
Managing Classroom  
Behaviour
This article by Fiona Crawford appeared in the May 2006 issue of Macquarie University News.  
It is reprinted with their kind permission.

The old adage that you catch 
more flies with honey is also 

true in the classroom, with a 
recent Macquarie University study 
revealing that teachers should 
spend more time giving positive 
attention to good classroom 
behaviour than in reprimanding 
bad behaviour.
Robyn Beaman, Research and 
Development Manager at the Macquarie 
University Special Education Centre 
(MUSEC) recently completed her PhD 
research on troublesome classroom 
behaviour and the interactions between 
students and teachers in high school.

She found that where teachers 
dealt with troublesome behaviour 
in a negative way, students not only 
perceived themselves to be less 
engaged, their on-task behaviour was 
actually reduced.

“In relation to the type of attention 
being given to academic and social 
behaviour, I found that teachers were 
really great at providing approval about 
students’ academic work but when it 
came to their social behaviour they were 
quite poor at it,” Beaman says.

“I found that in classrooms where there 
was a lot of negative attention to social 
behaviour there was significantly lower 
student perception of participation in 
their environment,” she explains.

“There was also evidence to suggest 
that there is a relationship between 
negative teacher attention and the on-
task behaviour of students. Even when 
that negative attention is primarily 
directed toward the boys in the class, 
observations identified that the on-task 
behaviour of girls was actually lower 
in these environments. This is quite an 
important educational finding because 
there is a lot of talk about student 
engagement and participation in class,” 
she adds.

Beaman’s research involved studies in 
two main areas.

The first of these examined the 
perceptions of 145 secondary teachers 
from New South Wales with regard 
to behaviours they found to be 
troublesome in their classrooms. Via 
questionnaire, ‘talking out of turn’ 
was clearly identified by teachers 
as the classroom behaviour of most 
concern, the one that most frequently 
occurred and, importantly, the main 
misbehaviour of the most troublesome 
individual students.

Typically around four students in a class 
of 21 were revealed to be troublesome 
and according to Beaman, trends in the 
data suggest that difficult behaviour 
builds in Year 8, peaks in Year 9 and 
starts to ebb in Year 10. When teachers 
were asked if they thought they 
spent more time than they should on 
classroom behaviour management 53 
per cent reported that they did.
“All the media attention surrounds 
violence and disruption in schools but 
when we asked teachers what they 
found the most challenging behaviour 
on a day to day basis, they said it is kids 
talking out of turn,” explains Beaman.
“Teachers find that this high level, but 
relatively trivial misbehaviour, really gets 
them down. It’s the most troublesome, 
disruptive, and frequent behaviour they 
have difficulty with.”
Other behaviours that were reported 
as troublesome were the hindering of 
other students, being slow to respond to 
teacher instruction and idleness.
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“Teachers need to focus on 
what they do want students  
to do, not what they don’t.”



The second of Beaman’s studies 
involved observations of a subset of 
79 teachers and their classes, looking 
at how teachers distributed their 
attention to students in the classroom, 
with a particular interest in how they 
responded to academic behaviour and 
social behaviour.
Beaman found that overall teachers 
are more approving than disapproving, 
however they still provide a lot of 
negative attention to inappropriate 
social behaviour.
“It is good to see that teachers are 
more positive than negative. Typically 
the teachers in the study gave seven 
times more approval than disapproval 
to academic work but on the social 
side they were giving six times more 
disapproval than approval. The research 
says you should really be giving four or 
five times as much positive attention as 
negative attention to shape appropriate 
desirable behaviour,” she says.
Beaman believes that a much better 
option for achieving classroom harmony 
is to focus on appropriate and positive 
behaviour and to try and build those 
into the repertoire of a student’s 
classroom skill-set. She notes that while 
negative attention will usually put a 
stop to troublesome behaviour when 
it occurs, it doesn’t often reduce the 
behaviour in the long-term.
“Ideally what a teacher should do is 
to look out for appropriate behaviour 
and subtly draw attention to this 
behaviour,” she says. “This is much more 
effective in reducing disruptions and 
for shaping appropriate behaviour than 
reprimanding students.”
Beaman also suggests that having three 
or four positively framed classroom 
rules will help to shape behaviour. 
Starting a dialogue with students 
about how they’d like the classroom to 
be and making rules that are worded 
positively so students can comply are 
both effective ways of focusing on 
appropriate behaviour.
Classroom set up, according to Beaman, 
is also critical in shaping behaviour, and 
there are ecological ways of maximising 
good behaviour.

