3

E
C L A SSROOM
DISCIPL I NE
If you are complaining about something
you can’t control, you are probably
ignoring something you can control.”
— pe dro nogu e r a,
prof e s sor of e duc at ion

ff e c t i v e disci pl i n e a n d i n t e rv e n t ion, isn’t just
about what we do, it’s also about who we are and how we
do it. In this chapter, we will look at the three distinct
but interlinked elements that determine whether or not classroom
discipline is effective: The Teacher, The Tools, and The Process.
We will start by exploring the characteristics of several different
types of teachers and how their individual characteristics help or
hinder disciplinary efforts in the classroom. Then we will look at
the practical tools that can be used to intervene effectively with
student misbehavior during class. And finally we will look at the
process, or how we can use these tools to produce the best possible
outcomes, for us and for our Tier 2 and Tier 3 students.
However, we will not be looking at positive discipline structures
or preventative measures that would be used more commonly at Tier
1. This book focuses generally — and this chapter specifically — on
what to do when those positive and preventative techniques have
taken you as far as you can go, yet you still struggle with certain
students who continue to be difficult, disruptive, defiant, or
shut down. For a comprehensive resource on Tier 1 and Tier 2
interventions, check out Conscious Classroom Management, 2nd
Edition, by Rick Smith and Grace Dearborn.
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Classrooms are populated by people — and people are unique.
We all find different ways of adapting to our surroundings and trying
to get our individual needs met. Our most challenging students do this
in a myriad of ways that often undermine their learning. In response,
we — the teachers — apply various interventions in an attempt to
better support them. Sometimes, these interventions lead to greater
success for both the students and for us. And sometimes, they do
not. Even when we’re using “tried and true,” research-based methods,
success depends largely on how we perceive our resistant students and
how we interact with them, both verbally and non-verbally.
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Teachers & What Doesn’t Work
As we consult across the country, we see certain themes that
come up over and over with teachers who are struggling to work
effectively with kids displaying Tier 3 behaviors. Over time, we’ve
identified two types of teachers who tend to struggle the most. You
might see yourself or some of your colleagues in these descriptions,
but these descriptions are not judgments. The first
step in working more effectively with kids is looking
honestly at ourselves and identifying what we are doing
that isn’t working. From there, we can attempt strategic
The first step in workchanges that might benefit everyone.
ing more effectively
The two types of teachers we identified are
with kids is looking
honestly at ourselves
permissive teachers and authoritarian teachers. The
and identifying what
permissive type allows too much misbehavior to go
we are doing that
on unchecked before intervening, if they intervene at
isn’t working.
all. The authoritarian type unintentionally creates or
escalates confrontations with kids. Both of these types
of teachers are missing balance in their approaches. They haven’t
yet found the sweet spot, where structure meets the open heart.
There is a third type of teacher who struggles, as well, but for
a very different reason. This is the balanced teacher who lacks
adequate outside support. Balanced teachers have the skill to deal
effectively with most behaviors in the classroom — but on rare
occasions when they need outside support from the school or
administration, they are not getting it. We talk at length about
the need for, and the issues around, schoolwide and administrative
support in Chapter 4. Therefore, for this chapter, let’s focus on the
overly permissive teacher and the overly authoritarian teacher, and
how their disciplinary choices sometimes exacerbate classroom
problems. Then we will look at the concrete steps that can be
taken to move toward a more balanced and effective approach.

The Permissive Teacher
Permissive teachers are often defined by having their hearts on
their sleeves. These teachers scream empathy — or more often,
sympathy — for their students. They know the entire life histories
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of their students, especially the hard cases who have had little
success in any other classroom. They believe that when challenging
students enter their rooms, love can solve any and all problems.
The strength of the permissive teacher is that they often have,
or attempt to have, strong relationships with students and their
families. However, they also have weak boundaries. A sad story
accompanies every issue brought to the permissive teacher’s
attention. “Johnny only does that because.…”
They regularly offer rewards, prizes, and out-ofschool relationship-building to bring that hardcase student around. What they lack is a consistent
The permissive
way of addressing the student in a manner that
teacher has a
defines clear expectations and firm boundaries. If
relationship, but
the student continues to act out — which means
little structure.
that the teacher’s attempt at loving the student into
behaving has failed — then the teacher often snaps.
The result is that a familiar, ongoing, previously ignored student
behavior — unaddressed for hours, days, or weeks — suddenly
sparks a referral to the office. Both the student and the class are
bewildered by the sudden, angry outburst. The permissive teacher’s
expectations and boundaries have become moving targets. In the
end, the permissive teacher has a relationship, but little structure.
Permissive Elementary Scenario
Teacher:

Shawna, sit down.
Shawna, you need to sit and focus on the task I
have given you.
Shawna, come and sit down and get working please.
Shawna, what are you supposed to be doing right now?
Shawna, give Dante back his pencil.
Shawna, why are you out of your seat again?
Shawna, move to the back and do your work there.
Shawna, you don’t need to throw that away right
now. Go back to the seat I assigned you.
Shawna, leave Amanda alone. You should not be
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out of your seat right now.
Shawna, put that away; that’s not what we are
working on right now.
Shawna, that’s it! Go to the office!
Permissive High School Scenario
Teacher:

Kevin, put the phone away.

Kevin:
Teacher:
Kevin:
Teacher:
Kevin:
Teacher:

I’m just charging it.
No, you’re playing a game. Put it away.
Okay, in a second.
Now please.
Okay. (Does not put it away.)
(After ignoring Kevin for a few minutes)
Okay that’s enough. I told you to put that away
10 minutes ago.
Uh-huh. I’m almost done.
You need to be done right now.
Okay. Just a second.
(Frustrated and frazzled)
Give me the phone.
I’m putting it away! Geez! Calm Down.
(Turns towards his backpack but continues
using phone.)
(Seething) Put the phone away or I’m taking it.
(with condescending tone)
Okay, okay, I’m putting it away.
(Doesn’t put it away.)
(Angry) Kevin! Phone away now!
Okay! (Slowly and dramatically puts phone away).
There. Done. All right? Better now?
My phone is away.

Kevin:
Teacher:
Kevin:
Teacher:
Kevin:

Teacher:
Kevin:

Teacher:
Kevin:

Permissive teachers allow students too many chances to comply
with their requests. They use no consequences at all when students
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evade, refuse, or choose not to comply. Instead, they simply
continue making requests, which their students continue to ignore.
Behaviorally, permissive teachers are teaching their students that
it’s optional to comply, when their intention is to be kind. The
resulting dashed hopes, helplessness, and feelings of rejection they
feel are what fuel their “snap.” Maybe they throw the student out,
as with Shawna, or simply escalate the tension in the room until
eventually the student gives in, as with Kevin. Either way, students
lose respect for these teachers and chronically ignore their requests.

The Authoritarian Teacher
Authoritarian teachers believe that the heavy hand is what’s
needed in education. If the local or national news carries a story
about student misbehavior, you can bet the authoritarian teacher
is having conversations with friends and colleagues about the need
for teachers to be more strict and rigid. “If only the hammer had
been dropped sooner, harder, and more often, then these things
would have never happened,” laments the authoritarian teacher.
These teachers tolerate little, and frequently let everyone know it.
Year after year, they also fail to connect with their most challenging
students — and fail to support these students’ academic learning.
The authoritarian teachers’ strength is that they
have clear boundaries. However, because of these
boundaries, they are unwilling to take responsibility
for any failures they have with difficult students.
The authoritarian
Instead, they blame the kids, the families, the
teacher seeks to
administration, or society. They expect someone else
change the student
to “fix” the kids, and only upon this “fixing” will they
by force of will rather
than through changes
then try again to work productively with the students.
in conversation,
These are the teachers who can sometimes be heard
connection, consesaying things like, “They have to meet me halfway,”
quences, or tone.
or “I can’t be working harder than they are,” or “You
can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink.”
The authoritarian teacher seeks to change the student by force
of will rather than through changes in conversation, connection,
consequences, or tone. Therefore, Tier 3 students rarely find success
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with authoritarian teachers, and often are seen seeking out other
adults on campus to talk to. Many are searching for a sympathetic
ear to plead their cases to. In the end, authoritarian teachers have
structure, but no relationship.
Authoritarian Elementary Scenario
Shawna, why aren’t you sitting?
You can sharpen your pencil later. Sit down.
I will not tolerate arguing! You sit down now!
That is arguing! Go to the office!
Authoritarian High School Scenario:
Teacher:
Kevin:
Teacher:
Kevin:
Teacher:

Kevin, give me the phone.
I’m just charging it
I said give it to me. Now.
Hold on. I’ll put it away. I just need a second
to finish this.
That’s it. Go to the office!

