Addressing Context Issues in Large Group Settings

For many students who exhibit challenging behaviors, unstructured times are especially difficult.  This may include recess, lunchroom, study hall, and school hallways passing times, among others.  Because of the large numbers of students, these settings are often noisy and supervision is difficult because of all the activity.  
Behavior occurs in a context, and one important consideration in addressing behavior may be altering the context to prevent problems before they occur or before they get out of hand.  Perhaps the first consideration for all these settings is to ensure students know the behavioral expectations  – what are the rules?  What is acceptable and what is prohibited?  Are staff expectations consistent?
The tables below are the result of a brainstorming activity with approximately 100 people in December, 2002.  Table 1 summarizes some common unstructured school settings, identifies some of the context issues in each, and lists modifications to those settings that might help address and hopefully eliminate behavior problems.   Table 2 includes some of the realities and barriers to addressing these larger context issues, and lists possible solutions.  These tables are not all inclusive but are intended to encourage discussion and problem solving.
Table 1:  Altering the context in large group settings
	Setting


	Context issues
	How might you alter that context/setting?

	Assemblies 

	· Seating arrangements

· Change in routine

· Noise, acoustics

· Supervision

· Proximity of adults

· Different adults supervising who may not know students or their needs

· Large groups

· Lack of interest in program

· Expectation of quiet and attention

· Sitting for long time and staying quiet/still
	· Assign seats (consider seats near the aisle, at lower levels if bleacher seating)
· Strategic placement of adults

· Proximity and environmental controls

· Teach appropriate behavior

· Try to allow for movement, “wiggling” within reason

· Foreshadow the agenda and provide background information

· Rewards for appropriate behavior afterward

· If it is a major problem, provide alternative activity for the student rather than setting up a failure situation

· Have classes come in at different times and by different entrances; leave by different exits

· Provide music as students enter to help keep noise down (you have to be able to hear the music)



	Bus 


	· Lack of supervision

· Confined space

· Noise level

· Driver training and tolerance

· Personality issues

· Length of ride

· Movement – needs of students to move as well as bouncing and swaying of vehicle

· Smell (fuel, other students, etc.)

· Hunger

· Bus rules & consistency of enforcement
· Teasing

· Horseplay – including actions the supervisor might not see or hear

· Uncomfortable seats, temperature
· End of a long day that may not have gone well at school

· Early morning bus rides for students who aren’t “morning people”


	· Assigned seats either for all or for students acting inappropriately
· Video cameras or staff monitors

· Training for conflict resolution (students & staff)
· Addition of seatbelts or safe shoulder belts
· Music; sing-alongs
· Books on tape – students get extra credit if they answer comprehension questions about the story
· VCR with tapes

· Allow hand-held games, snacks (no beverages that can be spilled, other restrictions to minimize messiness)

· Pair a student with problem behavior with a well-behaved student,   use  peer models
· Encourage silent reading – students get extra credit for reading
· Student monitors

· Get to know the kids; establish a relationship with them; treat them with respect; say “hello”, “goodbye”, “good to see you”, “happy birthday”, etc.


	Common areas before and after school
	· Fighting, aggression

· Lack of supervision

· High energy


	· Open up certain areas of the school & provide supervision

· Use different doors for different grades to reduce group sizes


	Field trips
	· New places, unknown settings

· High excitement

· May include long, boring bus ride

· May be exhausted at end of an exciting day

· Overstimulation
	· Increase # of supervisors
· Foreshadow what will happen, expectations, schedule, etc.

· Reinforce positives upon return

· Music, videos on bus ride
· Scatter supervisors throughout the bus, not all in front or in one spot
· Consider a stretch break, bathroom break, etc. if ride is long

· Carry cell phones, walkie-talkies
· Know the students – make sure to have emergency information, what to do in a crisis, etc.

