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Teaching on Your Feet
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In the Teaching on Your Feet feature in Chapter 1, Tony’s outburst did not occur in isolation. Twenty-nine other students observed his angry outburst over his math test grade. Recall that the problem seemed to be resolved temporarily when I walked toward Tony’s desk and looked at him sternly; however, other problems emerged at that moment. 

“Tony’s upset ‘cause you flunked him in fifth grade,” Leroy called out, stopping me in my tracks. 

“Now just a minute!” I was upset now. “This is between me and Tony.” 

Leroy and Carlos spoke at once. “That’s okay, most of us are behind a grade.” Other boys around the room nodded and then started laughing among themselves. “Our parents kept us back so we would be bigger for the football team,” one called out. My mouth dropped open at what I just heard. 

Hiding my disapproval, I searched for a way to handle the situation. I weighed the problems at hand: Tony’s angry outburst, Leroy’s inappropriate comment, other students calling out and laughing, my disapproval of their parents’ reason for retaining them, and the fact that Tony, and perhaps others, thought math was boring. 

After his classmates spoke out, Tony no longer seemed angry—he, Leroy, Carlos, Mike, and Ron sat taller in their seats and exchanged smiles. “They’re visualizing themselves on the football team,” I thought. I still needed to talk to Tony about his outburst, but that would be in private, later, not in front of his peers. 

Leroy’s initial comment was not as serious as I first thought, since he, too, had failed the fifth grade. Even so, his comment needed to be addressed. Again, I would do that later, in private. 

The other students who called out actually did so in a helpful way, because now I understood why so many boys in my class were behind a grade. To remind them of our previously discussed rules about talking in class seemed inappropriate under the circumstances. 

Regarding my students’ parents, I knew I needed to respect their actions. I also suspected that the reasons for my students being retained were probably more complex than what was shared. 

In the final analysis, the problem that remained was that Tony, and probably others, saw math as boring. I loved math and wanted my students to love it as well. So, with a smile I said, “Well, tomorrow’s lesson will show you that math is not boring!” 

Analysis
Teachers need to make spur-of-the-moment decisions about problems that can emerge simultaneously in the classroom. Research tells us that teachers may make up to 3,000 low-level decisions in a single school day. Most problems are easily solved, but some require careful, critical thinking. Stepping into the minds of teachers to see how they turn negative situations into positive situations is the purpose of this feature. 

In this situation, multiple problems emerged simultaneously. The teacher needed to consider two audiences—individual misbehaving students and the class as a whole. She responded to Tony’s misbehavior by using proxemics (walking toward him) and nonverbal communication (the stern look). When Leroy made his inappropriate comment, she used nonverbal communication (an upset expression) and orally communicated her disapproval. She also planned to speak privately with the two misbehaving students later. 

Regarding the class as a whole, she listened to students’ explanations about why they were retained, and she monitored the changing classroom atmosphere as the tension dissolved. Rather than remind the class of rules for classroom conduct at that point, she chose to move the group in a positive direction. And she provided closure on the situation nonverbally (her smile) and with a friendly challenge (“tomorrow’s lesson will show you that math is not boring!”). 

Respond to the following questions:

1. Why would the teacher plan to talk with Tony and Leroy separately and in private?
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What would guide you in prioritizing multiple problems that emerge simultaneously in the classroom?


	
	


