
- open myself to others at a high cost to self 

 
 
March 18 on 

- Mark is so smart academically, so contentious and uncontrolled behaviorally 
and emotionally 

- David’s mom kidnaps him and doesn’t return him to dad;  courts force her to 
do so and he returns to class 

- resurgence of disruptive behaviors, though more mild than the beginning of the 
school year 

- class is hellish and unrelenting 
- retention discussions 
- spring break spent spiritually searching 

 
 
April 

- school / family issues—Ezekiel and hygiene;  Ben peed himself;  Jacob’s dad 
remarried and took new step kids to Mexico and gave new step kids Jacob’s 
room (his mom said “he’s beating everything in sight”) 

- Daniel writes me a letter saying he doesn’t want to leave this class (to go to 2nd 
grade) 

- changing lesson plans—language arts centers some days;  seatwork packets 
other days 

- personal/spiritual diary entries show I spiritually doubt myself; I need to set 
boundaries to protect myself 

- shorter personal/spiritual diary entriesjoyfully accept my difficult path and 
learn and grow—the Creator won’t break me! 

- students have connected with me, yet still struggle to maintain self-control 
- notes of frustrated despair as we loose ground we gained previously 
- SST’s document some progress made, though small 
- positive notes from students to teacher 
- me distancing myself from the class as the year grows towards the end 

 
 
May 

- Mark escalating behaviors with counselor (too soft).  After 15 mins, I step in 
and demand, “Stop now!” and Mark stops thrashing and whining and sits in the 
chair. 
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- I tell counselor 2nd Step social skills lessons need to be delivered in small 
group formats for it to be effective for this group of students (next year plans) 

- I have many absences 
- students are bickering  
- Matthew is more openly bizarre with his invisible robot friends 
- girls playground drama (Maggie, Sharon, Rachel, and Anna) 
- Ezekiel’s dad lock Ezekiel and his mom out of the house (fighting).  Ezekiel’s 

mom boosts Ezekiel through the bathroom window while dad’s at work to get 
into house.  Mom tells Ezekiel that after school this summer they will take a 
train “far, far away from here.” 

 
June 

- teacher distances self from students 
- students going to miss teacher 
- tears are shed on both sides 
- swim day—Matthew whips everyone in the locker room with his swimming 

trunks; Tim throws the swimming trunks and they land in the toilet 
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School Wide Student Information Card:  Behavior Rating Scale 
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Appendix C 

 
Type of intervention category not selected for this study: Consequences, with two sub-types—positive and negative; common 
key words and phrases  
 
Types of categories  Intervention categories  
and total references made and total references made Most common key words and phrases for classification   
Consequences (501) 
  Positive reinforcement PBS/ABC student (185) PBS, ABC student, ABC button, Maple Memos (all school 
  (317)        wide efforts);  stickers, stars, leis, good behavior cones, ice 
        cream party, trophy, video game drawing, points contest 
     
    PAT/Fun Friday (81)  PAT, Fun Friday, preferred activity time, accountability, 
        student accountability, checking student work, positive 
        reinforcement as activity, PAT day, privilege, earned as a  
        privilege, checked and recorded, eligibility, earning 
     
    Praise (51)   Reinforce, student recognition, celebration, celebrating, 
        positive reinforcement as verbal, verbal positive reinforcement,  
        award, certificate, publicly honored, verbal public connections,  
        thanks & clap 
  Negative consequence Time out (127)  Time out, removed, removed from class, student’s self- 
  (184)        removal, recess detention, sent to principal, sent to principal’s  
        office, sent to counselor, sent to counselor’s office, time on wall 
    Restriction (57)  Not earned, did not earn, in the back of the room, loose trophy, 
        working students, restricted, losing his right, relinquished it, lost  
        the right, took it away, take away, lost, without 
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Appendix D 

 
Types of intervention categories not selected for this study: Outside support and Other—common key words and phrases 
 
Types of categories  Intervention categories  
and total references made and total references made Most common key words and phrases for classification   
Outside support (252)  Parent communication Parent communication [regarding behavior], notification,  

   (240)    collaboration, conferences, called, sent letter, parent notice,  
        talked, asked, SST (Connor’s Scale, Light’s Retention Scale), . 
        face-to-face 
    Private sessions with  1-on-1, counselor sees, he sees counselor, counseling, counselor 
    counselor (12)    
Other (224)   Relationship-building  Lunch with teacher, lunch with me, shared my lunch, lunch in  
    (85)    the classroom, private luncheon with me, bonding, share circle,  
        positive relationship-building, building positive relationships,  
        relationship-building, build healthy relationships, community- 
        building, community-building activity, inclusion, collaborative  
        activity, friendships 
    Teacher prompts (79)  Prompt, teacher prompt, teacher prompt verbal, proximity,  

       teacher proximity, tap, teacher prompt signal, called out their  
       name, verbalize 
   Direct request (31)  Asking them, asked them, when asked, told, I made, request,  
       insisted 

    Investigation (29)  Asked to describe, asking what happened, I asked about, asking 
       “What’s up?”, asked about it, asked if, asked questions,   

        investigating, question them 
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Appendix E 

 
Types of intervention categories not selected for this study: More adults and Environmental change—common key words and 
phrases 
 
Types of categories  Intervention categories  
and total references made and total references made Most common key words and phrases for classification   
More adults (195)  TA time (99)   More adult time, more TA time, TA time, TA, another TA, 
        more teacher assistant time, teacher assistants, instructional  
        assistant time, instructional assistants, more adult-in-room  
        support, more adults, adult support, extra adults, adult  
        assistance, Mrs. Viche, district support teacher 
    Parent volunteers (96)  Parent mentors, volunteer, mentoring, mentor, volunteered,  
        volunteer mentor, parent volunteers 
 
Environmental change Change, modify, or stop Continuous adjustments, changed my lesson plans, changed my 
(79)    lesson plans or activities lesson, changed the lesson plans, change to lesson plans, 
    (37)    stopped the lesson, terminated early, cancel 
     
    Rearranged desks (29,  Rearranged the desks, continuous adjustments to layout and 
    including 8 maps)  seating, (3rd) desk/classroom arrangement, moved desk,  
        changed her desk, moved desks, seating changes, changed desks 
     
    Classical music/CD (13) Play classical music, classical music, music, classical nature  
        music, CD 
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