In these examples, the authoritarian teacher escalates mild
situations into office referrals, because they perceive student
noncooperation and student attempts to defend themselves as
personal attacks and challenges to their authority. Instead of
being on the students’ side — by modeling appropriate behavior,
and helping them to learn to make good choices — these
teachers lash out, to show the students who’s boss. Behaviorally,
authoritarian teachers are teaching their students that they — the
teachers — don’t have control over their own emotions,
they don’t care about their students, or they don’t
know how to use their position of authority to support
their students. The result is that students lose respect
The authoritarian
for these teachers, and are more likely to resist them
teacher escalates
mild situations into
in the future.
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Teachers & What Does Work
The middle ground, and what we spend our entire careers
trying to find, is the balance between firm and soft. This is the
place where empathy and structure meet. We call this the “chewy
center.” It is simultaneously firm and flexible, and it is the mainstay
of an effective, balanced teacher.
The extremes of classroom management do not lead
to long-term success. Effective teachers find success
through a balanced approach. They have consistent
Effective teachers
structures and routines, they have clear boundaries,
live in the place
and they have care and connection. They float along
where empathy and
the spectrum to meet the needs of unique situations
structure meet.
and individual students. The difficult student is cared
for, but not coddled and not spared consequences. The
difficult student is also given the opportunity to fail — in order to
learn valuable behavioral lessons — but isn’t dismissed, devalued, or
written off. Let’s look at how a balanced teacher might have handled
the cell phone issue with Kevin.
High School Scenario Revisited
Teacher:
Kevin:
Teacher:
Kevin:
Teacher:

Teacher:
Kevin:

office referrals.

Teacher:

Kevin, put the phone away.
I’m just charging it.
No, you’re playing a game. Put it away.
Okay, in a second.
Kevin, you can put the phone away, or you can
give it to me to hold until the end of the period.
You have 10 seconds to choose. If the phone is not
completely put away in 10 seconds, I will take the
phone. (Teacher turns or walks away and waits 10
seconds. Phone is not put away. Teacher returns.)
Give me the phone.
I’m putting it away. Just hold on.
I’m almost finished.
Kevin, you can give me the phone, and I will give
it back to you at the end of the period,
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Teacher:

or you can go to the office and have them take it
away and give it back at the end of the day. That’s
a much bigger deal and not what I want to have
happen, but it’s up to you. You have 10 seconds to
place the phone on my desk. Not in your pocket,
not in your backpack; on my desk. If it’s not on my
desk in 10 seconds, then you are choosing a referral
to the office. (Kevin puts the phone in his backpack.)
Head up to the office. I will send the referral
up after you.

The balanced teacher above has found the chewy center. Their
unspoken intention matches their words in being simultaneously
firm and caring. First, they make a request. Next,
when he doesn’t originally cooperate, they offer Kevin
a second chance to cooperate on his own. Third, they
slowly and calmly increase the pressure and discomfort,
The extremes
of classroom
in search of the place where Kevin can learn that they
management do not
are serious. In this chewy center, the teacher can clearly
lead to long-term
communicate that they expect their reasonable requests
success. Effective
to be complied with, while still demonstrating that
teachers find
they care about the student and his experience. Later
success through a
in this chapter we will unpack exactly what balanced
balanced approach.
teachers are doing, how to do it, and why it works.

PA RT 2 : T HE TOOL S
As the years progress, every teacher fills their “discipline toolbox”
with strategies they learn from others, from professional development,
and — most frequently — from trial by fire. We’ve found that some
tools are definitely more effective than others with Tier 3 kids, but a list
of consequences is simply not enough. The most effective approaches
combine the flexible use of consequences and incentives, applied in
creative ways, to foster specific positive behavioral outcomes.
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Consequences — For Better or For Worse
Permissive teachers rarely use consequences, which causes them
to jump to using too-large a consequence once they get exasperated.
Authoritarian teachers use consequences vindictively to punish
their students. Neither of these ways of relating to
consequences is productive or ultimately effective.
Consequences in schools are meant to be used to
Consequences are
teach behavioral lessons. When used effectively, they
not inherently bad
are not punishments. They are also not inherently bad
or good.
or good, but simply the result of a student’s choices
or actions. Positive consequences reinforce actions
and promote repetition. Negative consequences deter actions and
promote change. This is the basis for all behavioral learning.

“Breaking a habit means that you
break the link between the behavior
and the reward it provides to you.”
— sus a n k r aus s w h i t bou r n e ,
prof e s sor of ps ychol o g y
For example:
Action: You eat four donuts and have three cups of coffee for
breakfast. Consequence: You feel tired and anxious all day.
Action: You eat an egg-white omelet with spinach and
turkey bacon and have a cup of green tea for breakfast.
Consequence: You feel good and ready for your day.
Action: You head to work driving 30 miles per hour over
the speed limit because you’re running late. Consequence:
You get a speeding ticket.
Action: You do an excellent job on a major project for your
boss. Consequence: You receive recognition from your boss
and coworkers.
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In school we use consequences to teach behavioral lessons
to reinforce desirable behaviors and deter undesirable behaviors.
Behavior: A student writes an excellent paper.
Consequence: The student earns an A, feels proud, and
will likely work hard on the next paper.
Behavior: A student writes an unreadable paper.
Consequence: The student receives an F, feels sad or upset
or embarrassed, and tries to do better on the next paper.
This is true until it isn’t. As children get older, they might already have
interacted for years in unsafe or unstable home or school environments,
or have experienced severe trauma. They might have developed coping
or defense mechanisms to protect themselves against the chronic,
toxic stress they live in; these protective mechanisms can
override or supersede traditional, behavioral learning
paths. Unfortunately, these mechanisms are almost never
in the students’ long-term best interest. When protective
In school we use consequences to teach
mechanisms have “taken over,” that’s when we start to see
behavioral lessons.
both positive and negative consequences lose their impact.
The A on the paper doesn’t reinforce positive behavior, or
the confiscated phone doesn’t create enough, or the right
kind of, discomfort to lead the student to make different choices in the
future (For more on trauma and toxic stress, and how they affect brain
development and behavior, see Appendix E).
When this happens, we move away from the traditional use of
consequences — which are clearly not being effective and not leading to
behavioral changes — and move toward formal and informal, one-onone, specialized interventions. We will discuss these types of one-on-one
interventions in chapter 5. But wait! Don’t skip ahead to that chapter just
yet. The over-identification of students who need unique, one-on-one,
behavioral interventions is rampant in American schools. In truth, if we
start by looking at improving our use of more traditional consequences
and systems, then we can reduce the number and frequency of the
behavioral problems we encounter. In this way, we can hone in more
clearly on the students for whom traditional systems really won’t work.
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When a teacher is struggling with an entire class, or
what they perceive to be a large number of students, almost
always there are cracks in their classroom management
Sometimes it’s
dikes that need to be filled. Unfortunately, when the waters
necessary to take a
of misbehavior are leaking through from multiple places,
step back to see the
and getting stronger and faster and more overwhelming,
problem more clearly,
the drowning teacher can’t see the individual cracks — or
and to plan more
the possibility of filling them, little by little, over time. The
productive solutions.
teacher’s distress at seeing the rising water level leads to
tunnel vision and less-productive solutions, like screaming
at the water to stop, or filling buckets with the water that’s already come
through and pouring it back into the lake on the other side of the dike.
Sometimes it’s necessary to take a step back to see the problem more
clearly, and to plan more productive solutions. A first step is to assess
where the leaks are coming from and then make a comprehensive plan
to fill those cracks. One at a time.
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Rigid Versus Flexible Consequence Hierarchies
Becoming a more effective disciplinarian isn’t about finding
some new, exotic consequence. It’s about finding new ways to think
about and use the consequences we already have to reinforce clear
boundaries and teach behavioral lessons. In the process, it’s also
important to remember that “one size” does not fit all students.
Consequence hierarchies are meant to create a path you can follow
when Tier 2 and Tier 3 students resist. In a traditional, step-by-step
or lockstep hierarchy, the consequences on each successive step are
supposed to be a little bit more uncomfortable than the consequences
below them. In theory, as you progress up the steps, a
student will eventually become uncomfortable enough to
choose to cooperate with you, rather than choosing to suffer
Becoming a more
a very uncomfortable consequence. But all humans are
effective disciplidifferent, and not everyone is made equally uncomfortable
narian isn’t about
by the same things. For example, imagine that you have
finding some new,
two children of your own. Your younger child hates being
exotic consequence.
alone. Your older child prefers it. If you tell your younger
It’s about finding
child not to do something again or they’ll be sent to their
better ways to apply
the consequences
room, they’ll think twice about doing it again — because
we already have.
the thought of being isolated in their room makes them
very uncomfortable. But if you tell your older child to stop
doing something or they’ll be sent to their room, they’re not at all
deterred, because they love daydreaming alone in their room.
It’s important to have a general path you can follow when
students resist you. It’s also important that the path be flexible
enough to allow for detours and alternate routes, so that the path
can be individualized to a particular student’s needs. For example,
when you move closer to James, who is off-task, he becomes a little
uncomfortable and gets on task. You are happy with the
result and now believe that “proximity,” or moving closer
to an off-task student, is an effective, mild consequence
for redirecting student behavior. Later that hour, another
Create a flexible,
leveled hierarchy
student, William, is off-task. You move closer to him.
of consequences.
But instead of getting uncomfortable and altering his
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behavior, he starts chatting with you and tries to draw you into his
current distraction. Is proximity no longer an effective consequence?
Of course not. But it’s not effective for William. If you are locked
into a lockstep hierarchy, like the one outlined below, and your mild
redirect doesn’t work, then theoretically, you’d now need to move up
to something a little less mild or a little more confrontational. But
that isn’t fair to William. So what else can you do?