· Have smaller groups with higher level of supervision if needed by some students


	Hallway


	· Running, pushing, swearing

· Expectations of quiet and order

· Personal space issues – bumping, jostling

· Time limits

· Want to see certain peers

· Pass notes or exchange books or assignments with peers

· Posters or artwork on walls – tempting to tear, hit at, mark on, etc.

· Thirsty, have to go to bathroom

· Anxiety about getting to class on time after going to locker and restroom
	· Increase teacher visibility

· Color code hallways & assign to certain groups so teachers get  to know students
· Limit # of classes passing at any 1 time

· Teach appropriate hall behavior

· Passing rules posted

· Play pro-social music

· Warning tone or other cue prior to final bell
· Clocks throughout hallways

· Reconsider passing time – shorter or longer depending on issues

· Clear walls of loose papers, posters, notices, etc.

· Involve students in determining solutions


	Indoor recess 


	· Number of students in a small area (space constraints)

· Noise level

· Availability of activities

· Supervision

· Pent-up energy
	· Arrange for movement, physical activity

· Smaller group sizes

· Training for volunteer supervisors

· Have lists of activities, ideas for good use of time

· Get student input on possible activities
See outdoor recess, commons areas for additional ideas


	Lunch room
	· Crowded

· Noisy

· Time constraints

· Need to clean up and return trays

· Personal space issues

· Cutting in line

· Messy/spills/accidents
· “Pecking order”

· Hungry before lunch; appetite not satisfied after lunch
· Don’t like food, so play with it and this can escalate
	· Send 1 class early & rotate this privilege

· Allow certain students to eat with an adult of their choice

· Token system

· Teacher monitoring

· Buddy system

· 5 min. early release for some
· Rewards for good behavior

· Options available once finished eating (intramurals, crafts, move to gym for recreation or sit on bleachers & be able to talk to friends)

· Have some students go to “recess” before eating to cut down on size of group and allow to burn off energy

· Allow passes for media center, computer lab, noon study halls

· Student clean-up crews

· “Stop light” to cue kids to tone it down – yellow light as warning to watch it or talking will be stopped; some schools have the lights actually set to decibel levels so there are automatic cues

· Supervisors moving around

· Get to know the kids by name, say “hi”, ask how it’s going, etc.

· Honors table

· Cut down noon hour if there is excessive “down” time

· Use older students as monitors


	Playground/outdoor recess 
	· Unstructured setting

· Lack of adult supervision and communication

· Area (space constraints – either very limited or huge area with few supervisors)

· Weather
· Time of day
· Fighting/rough play/rough-housing that escalates

· Bullying; ganging up

· Some students shunned/kept out of activities by other students
· Kids don’t know what to do

· Boredom

· Lack of boundaries for various activities
· “Pecking order” – who gets what equipment or what area of the playground

· High energy

· Shortage of equipment

· No turn taking
	· Visual social skill /rule reminders

· Walkie-talkies/cell phones to aid in supervision
· Structured activities

· Age groupings

· Adequate equipment & plan to rotate use
· Restrict certain areas (i.e., mud) & plan to allow for those days when those areas are problematic
· Reward appropriate behavior

· Staff proximity to specific problem groups or areas
· Increase supervision

· Supervisors circulate rather than remaining in 1 area
· Make sure students know  rules of games and equipment use

· Peer leaders

· Individual activities available (cards, coloring, reading, etc.)

· Picnic tables and benches for quieter activities

· Kids help pick activities

· Train playground staff in problem-solving with students

· Cones, barricades to mark spaces that are off-limits


	Study hall
	· Talking

· Not engaged in productive activity

· Sometimes huge group and/or huge room

· Expectation of quiet and working

· No eating, sleeping, working together

· Students with  “nothing to do”
	· Smaller size groups or more than 1 supervisor

· Allow a talk time at end of period as long as volume is appropriate

· Have “honor” study halls where students can talk and also have “quiet” study halls and give students choices

· Allow flexibility for different learning styles

· Merit study hall for certain GPA or better

· Eliminate study halls

· Have study groups

· Provide peer tutors

· Have books to read, headsets (as long as they are working or can verify no work to be done), etc.
· Structured study halls for those who need it – smaller groups, work on organizational skills, study skills

· Computer bulletin board with all class assignments & access from study hall

· Have extra supplies such as paper and pencils, etc.

