I am a Teacher, not a Detective or a Judge!
by Ray Myrtle


It's after lunch, and a student returns and is upset. Breathlessly he tells you that someone else in the class did something that requires you to deal with it.  “Johnny hit me!”, Bob says. 


 Teaching is our profession, and it is also the BEST way for us to positively impact the lives of our students.  However it is very tempting to slide in other roles when dealing with problem behaviour.


You call Bob over, and move out of the classroom to a quiet space outside and begin to deal with this. What should you do? 


First I remove the 'heat'. 

The participants need time to calm down, so their brains can regain balance. I let them wait, separately if necessary, for a few minutes. This cooling off time enables me to get the class started and settle down from the excitement. 


Second, we learn to use 'I messages'. 

When Bob begins to tell me what happens, I stop him. I guide him to express his point of view and feelings in the form of 'I messages':

“NAME, when you, ACTION, I felt FEELING. I want you to ACTION.


eg. “Johnny, when you hit me, I felt hurt and angry. I want you to use your words.” 


This often requires multiple re-phrasings and help from me to get to this point, but the objective is to have the student express their problem directly to the offender in the 'I message' format.


I prevent Johnny from denying or interrupting. Johnny's role is to listen respectfully, and try to  understand what Bob is saying and feeling. 


“But Bob hit me in the head with the soccer ball!”, says Johnny emphatically. 


“But he hit me!” says Bob looking at me. 


“I was not there”, I reply. “I have no idea what happened. You were there. You know what happened. Your job is to listen to each other and hear what they say.”  I do NOT attempt to find out what happened- I am NOT a detective! 

 
I TEACH Johnny and Bob to use 'I messages' to each other. 


Third, re-phrase 

I ask them to re-phrase what the other said, to ensure they each understand what the other has said. 


Teach preferred language and behaviour, 


I teach new language such as 'Sorry, are you OK?' and I review the situation, describing the way that they would like it dealt with: 

“Bob, if you hit Johnny in the head with the soccer ball, he wants you to come over and say: 'Sorry, are you OK?'   Can you do that?”

“Johnny, when Bob hit you with the soccer ball, he wants you to use your words to tell him how you feel.   Can you do that?”


“Johnny, if Bob came over and said, 'Sorry, are you OK?', would you feel better?”


“Bob, if Johnny told you that the soccer ball really hurt him, and you said, 'Sorry, are you OK?' Would you feel better than you were a few moments ago?” 


“OK. Johnny, if you accidentally hit someone on the head with a soccer ball, what will you do?”


“OK. Bob if someone accidentally hits you on the head with a soccer ball, what will you do?”

Johnny & Bob reply with an appropriate reply, as practiced earlier.

Send them back to class 

Finally, I send them back to class. During the next class meeting, I might get them to describe how they will use the phrases next time- if the issue has blown over. 

The Approach:

I am a Teacher. I teach kids how to get along. 


I am not a detective. I don't try to find out what happened. 


I am not a judge. I usually don't dispense punishment beyond 'repair or replace', unless the incident is serious. If it's more serious, I refer it to the Principal, who no doubt will re-enforce the same approach, but add consequences if necessary.  


This is an excerpt from 'The First Week of School' workshop. I also address this area in my Class Meetings workshop. You can connect with Ray through startupyourclass.ca the site for early career teachers.
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