Why Do Students Misbehave?

Based on information from Managing to Teach by Carol Cummings)

Glasser (1990) believes that after we meet our basic needs to survive and reproduce, the remaining important human needs are:

· To belong

· To be free

· To have fun

· To feel important

When their needs are not met through selecting positive behaviors, students resort to one of four forms of misbehavior to achieve their goal:

· Seeking attention

· Seeking power

· Seeking revenge

· Seeking to avoid repeated failure

1.  Attention Seekers


Some signs:

· Pencil tapping

· Humming / singing

· Constant talking

· Blurting out / interrupting

Possible solutions:

· The solution to this lies in the way you give attention to the student in other situations when he/she is not demonstrating attention-getting behaviors.  

· Look at how often you involve this student in learning.

· Students who are actively participating in the lesson are less likely to seek attention in inappropriate ways.

2.  Power Seekers


Some signs:

· These students make you question your own authority.

· They must always have the last work

· They’ll mutter something unintelligible to get you to take the bait and say, “What did you say?”

· Even when they do follow your directions, they are likely to do so with a sullen expression and in a slow manner.

· They are likely to say something like, “You can’t make me do it!”

Possible solutions:

· Don’t fall for their ploys!
· Don’t let them control your reactions.
· Remember this poem:

When you’re mad, about to fight,

Control your anger with all your might.

Take deep breaths, count to ten,

Before you try to talk again.

If you can’t use a cool, calm voice,

To walk away is a better choice.


(Carol Cummings)

· If a student says, “You can’t make me,” say, “You’re right” in a calm voice and walk away.

· Ways that students seek power:

· Not completing their work

· Forgetting basic routines

· Putting in minimal effort

· Refusing to work

· Having temper tantrums

These students are trying to lure you with these behaviors, and they LIKE an audience observing the power struggle.  Remember that there is a power struggle only if you choose to be hooked.  You’ll know that you have successfully been hooked by a power seeker if you:

· Use sarcasm or blame

· Give a direct command, like “Go to the office immediately.”

· Display animosity

· Threaten to call home

· Raise your voice or shout

· Say, “You’ll do it because I told you to.”

On the other hand, you’ll be able to avoid a power struggle when you:

· Use a calm, even voice

· Make an appointment to meet the student later

· Postpone interaction until the rest of the audience is gone

· Respond with humor (“You’re the meanest teacher in the school.”  “You might be right.  I’ll have to think that over.)

· Give students choices

· Look for a win-win solution

3.  Revenge Seekers


Some signs:

· These students have been the recipients of frequent punishment in the past

· They may be the victims of traumatic family or school experiences

· This is often demonstrated in verbal abuse.

Possible solutions

· Remember that your goals are to:

· Maintain the student’s dignity
· Create a lasting change in the child’s behavior

· Keep cool

· Use punishment as a rare and last resort

· Your goal is to form a positive relationship with this student, even though that may be a challenge to your patience and character

· Remember that the misbehavior is usually a delayed reaction to a hurt which the student has suffered elsewhere.

· Teach students how to disagree in an appropriate way, express feelings, use anger management as an alternative to revenge behavior.

4.  Avoiding Failure


Some signs:

· Students who sleep, refuse to answer questions, don’t turn in assignments, etc. may be called apathetic and ignored because they don’t interrupt the class.

· Students who have withdrawn from the system may have resorted to this form of misbehavior as a way of avoiding further failure.

· It’s easier on the self-concept to not do an assignment rather than to try it and fail, risking further feelings of low self-worth and  incompetence.

Possible Solution:

· This comes from teaching the student that success or failure is related to the amount of effort he/she puts into the task.

· Let students keep track of their own progress and measure success against previous performance.

· Reduce test anxiety by giving frequent quizzes, letting students contribute questions for the test, letting students use a 3x5 card for notes, beginning test with the easiest questions
· Maintain a student’s dignity with private communication – note, private conference, non-verbal signal

· Provide feedback for effort

· Provide tasks at the correct level of difficulty

· Teach goal setting

· Use effective team procedures

· Three factors necessary to create the conditions for authentic motivation:

· Content is worth knowing.  Arousing a learner’s curiosity creates active engagement in a task; boring, repetitive work creates off-task behavior.

· Collaboration creates win-win relationships that offer mutual benefits.

· Choice is available.