· Promote staff consistency so same rules and expectations regardless of who is supervising

· Alternate area with activities for kids finished with homework 

· Don’t use study halls to fill the schedule when kids have been kicked out of classes – they now have less work and more time to get into trouble – plan alternatives, have structured study halls for remediation, create “independent studies” to keep kids engaged and occupied as well as to allow them to salvage some credit, have them be peer tutors

· Stop lights to cue students – “red” means no talking, “yellow” means it’s getting too noisy, “green” means talking is okay as long as not too loud



TABLE 2:  Barriers to addressing context issues & possible solutions
	Realities/Barriers
	Possible solutions

	No time for training, school calendar is limited or poorly planned, contract is tightly enforced, staff usually not included in development of inservice 


	· Seek teacher input as to how to find more time to discuss, plan
· Prioritize; allow that some things will have to “give”

· Allow staff to “bank” time attending after school inservices and then leave early on a  day when students are not in school or leave when students leave
· Task force to seek alternatives

· Involve admin. & union to find mutually acceptable solutions; work together

· Make it non-threatening

· Share frustrations but identify mutual needs

· Survey – develop staff leadership

· Celebrate success

· Develop parent/teacher group to establish priorities

· “Mini-inservices” with a topic at regular faculty meetings (10-15 minutes with a short handout or fact sheet)
· Add a few minutes to each day to create time for staff development and common planning (adding 10 minutes per day can yield up to 200 “extra” minutes in a month)
· Early release for student 1 time per month


	Little support for change
	· Involve teachers/staff in the planning

· Involve the “leaders” – official or unofficial

· Collect data that speaks for itself to help “sell” the need for change

· Start small and build on success – have information that supports the success of the change



	Energies spent on survival and enforcing existing plans and rules

	· Give support for letting some things go – prioritize

· Don’t have to find “more” time, just have to use existing time better – if can prevent behavior, then don’t have to spend time chasing it

· Do a diversity analysis – how should we use the staff we have?  What can “give”? 




	Staff recognition of high achievers rather than student improvement 

	· “Most Improved” recognition award

· Individual classroom awards

· Use the IEP to create individual grading rubrics
· Compare students to themselves rather than comparing student to student

· Set individual improvement goals


	Staff assumes that students know expected behaviors 

	· Teach, reteach, and practice (with feedback) expected behaviors

· Develop a set of rules for behavior across environments and enforce them consistently and uniformly

· Use small groups, pupil services staff, developmental guidance program for students with special issues



	Teachers’ lack of knowledge about the function of behaviors and/or a preconception that influences their response to the behavior 

	· Diversity chart (chart of needs of students in a grade or classroom – how many have reading difficulty?  Math?  Etc.)
· Inservice/more information

· Copies of behavior plans, IEPs if teacher is not at meetings

· Information on function of the student behavior(s)



	Teacher expectations do not match student abilities 

	· Diversity chart (chart of needs of students in a grade or classroom – how many have reading difficulty?  Math?  Etc.)
· High expectations are individual, not group
· Meet students where they’re “at” and work from there; set realistic expectations
· Teacher s provide each other with feedback, ideas


	Socially inappropriate students lack appropriate role models 

	· Social groups within various settings

· Friendship groups

· Cross-age student mentors
· Structured recess or other unstructured time activities

· Buddy system


	Curriculum may not match needs/learning styles/time needed

	· Shared lesson plans

· Collaborative teaching

· Develop options for groups (grade level, subject area)