Rigid, Step-by-Step Hierarchy
Step 1:

Verbal Warning

Step 2:

Temporary Seat Change

Step 3:

Loss of Something (time or points or privileges)

Step 4:

Send to office

You can start by creating a flexible, leveled hierarchy of
consequences, and move away from using rigid, step-by-step, or
lockstep hierarchies. A one-size-fits-all discipline system, like the
rigid hierarchy above, won’t meet the needs of all students, and will
likely only meet the needs of the least problematic students. You
want to have a path you can follow if a student becomes apathetic,
defiant, or confrontational, but you want flexibility in how you
walk that path, as well.
A flexible, leveled hierarchy, like the one outlined on the next
page, allows you to try two or three different mild things to redirect
William before moving up the hierarchy. Ultimately this is better for
both you and for William.
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To Post, or Not to Post
Flexible, Leveled Hierarchy
Level 1:

(Try 2 or 3 of these before moving to next level)
Teacher looks at the student. (Teacher Look)
Teacher says the name of the student.
Teacher walks near the student. (Proximity)
Teacher points at work student should be doing.
Teacher reminds student of appropriate behavior.
Teacher asks student what they should be doing.
Teacher tells student to get back on task.
Teacher reminds class of appropriate behavior.
Teacher praises others for following directions / being appropriate.
Teacher picks up grade book or walks closer to
participation chart.

Level 2:

(Try 1 or 2 of these before moving to next level)
Temporary seat change.
Brief time-out, outside or back of room.
Private conversation with teacher.
Change of color card or level lowered on behavior chart.
Teacher writes warning note and passes it to student.
Loss of a few participation points

Level 3:

(Try 1 or 2 of these before moving to next level)
Removal of individual privilege.
Removal of potential group reward.
Sent to another teacher for time-out.
Rehearsal of expected rule/procedure.
Brief recess or lunch detention.
Phone call home to parent.
Permanent seat change.
Student completes a behavior reflection sheet.

Level 4:

Referral to office / Class suspension.
Referral to counselor.
Placed on behavior contract.
Parent-Student-Teacher conference arranged.
School community-service assigned.
Schoolwide privilege removed.
Student writes reflection on appropriate behavior.

Many administrators and teachers feel it’s important that
teachers post or otherwise share with students their standard
consequences, to create clarity, transparency, and accountability.
There is certainly no harm in doing this, but it’s also not necessary.
Students learn who we are and what they can expect from us based
on how we interact with them over time. Things posted on our
walls, or shared on paper, are just words. Students know that
talking the talk is not the same as walking the walk. Posting a
hierarchy can be helpful, though, in reminding us of all the options
we have at our disposal when we want to redirect a
student or class.
If you decide that you do want to post your leveled
hierarchy of consequences, then consider posting it as
Post your leveled
a pie chart, with each consequence listed on a different
hierarchy of
slice of the pie. This allows for greater flexibility in how
consequences
we apply them and reminds us that our consequences
as a pie chart.
are not a lockstep path to the office. You might also
consider adding a consequence to the pie chart
labeled “other.” If you come up with a clever, improvised, natural
consequence that perfectly fits a situation, but it isn’t already listed on
your hierarchy, then that “other” will have you covered.
Perhaps the best thing to do when choosing to post or share
a discipline plan with students, and even parents, is to share the
process, rather than the actual consequences. For what this process
looks like, see the section later in this chapter titled “The WHAT
of Effective Discipline.”

Using Incentives & Rewards
As with anything else in education, rewards and incentives
can be used effectively or ineffectively, depending on how they’re
implemented. The use of incentives to spur appropriate behavior
has been much criticized for creating “extrinsic” motivation when
our goal is “intrinsic” motivation. The theory is that if you’re always
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offering rewards and incentives for correct behavior, then students
won’t learn to do things from a place of internal motivation, and
they’ll always expect to receive something in return for doing the
right thing. Although it is possible to create that kind of situation,
it is also possible to use incentives to help bridge the gap, when no
internal or intrinsic motivation exists.

From Grace
When I first started teaching, my students operated at a low
level, and the school had low expectations for their behavior
and progress. Initially, I couldn’t get many of my students to
do anything for me. They wouldn’t bring materials to class,
do homework, come to class on time, or read silently during
independent reading. They’d passively resist. I don’t mean just
a few kids. I mean a significant percentage of kids in every one
of my high school classes. So I set up a classwide incentive
program, where each class could earn points for
particular things, with rewards for earning certain
numbers of points. Of course, I chose the things
I couldn’t get them to care about as the primary
When no intrinsic
point-earners. For example, if everyone was in class
motivation exists,
on time, 2 points. If everyone had a pencil, 1 point.
sometimes extrinsic
motivators, such as
If everyone brought a silent-reading book, 1 point. If
prizes and incentives,
everyone read during silent-reading time, 2 points.
can temporarily
If everyone had their homework, 2 points. If nobody
bridge the gap.
was absent, 2 points. The prizes ranged from a
30-minute screen party to reducing the final exam
by half (students would only have to answer the even-numbered
questions on the final exam). All of a sudden, kids were standing
at my door seconds before the bell rang, yelling to other kids,
“You have 13 seconds! Let’s go!” Kids were running to class.
Kids were reading. Kids were doing homework. It worked!
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But in a couple of classes, I had scapegoats. Just one kid,
sometimes two, in one or two of my periods would not buy in.
After a couple of weeks, everyone hated these kids, because
it was their fault the class wasn’t earning points. To fix this, I
tried a technique called “zero to hero.” I told my 5th-period class
that the one kid who was undermining the system would be
exempt. For example, if that kid was the only kid not in class on
time, they could still get their no-tardy points. BUT, if that kid
was there on time, they got double points. So any time that kid
did what was asked, the class was doubly rewarded. When that
kid didn’t do what was asked, the class didn’t suffer for it. In
this way, I fed my class’s need and kept them on my side, while
simultaneously encouraging my least-motivated student to try,
even a little.
HOWEVER, although this worked initially to create some
motivation with my classes at this school, it was a lot to keep
track of and manage. Negotiations were constantly coming up.
In the second semester, I stopped using this technique. When
the kids asked why, I said because we didn’t need it anymore.
I told them that they now knew what they needed to do to be
successful in my class, and they had learned to do it. They saw
who I was and how much I cared about them, and they had
matured past the point of needing incentives to do what was
right and good for them and their education. They grudgingly
agreed. I needed the system to hook them in while I proved I
was a teacher worth respecting and working hard for. But once I
had proved that in the first semester — through my consistency
with holding boundaries in a caring but firm way, and my efforts
to build relationships with them — I didn’t need it in the second
semester. Now we were on the same side. Intrinsic motivation
had been created.
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From Scott
When you are trying to change the culture of a school, one
classroom at a time, the individual rooms make such a difference.
My best teachers found ways to use their own personal systems
of positive feedback and reinforcement to increase wanted
behaviors. One common technique I saw, for example, was the
use of the marble jar. The class earned marbles for achieving
different goals, both procedural and behavioral — such as
transitioning quickly, improvement in time on task, or responding
to directions the first time given. When the jar was full, they
earned a party or some other incentive set by the teacher. But
each time they earned an incentive, the next empty jar was a
little bigger, making it a little harder to earn the next incentive.
In this way, the teachers were creating buy-in from students
in working toward socio-behavioral endeavors — and celebrating
their successes along the way.

