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Five Half-Truths about Classroom
Management

JOSHUA M. ENGLEHART

Abstract: Teachers’ classroom management practices
are rooted in assumptions based on their experiences
and perceptions. At times, these assumptions are only
partially informed, and serve to limit action and per-
ceived responsibility. In this article, five common “half-
truths” that guide classroommanagement are discussed.
For each, the basic premise is identified, along with the
important relevant details, which are often overlooked.
It is suggested that a more complete picture of each of
these assumptionsmay reveal manymanagement situa-
tions to be much more dynamic, with more options for
action available.

Keywords: classroommanagement, teacher beliefs, stu-
dent discipline, relationships

F ew topics among teachers spark the emotion and
conviction than the subject of classroom manage-

ment. It is a deeply personal matter. Teachers tend to
build theories about the handling of student behav-
ior around the experiences that they themselves have
had, and calling these theories into question is often
paramount to a personal attack on their very system of
values and principles. Perceptions and beliefs are fun-
damentally importantwhen it comes to classroomman-
agement.
Ask around and you’ll likely find that most every

teacher that you question believes that he or she is
an effective classroom manager, including ones who
clearly struggle. Disconnect between perception and
reality occurs at times because even less-effective
teachers can point to certain maxims that they accept
as the foundation of quality management, and identify
the specific things that they do to carry them out.
Problems arise not from these basic premises that
guide their actions—teacher decisions should, in fact,
be grounded in a particular framework of beliefs and
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values for the sake of direction and consistency. Nor is
the problem that many of the commonly held premises
are outright false—there is truth inmany of them, which
should, in fact, guide interactions with students. The
issue is that some of these premises are only half-truths,
failing to account for the important exceptions and
considerations that are just as important as the truths
accounted for. Thus, opportunities for better classroom
management are missed by many teachers because
relevant details are missing from their foundational
belief system, and they assume that they are operating
under a comprehensive understanding of the situation.
In my decade as a middle school teacher followed

by principalships in both the middle and elementary
level in a diverse, urban setting, I have heard a few
such conceptions about classroom management that
I find to be half-truths come up again and again. In
this article I discuss five. For each, the basic premise is
identified, followed by the remaining reality, which is
just as important but is often overlooked. With a more
complete picture of each of these assumptions, onemay
find many management situations to be much more
dynamic than previously thought, with additional and
more effective avenues for action available.

1. You Have to Be a Good Manager before
You Can Be a Good Teacher

The premise: An orderly environment is an important
prerequisite that must be met before learning can
occur. Students need a certain degree of comfort and
predictability in order to effectively attend to the
content of a lesson. If there are constant distractions,
or if the teacher must frequently divert from teaching
to intervene in off-task behavior, the quality of the
lesson content or delivery hardly matters because the
students’ ability to receive it is so disrupted.

The reality: True, good instruction requires goodman-
agement, but good management also necessitates good
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instruction. As MacKenzie and Stanzione (2010) write,
“when students are engaged in our lessons, there’smore
time for learning and less time for goofing off . . .
What’s the alternative if we fail to engage students in
our lessons? They becomebored anddisconnected from
the learning experience, and some become off task and
disruptive” (45). It appears that this issue presents itself
as a bit of a “chicken or the egg” question: which comes
first, quality instruction or quality classroom manage-
ment? The truth is that they are mutually reinforcing
elements, and the best results in each are attained when
they are executed with quality concurrently. Instruction
andmanagement should not be conceived of as two dis-
crete aspects of teacher responsibility where one follows
the other. Rather, they should be seen as two intimately
interrelated sides of the same coin.

2. Different Things Work for Different People
The premise: Teachers, just like their students, bring

their own individual strengths, weaknesses, likes,
dislikes, personalities, temperaments, and styles to the
classroom. With the myriad of options teachers have
available for responding to student behaviors, certain
options mesh better with one’s personal characteristics.
Teachers find which options work best for them, and
stick with them. Some teachers develop a very strict,
rigid style, while others may take a more laid-back,
give-and-take approach. Despite taking different routes
to get there, different teachers can arrive at the same
desired destination: a well-managed classroom.

The reality: While it is certainly true that effectiveness
of specific intervention techniques varies from teacher
to teacher, there is in fact a common denominator
among effective classroom managers. This common-
ality is strength in something that Marzano, Marzano,
and Pickering (2003) call “mental set.” Mental set
includes two components. The first is “withitness,”
a sense of awareness of what students are doing at
all times, and the ability to put a halt to problems
before they materialize (see Kounin 1983). The second
is healthy emotional objectivity, which is the ability
to carry out student discipline in an emotion-neutral
manner without taking things personally or holding
grudges. Together, these qualities represent not a set of
specific actions but, rather, a manner of approach that
is characteristic of the best classroom managers.
A strong sense of withitness means that one is more

able to be proactive than reactive, preventing behavior
problems from occurring rather than having to inter-
vene in them. In the event that intervention is necessary,
emotional objectivity allows the teacher to address the
situation without escalating it, and keeps the focus on
the behavior itself, where it should be. With a strong
mental set, specific intervention techniques become
less important, because they are less necessary. While it
may appear at first read that those with a strong mental

set are born rather than made, Marzano, Marzano,
and Pickering (2003) suggest that this skill can, in
fact, be acquired through such practices as observing
master teachers, reframing perceptions of behaviors
to identify their origins, and monitoring thoughts and
expectations. Focus then, should be less on selecting
from particular intervention techniques, which differ in
effectiveness from individual to individual, and more
on developing mental set, which consistently improves
one’s ability to manage student behavior.