	Classroom layout – lack of mobility, distractions

	· Plan opportunities for movement, breaks

· Limit distractions

· Carpeting to cut down on noise

· Option of table/chair rather than desk



	Kids reinforce inappropriate behavior in peers (even if staff don’t)


	· Scheduling options

· Teach social skills

· Supervise

· Community/service learning options

· Reinforce peers for ignoring
· Group contingencies


	Behavioral expectations of teachers


	· Feedback on reasonableness of expectations, functioning level of students
· Teach expected behaviors

· Have consistent reasonable expectations and understanding of rules

· Consistent enforcement

· Reward successive approximations as kids learn and practice new skills



	Teacher cannot ignore behavior in the classroom when it interferes with the learning of others


	· Offer support to teacher

· Conduct an FBA – why is the behavior happening?

· Offer support to the student misbehaving and/or peers

· Consider whether student should be in that class at this time (potential harmful effects to others); do we need to do some intensive interventions?



	Teachers reluctant or unwilling to allow modifications or to allow for individual abilities or needs;

building and/or district climate negative

	· Provide ideas and supports

· Give/share ideas

· Pre-referral, teacher assistance teams

· Brainstorm options – create a “have you tried….” list

· Use case examples or general suggestions to decrease defensiveness
· Celebrate successes and turn-arounds in kids

· Identify critical concepts for the class

· Let successes sell others who are more resistant



	Union issues such as teachers talking to colleagues about their teaching, contract hours, work slow-downs


	· Invite regular ed. staff to observe special ed. classroom

· Mentor; team teach

· Provide short “mini-inservices” during the day or at regular faculty meetings

· Tip of the month

· Voluntary brown-bag lunches

· Work together to create times for common planning and discussion


	Inclement weather


	· Preplan structured activities and places for kids to go

· Have a “folder” for supervisors to grab if needed

· Have PTA or other service group provide board games and other activities (craft supplies, etc.)
· Allow for movement (use the gym if available, do “laps” in hallways
 

	Students with skills significantly below grade level


	· Taped texts, group reading, cooperative learning groups

· Peer tutors

· Rubric for grading the “need to know” items – allow for  variation

· Alternative ways to be tested, graded, evaluated



	In hallway, students have passed by and are “gone” before you can intervene with  “quick” behaviors (swearing, inappropriate comment, poking, etc.)


	· More supervision – all teachers stand in their doorways between classes

· Students have same locker all years of high school so teachers get to know the students who have lockers near their classroom

· Clear expectations conveyed to all students



	School calendar - rigid school days and sleep needs (not everyone is a morning person), sometimes child care issues for teen parents


	· Flexible scheduling

· Later start options
· Evening or after school classes

· Self-paced units

· Awareness of needs

· Identify whether there are developmental or health issues 




	Increasing academic standards and teacher accountability in an era of increasing diversity


	· Serious look at testing accommodations

· Understanding that disability needs may get in the way of academic skill acquisition

· Teachers keep data on whatever their focus is so that they are accountable – just differently



	Grade level distinctions (chronological grouping)


	· Flexibility

· Multi-grade groups for unstructured activities

· Consider developmental level (Developmental Therapy/Developmental Teaching model)



	Emphasis on grades


	· Options for demonstrating mastery – portfolios, oral exams, if student can pass unit test then “excuse” missing homework

· Extra credit options that are creative

· Emphasize that we are after mastery and if the student can demonstrate that, we should be more flexible

· Make sure homework is for drill & practice, not new skill acquisition



	Outside issues:  family issues, daycare issues


	· Parent liaisons

· School-community links and collaboration

· If high school has a family science class on child care, have those students provide child care during meetings and get class credit for it

· Use after school rec programs

· Be aware of what the community offers

· After school tutoring by retired teachers or university students or church groups 

· Homework club



	Lack of training for bus drivers, food service workers, etc. on handling behavior


	· Invite to inservices

· Offer special programs for those groups that target their settings and concerns

· Make sure they know their options and know procedure – who needs to be notified about problems, etc.?
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