To be clear, there is such a thing as too much reward. If you
are running a ticket system and handing out tickets to individuals
to reinforce good behaviors, consider handing them out only for
exceptional behavior. A high-performing student who is normally
well behaved should not get a ticket for sitting properly or having
their materials, because it isn’t exceptional behavior for them. On
the other hand, those same behaviors might be exceptional for a
student who is constantly struggling to listen and pay attention.
For the higher-performing student, exceptional
behavior might come in the form of being exceptionally
helpful or encouraging to another student, or writing
five paragraphs when they were only asked to write
There is such a thing
three. What is exceptional will be different for each
as too much reward.
student, but it should be equally difficult to acquire
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a ticket, regardless. In this way, it’s easier to manage the system,
because you are giving out fewer tickets per day. This also creates
equal opportunity for all students to receive a ticket, while
simultaneously encouraging exceptional behavior and personal
growth for all students, not just our highest-performing or bestbehaved students.
Some might argue that tickets should be given to well-behaved
students to reward them for making and modeling good choices.
We do not advocate for that position here, for two reasons.
First, students who find it easy to listen, follow directions, and
stay focused are already receiving positive feedback in the form
of high grades, increased self-esteem, and praise from adults.
We’re constantly reinforcing good behavior, in subtle and overt
ways, in our well-behaved and high-performing kids. External
motivators, like stickers and tickets, are used when we’re trying
to encourage a behavior that’s not coming easily, when intrinsic
motivation for the behavior is lacking. If you give out
stickers and tickets and other extrinsic motivators for
appropriate behaviors that are already in place, then
the system undermines the kids’ intrinsic motivation.
If you give out extrinConsequently, they start to expect prizes or rewards
sic motivators for apfor doing anything and everything correctly, and get
propriate behaviors
upset when the teacher sometimes fails to notice. This
that are already in
not only becomes impossible to manage, but it also
place, it undermines
intrinsic motivation.
ends in upset and resentment. Second, if you give out
rewards for behaviors that are easy for some kids and
hard for others, then you end up giving rewards most frequently
to the kids who need the least encouragement. Those who most
need the encouragement will rarely receive it. This is a case where
equality is being championed over equity. In an equitable system,
each student receives the support and encouragement they need,
which will not be equal because their needs are not the same.
Do these types of incentive systems help when working with
Tier 3 students? Sometimes. Generally, the few kids who don’t
buy into these incentive programs are Tier 3. So, although these
systems don’t necessarily meet the particular needs of all our Tier
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3 students, they can help us to identify them and not over-identify
Tier 2 students as Tier 3.
Is intrinsic motivation better than extrinsic motivation?
Of course. Is offering rewards and incentives counter to this?
Yes. But sometimes, when no internal motivation exists, a little
external motivation is necessary to bridge the gap. That’s okay. It’s
not forever. Phase it out over the year, or make it harder to earn the
incentives as the year progresses. But if you are struggling with a
truly unmotivated class or student, don’t be afraid to try it out to
see what it can do for you.

The Gentle Press
Nobody is better at finding the path of least resistance than
kids. As it relates to classroom discipline, we have to make it more
uncomfortable for our students to resist us than it is to cooperate
with us. Otherwise, our students will simply continue to resist.
If every interaction a resistant student has with us leads to an
uncomfortable consequence, then eventually they will find it easier
to cooperate. Over time, they will switch from general
resistance to general compliance. This is especially true
with students who resist passively. These students refuse
to bring materials to class, refuse to work, or put their
We have to make it
more uncomfortable
heads down regularly. Since it is easier to do nothing
for our students to
than it is to try, struggle, and possibly fail, they’ll stick
resist us than it is to
to that passive path of resistance as long as we allow
cooperate with us.
it. If they are not disrupting the class, and we simply
leave them alone — allowing them to do nothing — we
silently communicate to them that we don’t care if they learn.
However, instead of allowing this pattern, we can show them our
care by holding them in our hearts and using the “gentle press.”
The “gentle press” is when we kindly but persistently apply
pressure to a student to do more or better. If we gently but firmly
confront them — by requiring them to talk to us, show us work,
ask us questions, or talk with us outside — then we can sometimes
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make them uncomfortable enough to try, just to get us off their
backs. Then we both win.
Gentle Press Secondary Scenario
Teacher:
Chris:
Teacher:

Chris:
Teacher:
Teacher:
Chris:
Teacher:

Teacher:

Chris:
Teacher:

(To Chris, whose head is down.) Chris, are you okay?
Yes. I’m just tired.
Okay. That’s fine. But you can’t sleep in class. Can
you sit up and work on the assignment, or do you
need to step outside and get a drink of water first?
No. I’m fine. I’m just tired.
Okay. Please sit up then.
(Chris slumps up, does not pick up pencil.)
Do you need help getting started?
No.
Okay. Well, I need to see you writing on the
assignment. I’m going to go check on some other
students and then come back in a minute. If you
are not writing on the assignment when I come
back, I will help you some more.
(Teacher circulates. Chris puts head
back down. Teacher returns.)
Chris, come outside with me for a
minute. (They go outside.) Chris, how
The “gentle press”
can I help you?
is when we kindly
but persistently
I don’t need help. I’m just tired.
apply pressure to a
Okay. But you can’t have your head
student to do more.
down in class. So here’s what we can
do. You take a couple of deep breaths
out here and then come back in and start on the
assignment. If you don’t come back in, or if you
come in but don’t start writing on your paper,
then I will know that you need to go to the office
to talk to your counselor, see the nurse, or call
home to have someone pick you up. Okay? Take
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Teacher:

a couple of breaths and then come on in. (Teacher
goes back inside. Chris enters, sits, picks up pencil,
but closes eyes and does not work on assignment.)
Chris, here’s a pass to the office. Please let your
counselor or an administrator know that you
aren’t able to stay awake and need to see the nurse
or call home.

In the secondary scenario above, any number of things might be
going on with Chris. Maybe he really is just so tired that he cannot
stay awake. Maybe some personal trauma is affecting his ability to
focus and engage in class. Maybe he is under the influence of some
illicit substance. Maybe the academic work is too hard for him, and
he’s evading it because trying makes him feel stupid. Regardless of
the reason, the teacher needs to stay on his side, assume the best,
and gently press him to start the assignment. In this way, the teacher
expresses care both for him personally and for his academic success.
Gentle Press Elementary Scenario
Teacher:
Chrissy:
Teacher:
Chrissy:
Teacher:
Chrissy:
Teacher:
Chrissy:
Teacher:
Chrissy:
Teacher:
Chrissy:
Teacher:

Chrissy, why aren’t you working on the assignment?
I don’t get it.
What don’t you get?
All of it.
Okay, lets focus on the first question.
What don’t you get about question #1?
All of it.
Hmm. Alright, let’s go word by word.
What does this word say?
“Dog.”
Excellent. Do you know what a dog is?
Yes.
So that’s not where you’re stuck. Let’s keep going.
Read the first three words for me.
“The dog jumped….”
Do you know what jumping is?
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Chrissy:
Teacher:

Chrissy:
Teacher:

Yes! I’m not stupid!
Okay. Hold on. I’m not trying to upset you.
I am genuinely just trying to figure out where you
are stuck. When I asked you what part of
#1 you didn’t understand, you said all of it. So
now I’m trying to find out if it’s really all of it, or
just one part. Because then I can help you move
forward. So let’s keep going with #1.
Okay, okay! I get #1.
Terrific, so you write your answer to #1, and then
I’ll come back and see how you are doing with #2.

In the elementary scenario above, Chrissy is resisting the learning.
As with the secondary scenario, there are many potential causes
for her resistance. By using the “gentle press,” the teacher can stay
on Chrissy’s side and try to move her forward with the learning.
If Chrissy gets triggered and explodes, then the teacher can take
Chrissy outside to cool down, or send her to another location in the
room. Then the teacher can try to find out what’s behind Chrissy’s
resistance or upset, and choose a path forward from there.

PA RT 3 : T HE PROCE SS
Effective behavioral intervention with Tier 3 students in a
classroom happens when balanced teachers have the right tools and
know how to best apply them. In other words, they don’t just know
what to do, they know how to do it. And, just as importantly, they
know when to make exceptions and when to double-down.

The “What” of Effective Discipline
The “what” of effective discipline are the steps we take along the path
to successfully end a disruption or teach a behavioral lesson. Generally
speaking, the most common path to cooperation looks like this:
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1: Reminder
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4: Consequence

Or use some other consequence that seems appropriate,
such as, “Jenny, step outside, take a breath, and come back
in when you’re ready to follow directions.” After a few
minutes, check in with her. Encourage her to try again and
return to the group.

5: Second Behavioral Choice

Jenny rejoins group or class but continues to be disruptive.

2: Directive
3: Behavioral Choice

6: Second Consequence
7: Third Behavioral Choice
8: Third Consequence
For example, Jenny is being disruptive. Perhaps she’s talking
while others are talking, or jumping about in a way that’s making
it hard for the teacher to teach or for other students to learn.
1. Reminder:
“Jenny, this is a time for listening, not talking. Your turn to
talk is coming.” Or “Jenny, we’re sitting still until I finish
the directions.”
Jenny continues to be disruptive.
2. Directive:
“Jenny, stop talking.” Or “Jenny, sit down.”
Jenny continues to be disruptive.
3. Behavioral Choice:
“Jenny, you have a choice. You can stop (name the disruptive
behavior, such as talking while I am talking, getting up
without permission, distracting others) or you can (name
the consequence, such as move seats, take a time-out,
change to a different task — whatever seems appropriate for
that student in that moment). What would you like to do?”
Jenny says she will stop, but then continues to be disruptive.
4. Consequence:
“Jenny, move to the back with your work for a few minutes.”

5. Second Choice:
“Jenny, you have a new choice. You can stop (name the disruptive
behavior) or you can (name a more uncomfortable consequence
this time, such as a permanent change of seat, completion of
reflection sheet).
Jenny agrees to stop, but then continues to be disruptive.
6. Second Consequence:
“Jenny, move over here and complete this reflection sheet.”
Jenny complies with the consequence, but then continues
to be disruptive.
7. Third Choice:
“Jenny, you have a new choice. You can stop (name the
disruptive behavior) or you can (name a very uncomfortable
consequence this time, such as going to the office,
or coming in at lunch or after school to complete work, or
discussing behavior, or practicing following instructions.)
Jenny continues to be disruptive.
8. Third Consequence:
“Jenny, go to the office.”

The “How” of Effective Discpline
Let’s unpack the above interaction. Effectively intervening with
resistant students and their misbehavior is not just about what we
do. It’s also about how we do it. This “how” includes the words,
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REMINDER:
“This is a time
for listening”
CHOICE #2:
“You can stop talking
or you can can step
outside to speak with
me privately. What
do you want to do?”

student says they
will stop, but then
continues talking

CONSEQUENCE #2:
“Step outside.”

student goes in hall
and discusses
behavior with teacher.
student agrees to
get and stay on-task,
but minutes later
resume talking.
CHOICE #3:
“You can stop
talking or you can
go to the office**
to explain to the
principal why you
can’t stop.”
student says they
will stop, but then
continues talking

student
continues
talking
DIRECTIVE:
“Stop talking.”

student
continues
talking

CHOICE #1:
“You can stop
talking or you can
move. What do
you want to do?”

student says they
will stop, but then
continues talking

CONSEQUENCE #1:
“Move over here.”

student
student
moves,
refuses
but then OR to move
resumes
(ignores
talking
or argues)

REMOVAL:
“Go to office.”

*This flow chart is a sample of how you might apply the steps of an effective classroom discipline system. It is just a sample. The circumstances and the consequences can be modified to fit many different disciplinary situations and/or school policies.
**The office is not the only place that students might be removed to. You might,
for example, send a student to a Buddy Teacher, a Trusted Adult, or a Counselor
instead. See more about these options in Chapter 5.

CHOICE #2:
“You can move
temporarily or you
can can step outside
to speak with me
privately. What do
you want to do?”

REMINDER

student
remains
off-task

DIRECTIVE

student
remains
off-task

student refuses
to respond,
ignores, or argues
CHOICE #1

CONSEQUENCE #2:
“Step outside.”

student refuses to
respond, ignores,
or argues

CHOICE #3:
“You can step
outside for a chat
with me or you can
go to the office**
for a chat with the
principal.”

student refuses
to respond,
ignores, or argues

REMOVAL:
“Go to office.”

student refuses to
respond, ignores,
or argues
CALL ESCORT
FOR HELP

CHOICE #2

student refuses
to comply (ignores
or argues) or
student complies,
but then resumes
being off-task

CONSEQUENCE #1

student
remains
off-task

CHOICE #3

student
remains
off-task

REMOVAL

student
remains
off-task

CONSEQUENCE #2

student refuses
to comply (ignores
or argues) or
student complies,
but then resumes
being off-task
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volume, and body language we use. In combination,
these things communicate our unspoken intention to
either support or punish. This is especially true when
we need to de-escalate a tense situation.

Effectively
intervening with
resistant students

The Words We Use — Offering Choices

The language of choice allows students to feel that
they are in the seat of power. This is especially true of
language we use.
oppositional Tier 3 students. In order to feel safe and
make good choices, they need to feel in control. Instead
of saying to a student, “Danielle, stop it or I’ll move you to the
back,” we say “Danielle, you have a choice. You can stop talking to
your group about off-topic things, or you can move to the back to
work on your own for a bit. What would you like to do?” Now she
has the power to decide and is more likely to make a productive
choice. She has no need to oppose the teacher, because the teacher
is not telling her what to do; the teacher is just making clear to her
what her choices are. She gets to decide how the interaction ends,
based on which choice she makes.
Remember that it doesn’t matter which choice Danielle makes. It
doesn’t matter because the purpose of the process is not to teach her
to obey you, but is rather to teach her that her choices
matter and that all her choices have consequences. This
is harder to remember when Danielle continues to resist
The language
and becomes confrontational, and the choices become
of choice allows
more uncomfortable. For example, Danielle chooses to
students to feel that
stay with her group, but continues to disrupt. The teacher
they are in the seat
tells her to move to the back, because by continuing to
of power.
disrupt, moving is actually the choice she has now made.
But she refuses to go. Now what? For the answer to this
question and more on how to de-escalate situations like this, see the
section “Opposition & Escalation” later in this chapter.
includes the words,
volume, and body

The Voice We Use — Whisper Discipline
When offering students choices, the language we choose isn’t
enough on its own to create the safe and inviting feel that de-
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escalation requires. If we are angry or frustrated or feeling some
other strong emotion during the interaction, we can use the
language of choice while still communicating nonverbally that we
are a threat. In addition to the language of choice, we need to use
a quiet voice and a calm but firm demeanor.
In behavioral situations, yelling doesn’t
communicate conf idence or strength. It
communicates weakness. It communicates to
In behavioral
students that we’ve lost control and are now a loose
situations, yelling
cannon. Anything can happen. The environment is
communicates
now toxic and unsafe. One way to combat the urge
weakness.
to yell is to practice “whisper discipline.” Whisper
discipline is the practice of lowering your voice to as
close to a whisper as possible. Try this whenever you switch from
teaching content to teaching behavior. The lowered volume creates
a shift in the environment without creating an environment that
feels dangerous. It also helps to reduce the embarrassment factor
for the student being disciplined. On its own, though, whisper
discipline isn’t enough. We can all think of a time when we saw
someone whispering to try to control their anger, but it still came
out as threatening, through clenched teeth and angry eyes.

The Body Language We Use — Soft Eyes
The final piece necessary to ensure that you are not the one
escalating a disciplinary situation is to combine your lowered voice
and offering of choices with “soft eyes.”

From Grace
When I was a new teacher, I found myself in confrontations
with kids all the time. I started teaching when I was 23 at a
low-performing, high-poverty, urban high school. I was young,
immature, inexperienced, and working in a tough school with
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at-risk teens. Because of this combination, I sometimes could
not keep the frustration out of my voice and body language
when students resisted, argued, or confronted me. As a result,
I unintentionally escalated many interactions. In my third year, I
got a new mentor teacher who, after observing me one time,
asked me to try using a technique called “soft eyes.” She said if
I concentrated on keeping the muscles around and between my
eyes completely soft, or neutral, when students confronted me,
then my voice and body language would automatically soften.
I could then convey calm and control to the student, rather
than fear or frustration. She told me that it’s a physiological
impossibility to have an edge in your voice or be threatening in
your body language if the muscles around and between your
eyes are soft. You know what? It’s 100% true! Try it in the
mirror or with a friend.

To be safe, respectful, compassionate, and a good role model
for our students during tense interactions, we need to be calm.
We need that calm to be expressed both verbally and nonverbally.
This kind of calm is often a natural byproduct of assuming the
best about our students and seeing their misbehavior as a request
for help. But even if we haven’t quite internalized these positive
assumptions yet, we can make progress toward them when we use
the language of choice, soften our eyes, and lower our volume to
de-escalate volatile situations. The use of these techniques creates
an environment in which the student has the highest probability of
making a productive choice. They still might not make the choice
we want, and that’s okay. Sometimes in order to learn, students
must test all the way to the wall to see what lies on the other side.
That’s part of the process. However, when we are calm and clear,
at least we know that we weren’t the reason why they went all the
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way to the wall. We know that we did everything we could to help
them learn an appropriate behavioral lesson. We strengthened our
student-teacher relationship, rather than weakening it.