3. Managing Student Behavior Just Boils
down to Clearly Communicating and
Consistently Enforcing Boundaries

The premise: Explain rules and expectations so that
they are understood by all students. Establish the
consequences that will occur should those rules and
expectations not be observed. Consistently levy those
consequences each time an infraction arises. This
formula for regulating student behavior is relatively
simple; the challenge is in the execution. So long as
teachers are uncompromising in their expectations and
invariably consistent in upholding them, they will elicit
the behavior they desire from their students.

The reality: Knowledge of rules, expectations, and
punishments works for most kids. Most kids have
the social and behavioral skills to consider the conse-
quences of their actions before carrying them out, and
care enough to avoid them. But not all do. Sugai (2009)
points out that about 20–30 percent of students “have
trouble responding appropriately to classroom and
schoolwide behavioral norms. They repeatedly break
rules, need to be reminded to raise their hands or stay in
line, have difficulty following directions or participating
in class, or so forth” (38). These kids, who are the kids
who account for most of the disruption in the class-
room, need something more. They require intervention
and support structures for the development of the skills
and attitudes necessary to operate consistently within
the framework of school behavior expectations.
For these kids, school personnel must make efforts to

understand the problem behavior, including its possi-
ble origins and potential conditions and solutions that
can improve it. This can be relatively intensive. Because
of the time and energy required to truly address these
needs, many teachers find it easier to forgo the responsi-
bility, with the justification that their duty ends with the
enforcement of their rules and/or the belief that more
punishment will change the behavior. However, re-
liance on rules and punishments without going beyond
them when necessary will fail to address a sizeable por-
tion of the problem behavior that occurs in the school.

4. It’s All about Relationships
The premise: Respect accompanies teacher-student

relationships in which genuine caring is demonstrated.
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Where there is respect, there is less defiance and more
cooperation. Students are motivated to please teachers
who they like. They will actively work to maintain pos-
itive relationships that are established, and avoid nega-
tive behaviors that could jeopardize those relationships.
Teachers who invest the necessary time and energy into
establishing positive relationships with students reap
not only the personal rewards, which flow from those
connections, but also the benefits of the fertile ground
for the effective classroom management that is created.

The reality: Relationships are, in fact, critically im-
portant. Even beyond the returns they provide in terms
of instructional and classroom-management effective-
ness, quality relationships feed students’ developmental
needs. They provide a sense of emotional security that
would otherwise be missing for some kids, and they
provide important models for social interaction. When
it comes to classroom management, they are necessary.
They are necessary, but not sufficient for all students.
Just having a good relationship with the 20–30 per-

cent of higher-needs students described in the previous
section may not be sufficient because their individual
issues still need to be dealt with directly. Greene (2008)
describes that the process of addressing the needs of
these kids involves demonstrating empathy, defining
the problem, and inviting the student to find solutions
in a collaborative way. These are processes that are not
very likely to be successful if a relationship does not
exist between the student and the teacher. However,
they are processes that must take place if these negative
behavior patterns are to be disrupted. Necessary action
does not end with the establishment of positive rela-
tionships. Specific intervention is still required for some
kids. Relationships are necessary, but not sufficient.

5. Not Much Can Be Done with Changing the
Behavior of Kids Who Aren’t Taught to Act
Right at Home

The premise: Parents are a child’s first and most im-
portant teacher. Values, habits, and patterns of behavior
are not only learned but also deeply ingrained at home.
School accounts for only a fraction of a student’s total
experience; the lion’s share of his or her time is spent
outside of the school. If throughout this time outside
of school students are being patterned in attitudes and
behaviors that run counter to those that are expected in
school, changing those with the relatively limited influ-
ence of the school becomes a very steep uphill battle.

The reality: Wemust be very critical of the notion that
a kid “hasn’t been taught to act right at home.” Some
perceived disrespect and disobedience results from a
mismatch between a student’s home culture and the
culture of the school (which is typically Eurocentric).
For example, compared to Caucasian children, African
American children may show tendencies to be more
intense, more likely to challenge adults, and less likely

to participate in the normal turn-taking of accepted con-
versation norms (Irvine 1990). In some cases, it is not
that the child “has not been taught right”; it is that the in-
teractionpatterns that he or she has been taught at home
are different from those expected at school (and cultural
difference is not always divided along racial lines).
Where this is the case, with this understanding,

teachers can reframe themotives and intent of observed
behaviors (see Weinstein, Curran, and Tomlinson-
Clarke 2003; Gregory and Mosely 2004). They can
also help the student to understand the certain settings
(such as school) call for different sets of behavior
rooted in the dominant culture, but this does not
devalue their home culture (see Delpit 1995). Contrary
to the notion that “not much can be done,” these kids
can be provided with understanding and skills that will
be critical in their adult lives.

Conclusions
Teaching is a leadership position. This being the

case, teachers are completely responsible for what takes
place under their supervision in their classroom. This
responsibility entails that they must fully understand
the inputs and conditions that affect the real outcomes
of the actions they take. It is never acceptable for a
leader to make a decision based on insufficient infor-
mation and later claim ignorance. Teachers’ discipline
decisions are no different.
Half-truths such as the ones discussed here are

problematic because they truncate teacher action and
perceived responsibility. Emphasizing management
absent attention to instructional quality or skipping
among a multitude of specific intervention techniques
places the focus in the wrong place for improved
effectiveness. Believing that relationships, rules, and
repercussions are adequate for addressing the spectrum
of behavioral needs restricts the teacher from pursuing
the deeper problem-solving that is necessary with
20–30 percent of the student population. Judging that
students are hopelessly dysfunctional because of their
home environment amounts to giving up on them.
Professionals are continually reflective about their

practice. When teachers come up against problems
with students and have great difficulty in getting them
resolved, they must give serious consideration to what
options have not been pursued. What’s more, they
must give serious consideration to how their ways of
thinking and basic assumptions might be hindering
their discovery of solutions.
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