Leaving The Ball In Their Court

by Donna Riter
[image: image1.wmf]“You wouldn't believe what's going on in this school, the teachers don't make the kids do anything.  The kids don't have any respect for most teachers and you can hardly hear yourself think because of all the noise and swearing in the hall.  Why don't these teachers do something?”  

Sound familiar'?  Every time I would hear statements like these from the students in my high school classroom I would mentally start chastising myself, or other staff or even parents for not doing a good job enforcing rules so these kids would behave.  I wanted to come into the classroom and teach, not spend all of my time enforcing the rules.  The reality was, it wasn't that simple. 

Following the rules in school is a lot like driving down the thruway to get to a destination.  The speed limit is posted as 65 mph.  The expectation is that a driver sees the sign, knows what it says and knows how to translate its meaning into action.  The State Trooper observing the traffic, the way we observe the classroom, probably has similar thoughts to those of school staff,  “Why can't these drivers just do what the sign says?" ("Why can't these kids just follow the rules?")  But does the driver always follow the speeding rule even though he/she knows what it is?  If not, then when the officer sees a driver breaking the rule, he stops their immediate behavior by pulling them over and issuing a ticket (consequence for breaking the rule).  At no time does he feel responsible for the way the person was driving and at no time (unless the offender doesn't think one ticket is enough) does the violator of the rule say to the police officer “You know you are the reason I was going too fast.  Every driver out here is going over 65 mph.  If you did a better job enforcing the rule, I'd be a better driver and stuff like this wouldn't happen.”  The truth is that consistent enforcement does keep the speeding rule in the front of everyone's mind, but if the police officer does not enforce the rule consistently, it would not be an excuse for the driver not to obey the rule.  Not catching or not calling the lawbreaker on the violation doesn't make it OK to break the law.  This driver's attempt to shift blame would never convince even the newest rookie that the speeding was the officer's fault instead of the drivers.  Why is it so easy then for students to use a similar approach to their own misbehaviors in the classroom and convince us that they hold no responsibility for their actions. 

The issue isn't whether or not the staff member is doing his or her job, the issue is that the student is not following the rules and is shifting the blame for the misbehavior to someone else (in this case the teacher). “If they were doing their job, if they made the students stay in their seats, if they didn't allow the students to talk that way in the halls none of this would be happening.”  It's a very effective prefix and once the adults begin to fall into believing this type of rationalization, the goal is accomplished and the focus shifts from compliance (the responsibility of the student) to enforcement (the responsibility of the adult). 

Realizing that something had to change, I started asking my high school students to clarify knowledge and understanding of classroom responsibilities in reference to the rules, i.e., "Who can show me the posted rule in this classroom that makes it OK to get out of your seat and wander around without permission?"; "Who can tell me when there was a new rule established in this classroom that gives people permission to interfere with someone else's learning by talking and being disruptive?"; '”When would any member of this class like me to set up an appointment with your parents or the principal to discuss creating a new rule in our school that allows inappropriate language in the hallway or classroom sometimes?” (no hands went up).  I continued with my group, "It seems pretty clear that everyone is pretty familiar with the present rules and behavior parameters.  Since everyone knows the expectations, it lets me know that when the rules are broken by someone in here it's a conscious decision on the part of that student not to follow the rules (they are not the victims of bad luck, poor timing or the teacher's "bad day") and they are choosing to accept the consequences that go with their actions.”  These high school students already knew that it was not OK to leave their seats without permission; they already knew that inappropriate language had no place in their school and they already realized that respect could be expected in return for respect given. 

When the rules are broken, confronting the student with a statement like, "You would like it to be the adult's (teacher's; administrator's) fault that you broke the rules, it's not.”  The rules haven't changed,' puts the responsibility where it belongs, back on the student.  The rules are the limits and expectations we, as adults, establish in a school building to make it a safe and effective learning environment for everybody.  It will be the students' actions, both positive and negative, that determine consequences and rewards (the teacher is not eagerly “laying in wait” for a student to violate the rules, but, like the police officer, he/she will be the one who, when there is a lack of compliance involving established rules of conduct, will respond to the student's choice with a definitive intervention).  The staff member is not responsible for the student's choice of action anymore than the State Trooper is responsible for the speeding driver.  Once the students and the staff clearly recognize, understand and are accountable for what responsibilities are truly theirs, the students will begin to make connections between their actions and the results of those actions.

�








