Rules:

1) I will treat all members of our community, including myself, with kindness and respect.

2) I will work diligently to learn and complete my assignments with quality.

3) I will come to class prepared to succeed, with my materials ready, my homework complete, and my attitude positive.

4) I will follow all instructions and classroom procedures.

Positive Consequences:

1) (a) I will build positive relationships within my community.

(b) My self-esteem will build as I develop my sense of belonging.

(c) I will earn the right to apply for the classroom position of conflict mediator. 

2) (a) My grades will reflect the quality of my work, which my preparation and attitude will enhance.

(b) I will experience less boredom from review of material I have already mastered, because I will demonstrate my knowledge clearly.

(c) I may select some of my work of which I am proud to share on a board or in class.

3) I will gain deeper understanding from the lessons.

4) I will experience less boredom from wasted transitional time and interruptions for reminding students of appropriate behavior.

For following all of these rules:

A. My class will earn Preferred Activity Time.

B. My class will earn more frequent opportunities to work in peer groups.

C. I will earn verbal acknowledgements.

D. I will earn school merits, as outlined in the school handbook, which earn the opportunity to participate in special events.

E. I will earn positive phone calls or notes home.

Negative Consequences:

1) (A) Treating others with disrespect hinders my chances to make friends or to draw on the strengths of the people in my community.  It increases the chances that people will respond with disrespect to me, which may lower my self-esteem.

(B) After an initial warning (for mild infractions) or immediately, I will earn a ten minute time out in which I will move away from my group.

(C) With another offense, I will earn a second time out and will fill out a request for conflict mediation.  I will meet with a peer conflict mediator during group or independent work time with the class members involved so that we may reach a satisfactory resolution of our conflict.

2) (A) For incomplete or low quality work, I will earn detentions and lose my opportunities to participate in enrichment activities until my assignments are satisfactorily complete.

(B) Continuing to neglect assignments will lower my grades and prevent me from learning as much as I could.

3) (A) My learning will be shallower and I will enjoy it less.

(B) For missing homework, I will earn the penalties associated with other incomplete work.

4) (A) My class time will be more boring because I will waste our time.

(B) After an initial warning (for mild infractions) or immediately, I will earn a ten minute time out in which I will move away from my group.

(C) With another offense, I will earn a second time out and will write an entry in the behavior journal.

(D) If I continue to refuse to cooperate, I will have to leave the class to complete my work in the office.

For persisting in any negative behavior:

A. I will earn verbal warnings.

B. I will earn school demerits, with the associated consequences outlined in the handbook.

C. I will earn negative phone calls home.

The Socio-Emotional Environment of My Classroom

Students deserve a school environment where students respect each other and their teachers exhibit high expectations for them.  With coaching, middle school students can learn to mediate many of their own conflicts, give constructive criticism to their peers, express appreciation, and plan and execute steps to achieve group and individual goals.  These experiences empower students, improving both their self-images and their bonding within their community.

High Expectations

It is important for student success and self-esteem for their teachers to believe they are capable of high quality learning and achievement and to hold them to that standard.  Besides explicitly communicating to students that I believe they can reach the goals of our class, I will implicitly show all of the students that I trust their ability to contribute valuable insight to our class by calling on all students equitably (using checklists and through random selection of students), by allowing sufficient time for all students to think about the questions, and by coaching the answer from struggling students instead of moving on to someone else (Boynton and Boynton 8-11).

Beyond expressing the students’ latent capacity for success, I will also recognize that success and the steps toward it as they occur.  I will verbally recognize positive choices and accomplishments on a regular basis.  There will be a section of the bulletin board reserved for student work in which the students feel pride.

Naturally, success will look different for students with diverse needs and backgrounds.  All students will have regular, facilitated occasions to set goals for their own improvement and accomplishment.  They will also have several opportunities to draw their work through multiple drafts, examining each step for its strengths and identifying specific ideas for developing it.  This process will allow me to foster an emphasis on self-evaluation and improvement, rather rushing to a final grade and to be done with an assignment.

Working in Community

My classes will practice how to constructively evaluate each other’s work.  They will have specific lessons on how to offer helpful feedback throughout the year, tailored to the content that the students will express in their work.  In this manner, student accomplishment becomes a team effort and students will learn to recognize and acknowledge merit in one another’s projects.  Through evaluating of several drafts of some work, students will learn to identify the improvement their classmates make in their work, even if those students have differences that make it harder for them to create work at the same academic level of the other members of the class.

I will take classroom time once a week for community and self-esteem building activities.  Part of this time will include training all students in conflict mediation strategies.  Students who have consistently displayed considerate attitudes to their community members will have the right to apply for the classroom position of conflict mediators.  (Ideally, each class will have two active mediators at a time.  There are also several other classroom positions available, giving all students a chance to invest ownership in their class.)  If a student demonstrates through repeated disrespectful or unkind behaviors that a conflict with other students is interfering with his focus on school, the student will fill out a request of peer conflict mediation during his time out.  This will allow the student to vent some of his feelings in a more productive avenue.  As needed, these mediators may take turns meeting with students who have conflicts to try to help them reach satisfactory resolutions.  Student mediators may refer more difficult situations to me.  

Reassigning the position every month would allow up to 18 students per class to formally serve in this role per year, and I could rotate more frequently if I needed to accommodate larger classes of students.  I hope that students would informally apply the skills even when it was not their classroom duty to meet with students who fill out mediation requests.  Allowing the students the first opportunity to resolve the issue empowers them and builds metacognitive skills that will eventually prevent many conflicts from arising (Manning 239).

Both for their academic and social benefits, cooperative learning teams will often form the basic grouping for learning activities.  Students will have greater opportunities to participate and form relationships by sharing their emerging understandings with the members of their teams and by exploring academic problems together.  Every student in a team will have specific responsibilities and opportunities for leadership.  Heterogeneous groupings will allow teams to draw on their diversity of strengths (Vermette 71). This will enhance the acceptance of students from divergent backgrounds and with diverse needs in the class.

It is simply impossible to learn social skills in isolation.  Cooperative teams allow students the time to practice skills such as disagreeing peacefully, asking for clarification, sharing information and ideas, and showing appreciation (Vermette 158).  Students will have the opportunity to express in writing and verbally how well their team is demonstrating the necessary social skills and working together to achieve their goals.  As a class, we will make plans for how to improve our teams (such as by roleplaying desired skills).

Parent Relationships
The majority of parents perceive that they have the primary responsibility for raising their children, and they are more than willing to support teachers in helping the students to become the best people they can be.  Early and consistent communication helps to establish the trust necessary for parents to collaborate with their children’s teachers.

I hope to contact every parent by phone within the first month of school, and then to make a practice of calling two or three different families per evening thereafter.  Parents need to know that I care about their children’s improvements, successes, and difficulties (Gibbs and Haddock 56).  They also need and want to know about discipline problems before they become serious issues (Gibbs and Haddock 44).

Parents will have the opportunity on a nightly basis to know their children’s homework assignments and find out about upcoming events because students will record these items in their planners.  Two homeroom students at a time will have the classroom job of also recording the homework assignments and any notes for the day on our class website.

I will endeavor to meet parents in person on several occasions.  I will actively seek them out at special school events, such as band performances and family fun nights, to establish friendly relations.  I will keep time available on several days before and after school for parents who wish to schedule conferences.  I will also invite parents to schedule times to volunteer in the classroom.  In all events, I will endeavor to listen actively to the parents or schedule a time when I may do so.  Effective communication must be two-way, not merely from me to the parents.

My Personal Attitude
The single factor in the socio-emotional environment over which I will have the most control will be my own attitude.  I believe it is an honor to teach students while they are on the cusp of so many changes.  Within every student there is so much potential for the adult they will choose to become.  I will not simply teach mathematics and language arts, although both are worthwhile subjects.  I will teach mathematics and language arts to budding individuals, each of whom will grow a great deal during the year or years in which we share a classroom.

To show my respect to the individual students, I will strive to note their names, personalities, needs, and interests as soon as possible.  Besides building rapport, this connection provides a valuable avenue for atuning the lessons to applications relevant to the students’ lives.  The students also need to know that I am interested in their perspective on their problems.  The interpersonal and problem solving skills that I hope for the students to develop will be part of my everyday demeanor.  Listening actively is only one of many of these skills.  In countless ways, I know I will have to hold myself accountable, because students ought to only trust me to the extent that I can follow through with my promises to meet them where they are and guide them to their peak success.

My reaction to situations will also color how students perceive them.  By smiling often, remaining calm, and treating students with dignity, I help to project the sense that the class is a pleasant, safe environment.  By inviting multiple perspectives, whether we are looking for ways to solve a math conundrum, analyzing a piece of literature, or resolving a conflict, I suggest to the students that each one has something valuable to add to our mutual understandings.  Like it or not, every teacher faces close scrutinization.  I aim to take advantage of that and offer a model from which students may learn.