Opposition & Escalation
It is not uncommon for Tier 3 students to seem oppositional, and
they might even have been diagnosed with Oppositional Defiance
Disorder (ODD). Regardless of a diagnosis, however,
students demonstrating oppositional behaviors tend
to react very poorly to being told what to do. They
might get angry, argue, confront, or lash out, even
Lower your voice
when they know this is an overreaction. This is in
to as close to a
part because oppositional students often perceive
whisper as possidirectives from authority figures as personal threats
ble whenever you
switch from teachor attacks, triggering the fight-or-flight response
ing content to
in their brains. (See Appendix E for more on how
teaching behavior.
and why this happens). When a student like this
gets triggered and confronts or defies, things can
get heated and out of hand very quickly. If we keep our heads,
look for the invisible subtitle, and use soft eyes, quiet voices, and
the language of choice, then we can diffuse the situation — or
at least stay on the student’s side and teach them an appropriate
behavioral lesson. For example, imagine that a teacher has asked a
student named David to change seats, but David has refused. The
next step might sound like this:
Teacher:

“David, you have a choice. You can move
temporarily to the back on your own, where
I can help you and we can work this out. Or, you
can choose to step outside with me and have a
private conversation about why you won’t move to
the back. It’s up to you. I’ll give you 20 seconds
to decide. If you’re not in the seat I asked you to
move to in 20 seconds, we will
go outside together.”
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After making David’s choices clear, the teacher walks away and
helps another student or goes on with instruction for half a minute.
Walking away when a student needs to make a tough decision is
essential. If you stay, it increases the threat level the student feels,
and they’re less likely to make a productive choice. In a nutshell, the
process we follow with oppositional students who refuse to comply
with reasonable requests is: Choice, Timeline, Walk Away. David
is offered a behavioral choice, given a timeline in which to make his
decision, and left alone to make it on his own. But let’s imagine that
the 20 seconds have gone by and David has chosen not to move.
David:
Teacher:

David:
Teacher:

David:
Teacher:
David:
Teacher:

(Ignores teacher’s request and doesn’t move.)
David, come outside with me for a moment. It’s
okay. You aren’t in trouble. We just need to speak
privately for a second.
(Refuses, passively or aggressively, to step outside.)
David, you have a new choice. You can come
outside with me so we can work this out, which is
what I want and what I hope you choose, or you can
choose to go to the office and talk this out with the
principal, instead. It’s up to you. I will give you half
a minute to decide. If you’re not outside by then,
then I’ll write the referral. (Teacher walks away and
helps another student or goes on with instruction for
half a minute.)
(Ignores teacher and remains at his desk or gets up
and roams around.)
David, here’s your referral. Go to the office, please.
(Refuses, passively or aggressively, to go to the office.)
David, you can choose to go on your own to the
office or you can choose to have me call for an
escort to take you there. I’m going to walk away
now, but if you’re not heading to the office in the
next minute, then I’ll call for someone to come
get you. (Teacher walks away.)
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David:
Teacher:

(Refuses to respond, or argues, or explodes.)
(Calls for support and has David removed.)

No matter how David chooses in any of the above interactions,
and even if he ends up in the office, he learns the right behavioral
lesson. He learns that the teacher is serious when they make a
request, but they will not embarrass him or lash out at him. He
learns that noncooperation ends in immediate discomfort, though
this discomfort will come gently and from a place of care. He
learns that the teacher will always give him a choice before they
give a consequence, because they’re on his side, even when they’re
disciplining him.

Doubling-Down on Consequences
With resistant students, it is often necessary to temporarily
isolate them in order to have a private or quiet conversation
about their behavioral choices. This private interaction is much
more productive when it does not occur front and center, for
the class to witness. The most common ways to do this are to
temporarily move a student to the back of the room
or into the hallway. When you get to this point in a
disciplinary interaction, the student will sometimes
up the ante by cooperating on the surface (i.e.,
Sometimes in order
moving) but be disruptive while doing it. This is a
to learn, students
tricky scenario. On one hand, they are complying
must test all the
way to the wall to
with your request, but on the other hand, they are
see what lies on the
creating a new behavioral infraction in the process.
other side.
If you double-down on the consequences, by adding
a second consequence for the disruption, then you
risk escalating the interaction. However, if you ignore the second
disruption, then you risk sending the message that the behavior is
permissible — which in turn encourages the student to continue
doing it in future interactions.
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In Chapter 2 we talked about how student
misbehavior is a test. This is a common version
of such testing. The student’s invisible subtitle
here might be, “I’m angry and embarrassed that
my choices have landed me in trouble, and I don’t
know how to express these feelings appropriately.
Please help me.” In the following two stories
from Grace and Scott you will see two common
versions of how this occurs in classrooms and
how they might be handled. Our goal is to take
a balanced approach and to live in the chewy
center of discipline.

Oppositional students often perceive
directives from
authority figures as
personal threats or
attacks, triggering
thier freeze-fight-orflight response.

From Grace
Jessica was an 11th-grader who was not doing her work and
was being distracting to others. The teacher I was observing
attempted to redirect Jessica’s focus in several different ways.
Eventually, the teacher decided that a private conversation was
necessary, and told Jessica to go out into the hall. Jessica walked
toward the door, but as she went she said very loudly, in a voice
dripping with sarcasm, “Ohhhh, no. I guess I’m in big trouble now.
I have to go ‘outside’ for a talking-to.” The teacher followed Jessica
into the hallway and simply said, “Keep going” and pointed toward
the office. The rest of their interaction then went like this:
Jessica:

What? What did I do?

Teacher:

You did this: “Oh no, I’m in trouble...”
(Mimics Jessica’s sarcasm.)

Jessica:

(feigning incredulity) So?! I went into the hall like
you asked. You never said I had to go without
talking. You can’t send me to the office for that.

Teacher:

You and I both know that was disrespectful
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and disruptive. That’s not acceptable in my
class. Go to the office.
Jessica:

What the F-ck!

Teacher:

(Silently points to the office.)

Jessica:

Come on!

Teacher:

(Silently points to the office.)

Jessica:

F-cking A--hole! (Storms off to the office.)

In the above story, Jessica was sent outside as a consequence
for her off-task behavior, but on the way there she escalated the
situation by being disrespectful and disruptive to the entire class.
This disruption was a second, separate infraction from the one
that got her sent out of the room. As such, it deserved a second,
separate consequence.
One could argue that Jessica was right. The teacher did not
explicitly say she could not talk as she went to the hall. However,
it’s unreasonable to think that a teacher must explicitly describe
every way in which a student should not misbehave. The absence
of a laundry list of “don’ts” does not mean that students have
carte blanche to be disruptive or disrespectful
whenever they are asked to do something they don’t
want to do. If the teacher lets Jessica’s disruption
pass, then Jessica learns that she is allowed to be
Walking away when
disruptive and disrespectful whenever she is given a
a student needs
to make a tough
consequence — and she will consequently continue
decision is essential.
to be so in future disciplinary interactions. This
will continue until she receives an uncomfortable
consequence for this behavior. One could also argue that
the teacher should have given Jessica one more chance, saying
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something along the lines of, “I will let it go this time
because it’s the first time — but next time I ask you
to do something and you respond like that, you will
be sent to the office. Understood?” Yes, the teacher
With resistant
could do that, the first time. But only the first time.
students, it is
often necessary to
Nine times out of ten, when students are given second
temporarily isolate
chances of this kind, they repeat the same behavior
them in order to
within 24 hours. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t give
have a private or
them the benefit of the doubt or the second chance.
quiet conversation.
It just means we shouldn’t be surprised or upset when
they repeat the behavior almost immediately, because
this is a test. And we haven’t passed it yet. Until we pass the test, by
holding them gently but firmly accountable for the disrespectful
behavior, they don’t believe we really care if they do it or not.

From Scott
I was observing a 4th grade class when an off-task student
was told to move temporarily to the back of the room. He went,
but he made a big scene about it. He banged on his desk as
he got up, he muttered something about hating the teacher,
he knocked another student’s materials off their desk as he
walked by, and he kicked the desk at the back of the room a
couple of times before eventually yelling “this is stupid!” and
dramatically slumping into it with his head down over crossed
arms. The teacher ignored the student’s outburst temporarily
and went on with her lesson as best she could. After a few
minutes, the teacher gave the rest of the class a task to work
on and went to the back to talk with the student. He wouldn’t
look at her or pick up his head, so she wrote him a quick note
that basically expressed her concern for him and asked him to
write her a reply telling her how he was feeling and also asking
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him to brainstorm two possible ways he might make amends
to his classmate whose materials he threw to the ground. Then
she returned to the front of the class and continued with her
lesson. When the class transitioned into literacy rotations a little
later, she pulled the student aside and they talked it out. He
ended up apologizing to the student he had wronged and he
also gave that student one of his treasure box coupons. And
he had to spend some of his free choice time that afternoon
practicing with the teacher how to move to the back of the room
appropriately when asked.

