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RESPONSIBLE CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT

Building a Democratic Learning Community

Susan Colville-Hall, Ph.D.

http://www3.uakron.edu/education/safeschools/CLASS/class.html
    Building a democratic learning society is an awesome task in schools where students have very little in common with each other, may even dislike one another, or fear one another. Because we live in a very complex society, but one in which the goal is to develop students who will be contributing members to our American democratic society, the challenge to educators is not to control students through external rewards, punishment or intimidations, but to create that democratic society in which individuals make choices which are good for the whole group. 

Classroom Management: 

    Definition: A broad set of teaching behaviors through which the teacher shapes and maintains learning conditions that facilitate effective and efficient instruction resulting in a learning community. Effective classroom management is an ongoing, maintenance-oriented process. It involves motivating students to learn, providing appropriate instruction and feedback, and managing student work. Efforts of the effective classroom teacher are proactive, responsive, and supportive. 

The teacher's role

    The teacher's role in increasing student motivation for learning and in selecting appropriate instruction plays a large role in deterring unwanted student behavior. In order to promote a good learning community, a teacher may use various strategies which include: 

        * helping all students set goals 

        * setting high expectations for all students 

        * challenging learners to greater achievement 

        * involving students in the evaluation process (of self), 

        * providing instruction that uses a variety of models and approaches 

consistent with 

        * learning objectives 

        * involving learners in curriculum planning and class activities 

        * encouraging students to persist 

        * teaching social skills when assigning cooperative tasks (Curwin and 


Mendler, 1988). 

Preventing Classroom Discipline Problems

    Finding that managing student work rather than disciplining students made a difference in the learning environment, J. S. Kounin (1970) identified strategies and processes from studies in classes K-12. Effective teachers have orderly classrooms, a minimum of student misbehavior, and high levels of time-on-task. Ineffective teachers lack these qualities. According to the research, effective teachers are more skilled in preventing classroom discipline problems. Effective teacher behaviors include: 

        *  With-itness - the ability to see deviant behavior almost before it occurs. 

        *  Overlapping - the ability to attend to different teaching events 

simultaneously, and deal with a disruption while continuing the lesson

        * Smoothness and momentum in lessons - conducting smooth and well-

organized lessons without behaviors that interrupt the flow of the lesson or 

slow the pace

        * Group alerting - the ability to keep students "alerted" to the task at hand 

        * Challenge arousal - the ability to keep students involved and interested in 

instruction

        * Accountability - the ability to keep students accountable for their 

performance.

        * Variety ÷ the ability to vary instruction and learning events (Arends, 1998, p. 

52). 

For more information see: http://www.nwrel.org/scpd/sirs/5/cu9.html

Many educators feel that we should be teaching students to share in responsibility-taking during their own schooling so that they can be competent, self-regulated decision-makers and lifelong learners. Helping students build competence in responsibility-taking is essential because today's secondary students are tomorrow's decision-makers. Their judgments will influence greatly the lives of others in an increasingly interdependent world. 

    Years of study in the classroom led Freiberg to develop Consistency Management and Cooperative Discipline, an innovative , research-based classroom management program that uses shared responsibility as an anchor for learning and for student-teacher organization of the classroom (see website below). The intent of the plan is to help students "prepare for success, achieve self-discipline, and develop responsibility." The program's emphasis is on prevention, not intervention, and shared responsibility between teacher and student. Other important components include increased communication with parents and effective instruction. 

    Freiberg recognizes essential components to create the positive learning community necessary for the successful development of the intellect, and the social and moral character of the individual. These components consist of facilitative leadership which promotes shared decisions, facilitative teachers who involve others (students, parents, teaching colleagues, community members) in the learning process, and teachers who use learning resources based on personal experience and on solid professional and personal knowledge. In addition, the teacher encourages learners to add his or her own resources (experiences and knowledge) to the learning process. 

        * Learners develop their own program for learning with the help of others or 

alone. 

        * The focus of learning is on "how to learn," not the content of the class itself. 

Learners develop skills that allow them to be "lifelong learners." 

        * The student becomes the self-disciplined learner.

        * Students learn to evaluate their own learning through a reflective process 

that includes feedback from the facilitative teacher and peers as well as 

self-reflection (Rogers and Freiberg, 2000, p. 212, 213). 

    According to Freiberg the learning which takes place from choices is processed faster and at a deeper level than in the traditional classroom. As students exit from their schooling having had responsibility in choosing aspects of their learning or having the "freedom to learn", students are more competent as directors of their own future. 

    Other educators approach discipline with a focus on democratic principles and their role in the classroom. McEwan (2000) advocates using democratic management to teach decision-making skills, using democratic principles for justifying classroom rules, replacing grading with equitable assessment, using democratic consequences in lieu of punishment, examining more closely our "invisible" students and establishing a welcoming climate for parents. In democratic management, the focus is to teach students "to think through a situation, weigh options, review expectations, and make good decisions" (p. 20). The democratic process can be a natural part of every classroom with student participation in many aspects. Reward for teachers using democratic management is to leave at the end of a school day with the satisfaction of having students who are respectful, productive members of the community. 

    Sapon-Shevin (1999) organizes principles of classroom management around the communities of learning notion that is both inclusive and democratic. Principal themes are related to the familiar theme of civics which she translates into characteristics of a learning community. The letters in "CIVICS" represent "courage, inclusion, values, integrity, cooperation and safety," all essential elements of a healthy classroom community. The importance of each individual, the interdependence and interconnectedness of the community create a learning environment in which all students can reach their potential. 
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