My Behavior Management System
I believe, in accordance with Douglas McGregor’s Theory Y of management (Charles 96), that most people are glad to work so long as their work allows them to feel satisfaction and to develop a stronger sense of self-determination.  Thus, my greatest motivational tool for students to cooperate with my class guidelines will be the academic content itself.

However, even the best content will not prevent or resolve all difficult behaviors, so a discipline plan is in order.  At the beginning of the school year, I will teach the students our rules (attached), role-play and explore different scenarios with the students to ensure that they understand them, and then give a written test (oral for those students who need it) to the students on the appropriate behaviors in different contexts and the consequences of acceptable and unacceptable decisions.  Each time grades go home to the parents (at midterms and the end of the terms), the students will fill out written self-evaluations of how well they are upholding the class rules, to which I will add comments.  This gives me an opportunity to praise students for appropriate behavior without embarrassing them in front of their peers.

Fredric Jones’ Positive Classroom Discipline (Charles 55-72, Manning 128-146) incorporates many of the elements of effective classroom discipline that I intend to engage, and he specifically contributes the idea of students earning Preferred Activity Time (educational activities for which the students vote) through community cooperation with the classroom rules.

The arrangement of the classroom will allow me to create physical proximity with each of the students as they work and to see all areas of the classroom.  The seating arrangement allows me to meet the eyes of each student from the overhead projector or the front board.  These arrangements tend to improve student behavior (Manning 137).  My classroom will also have a specific table that contains work for students when they first enter the room, allowing them to transition immediately into academic activities instead of goofing off while they wait for class to start.

As the class as a whole follows class rules, they will accumulate minutes for their selected Preferred Activity time, which will (if they cooperate) occur once a week.  This will include playing various academic games (generally team-oriented), reading independently, working on favored projects, viewing portions of films related to our content, and engaging in seminars on relevant topics of interest to the class.  Given that these are activities in which I would like the students to participate anyway, for their academic and motivational values, these rewards make the most of our educational time.  Thus, the students will work for the privilege of learning more.  Everyone wins.

For those students for whom this system is not motivating, I will temporarily exempt them from participation in Preferred Activity Time and confer individually to establish a more effective system of incentives and negative consequences (Charles 65).

I will also encourage responsible behavior through collective and individual praise (written, verbal, and nonverbal) for appropriate choices, by rewarding merits, and by contacting individuals’ parents.  Misbehavior will earn penalties in keeping with school policies, such as demerits.  Students who disregard class rules will also earn consequences intended to help them reform their behavior.  They will move away from students who reinforce their behavior, will work with a peer mediator to help resolve their interpersonal conflicts, and will form behavior reports to help them select more responsible behavioral choices.

The purpose of a discipline plan is to teach students how to regulate themselves successfully.  Every student is worthy of dignity, so I will never use sarcasm or intentionally degrade a student in criticizing his or her behavior.  To the extent possible, I will work with students privately to acknowledge their behaviors, identify superior alternatives, and consistently accept the established consequences for their behavior.  I will also look eagerly for improvements and victories to commend, indicating that the students are learning to master themselves.

Every student will enter our class with a different behavioral background.  Some will already demonstrate significant self-discipline, which may or may not align with their scholastic needs.  Other students will be highly susceptible to influence, both from adults and from their peers.  Still other students may experience difficulty governing their impulses either from within (discipline) or from without (authority or peer pressure).  At times, the students will need to set individual, smaller goals for their behavior.  By achieving these, they may gain the self-confidence to attempt more challenging changes.  The use of the self-evaluations mentioned earlier will help all students to take note of their particular progress and areas of weakness.

My system of consequences draws on the belief that intrinsic motivation, like good character, has a greater chance of developing to its potential in an environment that specifically models and attends to it.  Students have a greater likelihood of following reasonable rules when they know the reasons for those rules.  So, the listed positive and negative consequences for following or disregarding the rules include those natural, inherent effects of the behaviors.  By observing both the relevent intrinsic and extrinsic motivators among the consequences, I model a thought pattern which students may use to ask questions of themselves.  This is similar in function to think-alouds that model comprehension strategies (May 339); it provides the students with a framework which they may choose to apply to thinking through their decisions in the classroom.  As always, the goal is for students to learn how to regulate themselves and to desire to do so.
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