As with Jessica, the 4th grade student in Scott’s story above
deserved and received two separate consequences. The first
consequence was being temporarily sent to the back of the room
for being off-task. The second consequence, attached to the way
he went there, was to apologize, give up a treasure coupon, and
practice during his free-choice time a different way of responding to
the teacher’s requests. As a result of these additional consequences,
the student learned that even if he is upset, there is a line of
appropriateness — and he must learn to respect it.
As with all of life’s lessons, there are exceptions to
the “doubling-down” rule. Let’s say I tell a student
to go to the hall, or to the back of the room, and
the student is upset. They quietly mutter “F-ck” to
Nine times out of
themselves as they go. Do I double-down on the
ten, when students
consequences, because they had feelings they could
are given second
chances they repeat
not suppress while changing locations? No, I don’t.
the same behavior
But if they say “f-ing a--hole,” loudly enough for me
within 24 hours.
and others to hear, then yes, I do. Every situation is
different. The chewy center of teaching behavioral
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lessons is finding the balance between being flexible and firm.
Permissive teachers err toward being flexible to the point that no
real discomfort is applied and no lesson is learned. Authoritarian
teachers err toward being firm such that the lesson is learned but
resentment is also created, which fuels the student’s desire for
revenge. The balanced teacher is able to find the chewy center,
making judgment calls based on individual circumstances about
how flexible to be at what times.

Sometimes Kids Must Be Sent Out
There is a pervasive myth in education that sending students
out of class equals a loss of the teacher’s power. The thought is that
somehow the student wins if they are sent out to someone else for
intervention or discipline. This isn’t true. When used correctly,
sending a student to someone else for discipline communicates a
clear boundary. There is a line, and once someone has
crossed it, they can no longer continue to be a part of
your class, at least temporarily.
A balanced teacher
Analogies from parenting have been used to support
is able to make
this myth. Imagine a scenario where your child is
judgment calls
misbehaving. You try several things, but they won’t
about how and
stop, so you send them to your spouse for further
when to be flexible.
discipline. Now the child knows you can’t handle the
situation yourself, and that you “need” your spouse to
step in and lower the boom. The child now perceives you as weak
and your spouse as strong.
Although this analogy is seductive, it is false. Teaching in a
school is not parenting in a home. A teacher’s attempt to discipline
a disruptive student while 30 others are waiting to learn is not the
same as a parent’s disciplining a disruptive child at home. This
is true regardless of the number of siblings in the family. At the
moment of discipline, your other children do not necessarily need
your attention while you focus on a disruptive child.
A more apt analogy from parenting is when your child refuses to
cooperate with a reasonable request, and you make several attempts
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to get them to comply. Ultimately, they cross the line and receive a
large and uncomfortable consequence, such as being grounded or
having their screen time reduced or having their cell phone taken
away. That’s not how you wanted it to end, and you tried to have
a more productive outcome without having to take their phone,
screens, time, or freedom. But due to their continued poor choices,
it became in their best interest to receive a large consequence. The
application of this consequence allows them to learn that there is a
line, and on the other side of that line is discomfort.
In school, the large and uncomfortable consequence on the
other side of the line happens outside your room with another
adult. But it is not a loss of power. It’s a reinforcement of power.
Loss of power happens when you don’t send the student out, and
they’re allowed to continue defying or disrupting. When this
happens, you teach the behavioral lesson that there is only so much
you can do — and if they resist all of it, and can live with the
discomfort of your in-class consequences, then they can continue
the misbehavior indefinitely.
Please remember, however, that what happens after you send a
student out is controlled by someone else. So, although it is not a
loss of power to send a student out, it is a loss of control. Setting
boundaries is essential. You control where the boundary is, and
you communicate that to the student and the class. But someone
else controls the student’s ultimate consequence or intervention
once they leave your room. Conflict and resentments arise
when the teacher does not agree with or does not
understand the consequences or intervention given
by another authority figure. This can be resolved or
avoided by clear communication among all affected
It is not a loss
parties about what office discipline and schoolwide
of power to send
interventions are and aren’t, how common scenarios
a student out. But it
will generally be handled, and when and why there
is a loss of control.
will be exceptions. See more on schoolwide discipline
in Chapters 5 and 6.
Finally, it is possible to lose power when sending a student out.
Some teachers overuse the consequence of sending students to the
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office or to other adults, referring students too often for too many
infractions and for infractions that could have been handled in the
classroom. The difference between losing power and reinforcing
power while sending a student out depends largely on why, when,
and how you do it.
For example, if you are frustrated and out of patience with a
kid, and send them out because you just can’t deal with them any
longer, then you are giving up power. But if you have made multiple,
calm, reasonable, progressive attempts to get and keep the student
on task, and the student continually chooses to disrupt
anyway, then sending them out is not a loss of power.
It’s just the next reasonable consequence to give. When
all your attempts come to naught, and the student
Pick just one new
thing to try. Try it
needs a kind of support that you cannot provide with
for two weeks.
30 other kids in the room, then sending them out is
sometimes what should happen.
Unfortunately, some teachers send kids out before they have
made multiple reasonable, progressive attempts, including
nonverbal attempts, to appropriately redirect the behavior.
This might happen because the teacher doesn’t know what to
do — perhaps they lack either experience or knowledge of alternative
strategies — or because they are frustrated, have lost patience, and
are now unconsciously wanting to punish rather than support.
As with many moments in education, the subtleties of our
unspoken intention play a big part in determining whether we are
being effective or ineffective, proactive or reactive.

Take One Step Forward
This chapter includes many suggested changes for improving
interactions with Tier 3 students. But making a lot of changes all
at once can be overwhelming. Even the thought of it can lead to
emotional paralysis. Our suggestion is to pick just one new thing to
try. Try it for two weeks. If you do it incorrectly or it doesn’t work,
don’t give up. Try again. Journal or reflect on any failures and
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missteps. Modify. Try again. Don’t beat yourself up.
Change is hard. Automaticity takes time to develop.
Have faith. It will come. Or, get your colleagues
involved. Get out of your own room and learn from
Have a trusted
the experts around you! The days of being the lone
colleague observe
you teach, or record
teacher working in isolation and separate from peers
yourself teaching
are long gone. Use the people around you to do peer
and watch it back.
observations, or videotape a lesson to watch later and
The feedback will
examine your novel attempts and their outcomes.
be invaluable.
Teachers can learn so much from one another and
from watching themselves via video.
Getting better at addressing off-task and defiant behaviors in
the classroom takes time, patience, and practice. If you’ve never
attempted to interact with kids by keeping your voice low, your
eyes soft, and offering choices, then your first attempts will likely
be uncomfortable, especially if you perceive this as not being “your
style.” But we aren’t paid to have a style. We are paid to take kids
from where they are and move them forward, academically and
behaviorally. If your style isn’t accomplishing that, then it’s on
you to change, even if it’s uncomfortable. In addition, just because
you know what to do does not mean you can do it right out of
the gate. This kind of change requires practice, especially when
we are working in real time, when emotions are high, feelings
are triggered, or situations are volatile. How long does it take?
Our experience shows that starting to get comfortable with a
new technique, strategy, or way of doing things takes about three
months. By then, you should feel that you are kinda, sorta getting
it. Then, expect to take about three years to master it,
just as with teaching content.
We accept that getting comfortable with teaching
a new grade level or content area will take about three
To get comfortable
years. We understand that Year 1 is for experimenting,
with a new technique,
Year 2 is for modifying, and Year 3 is for flourishing.
strategy, or way of
Yet, many of us don’t give ourselves the same space
doing things takes
to learn new ways of intervening with misbehavior.
about three months.
When we try a new behavioral technique or new
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disciplinary system, we tend to give up after a few weeks if we don’t
see the outcome we expected, if it doesn’t work seamlessly, or if it’s
a struggle to implement. Change happens slowly. You have to start
with belief in the possibility and realistic expectations. Believe that
you can eventually do it. Be realistic about how quickly it might,
or might not, happen. Make peace with the fact that you will do
it wrong many times before you do it right — and remember that
doing it wrong isn’t failure, it’s just part of the process.