“Previous research in this area suggests 
that seating arrangement in particular 
is a powerful antecedent for behaviour 
and that it’s important to organise 
seating so that it relates to the task,” she 
says.
“If teachers require their students to 
work independently then the ‘old-
fashioned’ way of seating them in rows 
rather than in small table groups has 
proven to be more effective. Good 
lighting and temperature are also very 
important.”
All the media attention surrounds 
violence and disruption in schools but 
when we asked teachers what they 
found the most challenging behaviour 
on a day to day basis, they said it is kids 
talking out of turn.
Beaman hopes that her study will 
provide data that informs debate on 
how classrooms can become more 
positive environments for both teachers 
and students.
“Schools have an obligation to make 
schooling as positive an experience 
as they can and I think it could be a 
lot better than it is,” she says. “A lot of 
teachers are trying to do their jobs with 
their hands tied behind their backs 
because their teacher preparation 
generally doesn’t equip them with the 
skills that are required to shape more 
positive classroom behaviour.
“Dealing with these types of behaviour 
day in and day out is very wearing. 
Classroom behaviour management is 
one of the main reasons teachers leave 
the profession and a significant factor in 
student disengagement.”

Learning Links is a non-profit charity assisting 
children who have difficulty learning and their 
families.

We raise funds to help children from birth to 18 years 
by offering a range of services including the following.

Early Childhood Services for children from birth to 
six years.

•	 Early childhood intervention and support for very 
young children.

•	 An inclusive preschool for children with and 
without special needs.

•	 An assessment and consultancy service for families 
who are concerned about their young child’s 
development.

•	 Specialist early childhood teaching and therapy.

School Age Services for children from Kindergarten 
to Year 12 who have low support needs.

•	 Comprehensive assessments.

•	 Small group tuition and therapy.

•	 Occupational and speech therapy programs 
combining specialist education services and 
therapy.

•	 Outreach programs.

•	 The Ronald McDonald Learning Program for 
seriously ill children and the Reading for Life 
Program for children falling behind in their reading.

Family Services helping and supporting families 
and health professionals.

•	 Centre and home-based family counselling.

•	 Parenting Programs and groups for families.

• 	Case Management Services.

Professional Development for teachers and 
health professionals.

Presentations, workshops and advice on identifying 
and helping children with learning difficulties, 
learning disabilities and developmental delays.

Learning Links has branches in six Sydney 
locations at Peakhurst, Penshurst, Fairfield, 
Miller, Dee Why and Randwick. We also offer 
some services to children in country NSW, the 
ACT, Victoria and New Zealand. A complete list 
of branch locations and contact numbers is on 
the back cover.

Learning Links
Head Office
12-14 Pindari Road 
Peakhurst NSW 2210
Tel: 9534 1710   Fax: 9584 2054
Email: mail@learninglinks.org.au 
Website: www.learninglinks.org.au
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Early Childhood Services 
– all enquiries to Head Office

School Age Services 
–  contact your local branch

Family Services 
– contact your local branch

All other enquiries 
– Head Office

Head Office
12-14 Pindari Road
Peakhurst NSW 2210
Telephone: (02) 9534 1710
Preschool: (02) 9533 3283
Facsimile: (02) 9584 2054
Email: mail@learninglinks.org.au

Northern Suburbs Branch
2 Alfred Road
PO Box 634
Brookvale NSW 2100
Telephone: (02) 9907 4222
Facsimile: (02) 9907 4244
Email: nsb@learninglinks.org.au

Western Suburbs Branch
Unit 7/9 William Street
PO Box 1026
Fairfield NSW 1860 (2165)
Telephone: (02) 9754 2377
Facsimile: (02) 9755 9422
Email: wsb@learninglinks.org.au

Southern Suburbs Branch
10 Railway Parade
Penshurst NSW 2222
Telephone: (02) 9580 4888
Facsimile: (02) 9580 4788
Email: ssb@learninglinks.org.au

South West Sydney Branch
88 Shropshire Street
PO Box 42
Miller NSW 2168
Telephone: (02) 8783 7111
Facsimile: (02) 8783 7222
Email: sws@learninglinks.org.au

Eastern Suburbs Branch
1/20 Silver Street
Randwick NSW 2032
Telephone: (02) 9398 5188
Facsimile: (02) 9326 5364
Email: esb@learninglinks.org.au
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Please help us he lp children
Please PRINT

N	 I would like to donate $________________to help kids who have difficulty learning.

N	 I would like to be a member of Learning Links. Please tick appropriate box below.

	 N Individual or Family	 $45 (including GST)

	 N Professional		 $45 (including GST)

	 N Not for profit Organisation	 $55 (including GST)

	 N Corporate	 	 $70 (including GST)

Individual, Family and professional membership includes one copy of Learning Links News

I enclose my:	 N Cheque	 N Money Order	   or

Charge my:	 N Bankcard	 N Visa      N Mastercard      N AMEX

Account No: 	 _______   _______   _______   _______     _______   _______   _______   _______     _______   _______   _______   _______     _______   _______   _______   _______    	 CCV*: _________________________

Visa and Mastercard last 3 digits on back of card.

Account Name: _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 	 Expiry Date: ______ / ________

Signature: __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Name (Dr, Mr, Mrs, Miss, Ms): _ ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Organisation/Business: _ _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Address: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 	 Postcode: _ ______________________

Tel: (Home): ____________________________________________________________________________ 	 (Business): ____________________________________________________________________________________

Please post to Learning Links: 12-14 Pindari Road, Peakhurst NSW 2210. Donations over $2 are tax deductible and will be receipted.