Yeah Buts & What Ifs…
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Teacher: What if I offer a student a choice and they refuse
to respond?
Refusal to choose is still a choice. The student chooses
what you want, or, by default they have chosen the other
way. When they are silent or refuse to respond, try telling
them that you will give them a few seconds to decide
and show you which choice they want to make. Then
walk away. (This is the “Choice, Timeline, Walk-Away”
technique). After 20 to 30 seconds, if they have still not
complied with either choice, then go back, apply the
consequence, and offer a different set of choices (“up”
the discomfort).

Student noncompliance is a
normal part of
the behavioral
learning process.

Teacher: What about students who really don’t care?
Teacher: What if offering choices doesn’t work, and the
student won’t comply — and ends up in the office or sent out
somewhere else?
That’s okay! Be at peace. Just because the student felt the
necessity to test you all the way to the wall and never made a
productive choice, or the choice you hoped for, that
doesn’t mean the system isn’t working. Noncompliance
is part of the learning curve. Students get to make their
own choices. The system is about making their choices
Make peace with
clear to them in advance, so they see that they are in
the fact that you will
control of, and responsible for, the outcome. That’s
do it wrong many
where behavioral learning occurs. Some kids do not
times before you do
need to test at that level. Others do. Still others need
it right.
to test all the way to the wall multiple times in order
to learn a lesson or to trust that the adult will stay safe
and treat them with respect, no matter what. Stay consistent and
calm, and be on their side in your heart. It will pay off eventually.

Our willingness to work productively with difficult kids cannot be
predicated upon their caring. It’s not our students’ job to care. It is our
job to care and to prove it in our every word and action.
This is easier said than done, though. When a student says they
don’t care about math or about succeeding academically, we still apply
pressure to support them in trying and learning. We get creative in our
attempts to inspire or motivate them. We search for ways to convince
them of the importance of the learning. We develop new ways of
presenting the content to make it more accessible, more palatable,
more enticing, or more relevant. Few of us have been aware of the
need to put this kind of energy, thought, and creativity into teaching
appropriate behavior, however.
In the end, no matter how a kid might try to convince us that
they don’t care, they really do. We must remember, however, that
sometimes some kids cannot express care. The worlds they live in
just aren’t safe enough for them to be that vulnerable. We need
to understand that some kids not only can’t express how much
they care; they also actually can’t feel it, because they have such
a fortress of defenses up around them. It’s easier to remember this
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It’s not our students’
job to care. It is our
job to care and to
prove it in our every
word and action.

and hold onto positive beliefs with kids who present
as apathetic, withdrawn, or fragile. It’s so much more
difficult to do this with kids who present as belligerent,
confrontational, manipulative, or just plain mean. It’s
our life’s work as teachers to learn to see the best in the
students who push our buttons the most, and to treat
them with love and respect, even when we have to “fake
it until we make it.”

Teacher: What if I have multiple Tier 3 students in the same
class or period?
Unfortunately, there is no magic strategy that will resolve this
situation. But there are steps we can take to make productive headway.
1. Check in with the other adults who interact with these
students and find out what works for them. You might
contact parents, administrators, other teachers (general-ed
and special-ed), counselors, or the school psychologist.
2. Look to anything you can alter in your learning environment
that might contain or reduce their misbehaviors. For
example, are there ways you can tighten up the reinforcement
of your procedures and routines? Can you be more clear
and consistent in the way you give directions? Can you
introduce small modifications or differentiate lessons in a
way that will better meet their academic skill levels?
3. Practice the ideas in this chapter regarding redirecting off-task
behavior and intervening with misbehavior. Are you calmly,
with soft eyes and whispered voice, giving them choices and
following through with appropriate consequences when they
misbehave? Are they feeling the discomfort that is the result
of their inappropriate behavioral choices?
4. Start to strategically build stronger relationships with these
students. Find out about their interests and background and
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weave personal connections and conversations
into your interactions with them.
5. Either start a one-on-one intervention plan
It’s our life’s work as
with one student, as described in Chapter 5,
teachers to learn to
see the best in the
or start a group intervention that focuses on
students who push
an area of need common to all of your Tier
our buttons the most.
3 students. While the common issue might
not be each student’s area of highest need,
it will still benefit all of them to work toward behavioral
improvement in any area, and it will reduce your personal
energy expenditure.
Administrator: What if district policy is that teachers can’t
take cell phones away from students?
That’s okay. The cell phone consequence described in the cell
phone example was not meant to be a script for how all technologyrelated problems should be handled. It is just one way to do it, and
the subject is relevant in today’s classrooms. No matter your school’s
available interventions, our example explains the general concept of
how a teacher might move up their hierarchy quickly but fairly, using
the language of choice. If you can’t allow teachers to take away student
cell phones, then instead encourage them to choose something else
that is within district policy. Perhaps the choice is to put the phone
away or take a zero for the warm-up activity, or get a phone call
home to parents, or come in at lunch to have a private conversation
and complete the work you should have completed while you were
messing around with your cell phone, or go to the office to discuss
with an administrator why you are unwilling to follow directions and
comply with classroom rules. The key is that your teachers must have
some options that create discomfort for their students when their
students refuse to put their cell phones away. If teachers don’t have
any uncomfortable consequences available, then the student has no
motivation to cooperate, and the teacher’s authority is undermined.
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Administrator: What if our school policy is that teachers
should not send students to the office on a referral unless
the student is being a danger to self or others?
In brief — change the policy. We discuss more detailed answers to
this question in Chapters 4 and 6.
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Summary & Applications
Remember
Kids act out and/or resist in order to feel in control or safe.
Giving students too many chances to cooperate is just as
ineffective as not giving them enough chances. Look for
ways to stay in the “chewy center” of being firm but caring.
Rigid, step-by-step-consequence hierarchies are usually
ineffective with Tier 3 students. They don’t meet the unique
needs of these students whose behavioral learning paths
might have been disrupted by toxic stress and childhood
trauma. Flexible, leveled hierarchies allow for greater
potential success.
With shut-down and apathetic students, employ the “gentle
press” to stay on their side as you apply pressure to help
them to move forward.
Oppositional students respond better to behavioral choices
than to directives.
The “how” of discipline is just as important as the “what.”
Kids respond to our Unspoken Intention, our body language,
and our tone of voice, more than our words.
Make peace with your own feelings of resistance around
confronting kids when their behavior needs to change.
Teaching behavior is messy and uncomfortable, but it
cannot be avoided.
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Discuss
Do you recognize yourself in the description of either the
permissive or authoritarian teachers? What is one step you
might take, or change you might make, to move closer to
being in the chewy center?
Think of a Tier 3 student you’ve worked with in the past.
What positive and negative consequences did you use to
try to help them alter their behavior? Which were most
effective? Why do you think this was so?
Are there any consequences listed on the “Leveled Hierarchy”
in this chapter that you might add to your repertoire, or
your hierarchy, to give you more flexibility and to help you
better meet individual student needs?
Under what sets of circumstances have you sent a student
out of your classroom to another adult for intervention or
discipline? What steps did you take in these situations to
first try to de-escalate the situation, and to keep them in
the learning environment? In retrospect, are there any other
things you could’ve tried?
What incentives are you using with your class as a whole
and/or with individual Tier 3 students to support their
behavioral learning? What problems are you coming up
against in using these? Brainstorm possible solutions to
these problems.

Apply
Create a leveled hierarchy with at least six consequences
listed on the first level and at least four consequences
listed on each successive level. Role-play with a friend or
colleague how you might progress through the levels with
a particular student who’s currently driving you crazy, or
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drove you crazy last year. Consider having your hierarchy at
your fingertips. Try carrying it around the room with you
as a list on your cell phone, or on a laminated card, so you
can refer to it as necessary, in real time.
When students confront, defy, or resist, practice using the
phrase, “You have a choice right now.” Use soft eyes and
speak in a quiet voice as you offer them a choice to get
back on task or receive a reasonable consequence. Try it for
two weeks. If you do it incorrectly or it doesn’t work, don’t
give up. Try again. Journal, reflect, or discuss with a trusted
colleague any failures and missteps. Modify. Try again.
Role-play with a trusted friend or colleague a particularly
bad moment you can remember having with a student.
Practice handling it differently.
At the end of each day, journal, or in some other way reflect
upon, any difficult behavioral interactions you had that day.
What did you handle well? What could you have handled
better? What were the possible Invisible Subtitles that you
missed? What was your Unspoken Intention when things
escalated? How will you handle similar situations better
in the future? Give yourself three months. Don’t let initial
failures or stumbling blocks stop you.
Videotape yourself teaching and review the video — alone,
or with a trusted colleague, friend, or family member. Look
for the places where you tried new techniques and discuss
how they worked out and how they could be improved
upon. Look for blow-ups and bad moments, and discuss
what you can do differently next time. Note: Generally, you
don’t need permission to videotape if you are not going to
post, upload, or share it anywhere, but double-check this
with your administration.
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